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    Chapter 1: Legendary Jealousy

    
      「Breaking news! The Black Dragon Guild confidently declared that they’d clear the Tower’s fortieth floor and show everyone the skill of one of the best guilds in the world. Unfortunately, Black Dragons ended up coming back without any achievements once again. Yet the Fire Emperor, the number one ranked Hunter, has singlehandedly taken down another boss monster!」
    

    

    
      I blankly watched the television, envious of the man on the screen. I was so jealous of him that I felt like I was going to go nuts.
    

    
      「Hello, Mr. Fire Emperor!」
    

    
      「Ah, yeah. Hi… 」 The man on the screen frowned slightly. 
    

    
      Somehow, even his furrowed brow looked cool. 
    

    
      「You set a new record once again!  And I must say, you’re the only Hunter who’s made this many feats on your own. How do you feel about it?」
    

    
      「First of all, I want you to stop calling me that shitty name.」
    

    
      「I’m sorry?」
    

    
      「I’m talking about you people calling me “Fire Emperor”. I have a name, you know. What’s with that bullshit nickname? I’d honestly prefer Fucker to that cringe-ass name. I swear I’m going to hunt down the bastard who came up with that someday and bury him alive.」
    

    
      「U-umm…」 The anchor stammered perplexedly, but he couldn’t say anything to the man.  After all, the man was the star of this era and his exploits were the stuff of legends.
    

    
      In contrast, I was an extra who didn’t even have a name for myself.
    

    
      “Ah…” I muttered. “I really envy him.”
    

    
      How good would it feel to be able to say anything I wanted, even on television? I picked up my smartphone and got on an online community about Hunters, wondering how people would react to the Fire Emperor’s interview. As expected, the online communities were already engaged in a fiery dispute as they watched the interview.
    

    
      —Guys, the Fire Emperor is talking shit again!
    

    
      —The fire emperor is fire-emperoring again lol
    

    
      —Would it kill him to watch his words? The whole world is watching this interview
    

    
      └not like it’s his first time doing this
    

    
      └^This. TBH it’s the media’s fault. Everyone knows what kind of a person he is. 
    

    
      └True dat… The anchor is doing it on purpose to boost their ratings
    

    
      └lmao the Fucker’s fanatics are here too gross
    

    
      └I want to become like the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      The online communities couldn’t have been more clearly divided. 
    

    
      —Mr. Fire Emperor, I hope you will improve your character and become a Hunter who can represent Korea with both your exemplary personality and skills. As a fellow Korean, I shamed whenever a translated version of your interview goes viral on the internet…
    

    
      └It’s “I am ashamed,” not “I shamed.” Why don’t you worry about your grammar skills in your mother tongue before you worry about foreigners? Besides, nationality doesn’t matter in the Tower.
    

    
      └Yet you’re fine with your master swearing in Korean. Don’t embarrass yourself here, Fire Emperor.
      
        [1]
      
    

    
      └I’m just pointing out their grammar, so why are you insulting me? Get a life.
    

    
      └Hmph. You’re the one that needs to get a life. 
    

    
      └I want to become like Fire Emperor.
    

    
      It was chaos. In fact, every online community that was even slightly related to Hunters went crazy.
    

    
      —WTF?! The Fucker has a girlfriend now! He’s dating the Saintess!
    

    
      └The Saintess? Seriously?
    

    
      └my friend is a Hunter and he saw the fire emperor and saintess hanging out together.
    

    
      └I’m actually friends with the Saintess. She told me they aren’t.
    

    
      └I want to become like the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      Some communities were busy talking about who the Fire Emperor was dating. Whoever wrote the post kindly attached a photo, which they claimed was the best photo of the Saintess’s life. Just like the Fire Emperor, the Saintess was one of the most famous Hunters in the world. She was known for her angelic personality as well as her beauty—and this post was saying that the Fire Emperor was dating her. 
    

    
      In the end, I had to put down my smartphone and bury my head between my knees.
    

    
      “Arghh…” 
    

    
      —I want to become like the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      I was the one who wrote that comment on the post I had just read. It was my habit to leave those comments on any kind of online post I ran into. People might ask me why I would always make the same comment every time. 
    

    
      “I envy him! I envy him so much! I want to be cool and famous too!”
    

    
      The reason was that I deeply envied him—but the only reason I could be this candid was that I lived in this studio on my own. If people got a look at my walls, their jaws would drop because the walls were entirely covered with newspaper and magazine clippings about the Fire Emperor, the world’s Rank 1 Hunter.
    

    
      
        “The Fire Emperor has cleared the thirty-ninth floor on his own!”
      
    

    
      
        “The Fire Emperor has created another legend by singlehandedly clearing the thirty-eighth floor!”
      
    

    
      
        “Yoo Soo-Ha, the Fire Emperor, has officially become the first Korean to earn the highest place in the Hunter Ranking.”
      
    

    
      
        ...
      
    

    
      
        “With the disappearance of the Sword Star, the seat of the world’s Rank 1 Hunter is empty. Who shall inherit his seat?”
      
    

    
      
        “All foreign experts unanimously agree that the most likely candidate is Yoo Soo-Ha from Korea.”
      
    

    
      
        “The unassailable tenth floor has been cleared. Who is this mysterious hero?”
      
    

    
      
        “It has been twenty-two days since the Sword Star went missing. Could this be the start of the greatest chaos the Hunter industry has ever seen?”
      
    

    
      Some of the newspaper and magazine clips covering my walls were brand new, but others were tinged yellow with age, reflecting the range of dates they canvassed; from the most recent to over a decade old. It was the Fire Emperor’s history itself—no, the history beginning even before Yoo Soo-Ha earned the title of Fire Emperor. 
    

    
      
        Ah… I want to be successful like the Fire Emperor… I wish I could thrive in life so that other people would envy 
      
      me
      
         instead. When I’m successful, I’ll be able to teach those people a lesson for looking down on me. After that, I’ll forgive them and pat them on the shoulders and telling them to be kind to others from now on. I want people to think I’m a big-hearted man… 
      
    

    
      Yes, I was jealous of the hero on the screen. 
    

    
      「Mr. Fire Emperor.」
    

    
      「For god’s sake. Didn’t I tell you to call me by my real name, not “Fire Emperor”? I thought you media jackals’ brains went rotten because of your tabloid shit, but I guess they rotted your ears, too?」
    

    
      「I-I’m sorry. But before we finish the interview, can you say something to our viewers out there?」 
    

    
      The Fire Emperor scratched the back of his head in annoyance. 「
      
        Phew. 
      
      What am I supposed to say?」
    

    
      「Many aspiring Hunters look up to you and try to follow in your footsteps, Mr. Fire Emperor. You entered the Tower in your early twenties, but you Awakened right away! Less than a month after your Awakening, you killed a boss monster! You’re writing legends as Yoo Soo-Ha the Fire Emperor! So can you give all the aspiring Hunters out there one piece of advice?」
    

    
      「I’m sure that if they can succeed with just one piece of advice from me, then they never needed it to begin with.」 The Fire Emperor chuckled dryly.
    

    
      「Still, can you give them one?」 
    

    
      「Ha… you people from the media are seriously… 
      
        Tsk. 
      
      Fine, but I’ll make it short.」 The Fire Emperor scratched the back of his head irately, his black ponytail swaying from side to side. He glared straight into the camera. 「Those who are destined to succeed will be successful no matter what. But don’t get cocky with me even if you do. I’ll crush you.」
    

    
      「Pardon?」
    

    
      「That’s it. I have nothing else to say, so don’t follow me.」 The Fire Emperor just stood up from his seat and walked away from the camera, unceremoniously ending the interview. 
    

    
      「Mr. Fire Emperor! Mr. Fire Emperor! What is that supposed to mean?!」the anchor shouted after him, bewildered.
    

    
      The anchor was completely ignored. 
    

    
      I blankly stared at the Fire Emperor’s back and let out a sigh. I was angry. The anchor was the one who was insulted, but for some reason, it felt like the Fire Emperor had disrespected me. It made me furious. 
    

    
      “Only if I had one decent Skill…” I trailed off. 
    

    
      The reality was, I was just a lowly Class F Hunter, and my life was far from successful. My interview wouldn’t go viral in real-time, and no one cared about my private life. The last thing that was going to happen in my life was me becoming rich and successful with my own abilities… 
    

    
      “I want to win in life… I wish I had a Class S Skill… 
      
        Arghhh…
      
       I just want to be successful even if I don’t get to be rich. How cool would it be to have the Fire Emperor’s Skills…?”  
    

    
      If anyone saw me right now, they would think I was crazy for voicing my wildest fantasies aloud—but again, the only reason I could do it was that I was living alone in my studio. I relieved my stress by talking to myself when no one was around. I knew it was absolutely pathetic, but who cared? It was better than going outside and screaming into people’s ears. No one was listening anyway. 
    

    
      “...Huh?”
    

    
      It looked like I was wrong. A golden light appeared in front of me as if someone had heard me.
    

    
      “C-can it be…?”
    

    
      The only time I saw this kind of light was in videos online; it signified the moment a Hunter Awakened a Skill. I had pressed the play button thousands of times every morning after I woke up, letting my jealousy consume me.
    

    
      “It’s golden!”  
    

    
      The golden light indicated that the Skill was Class S or higher! My heart pounded so hard that it hurt. Before long, the golden light pool coalesced. 
    

    
      
        [It would be extremely difficult to find something as ugly as your jealousy!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Tower, appalled by your ugly jealousy, has decided to get you a Skill and be done with it!]
      
    

    
      
        Huh? The voice is a little different from what I heard about…
      
    

    
      It was said that when a Hunter received a Skill, they usually heard a majestic voice lavishing  them with praise. It varied from “The Tower is touched by your resolve,” or “The Tower has rewarded your upright yet challenging cultivation,” or “The Tower compliments your accomplishments.” 
    

    
      But the voice I heard just now was telling me that my ugly jealousy was what made the Tower toss me a Skill. It was like the Tower was throwing a coin to a beggar, hoping to get rid of him. 
    

    
      
        N-no. It doesn’t matter. I got a Class S Skill.
      
    

    
      I had an uneasy premonition, but I ignored it. I had been waiting for this moment forever, so I shouldn’t jinx it. 
    

    
      
        [Creating a Skill Card.]
      
    

    
      The golden light flashed and turned into a card of the same color. I grabbed the card with shaking hands.
    

    
      
        
          I Want To Be Like You
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: S+
      
    

    
      
        Effects: It will automatically activate after an enemy kills you. You will be able to copy and turn one of their Skills into yours. The Skill you copy will be chosen at random, but you can’t copy your enemies’ Skills more than once.
      
    

    
      
        ※
        
           
        
        However, you will die!
      
    

    
      “Whoaa! W-wh-whoa… Huh?” My voice died out. I blinked. “Huhhh?”
    

    
      At first, I thought I misread something, so I slowly reread the description on the card from top to bottom. However, it really said that I was going to die after using this Class S Skill, so the only thing I could do was stare blankly at it. 
    

    
      A breeze entered through my window, fluttering the newspaper and magazine clips that covered my walls.
    

    
      “What the fuck! How am I supposed to use this Skill!”
    

    
      After a long silence, my scream rattled my studio. No one in history had ever gotten a shittier Skill than the one I got today.
    

    

    
      1. The raw is 추하다, 염제야. This is a Korean meme. People are embarrassed to reveal their real identities and defend themselves, so they pretend to be a third party. But they often get caught, so Koreans jokingly say this when an advocate defends someone in a rather awkward way. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 2: But You Will Die (1)

    
      Skills, which made many Hunters fall on their knees in despair, were acquired on a myriad of occasions. 
    

    
      
        “I hit training dummies ten thousand times and automatically got one.”
      
    

    
      
        “I heard God’s voice one day!”
      
    

    
      
        “You want to know how I used that magic spell just now? I don’t know. I’ve been able to do it since I entered the Tower.”
      
    

    
      Some Hunters couldn’t escape poverty due to their lack of gifts, even though they were kind-hearted and tenacious. On the other hand, there were Hunters who made a decent living despite their ill temper. A prime example of the latter would be the Fire Emperor, the number one Hunter in the official ranking.
    

    
      If people’s lives were games, the Fire Emperor’s would earn the Game of the Year award. He would be able to get anything he wanted in his game. Meanwhile, my life was… just a second-rate gacha.
    

    
      Most people would think that the moment of greatest despair during gacha was if they never got Five Star items or characters, no matter how many times they tried. However, anyone who paid money to get more gacha pulls would know better… True despair was when they acquired the most useless Five-Star items or characters out there. 
    

    
      My Five-Star Skill
      
         
      
      was worse than most One-Star gacha pulls.
    

    
      
        
          I Want To Be Like You
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: S+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: It will automatically activate after an enemy kills you. You will be able to copy and turn one of their Skills into yours. The Skill you copy will be chosen at random, but you can’t copy your enemies’ Skills more than once. 
      
    

    
      
        ※ However, you will die!
      
    

    
      “Ha. Shit…”
    

    
      Yes, my life was a second-rate gacha. Once Hunters acquired a Skill, they were supposed to visit the Hunter Management Bureau and report it, but I didn’t. My Skill wasn’t even fair, so I didn’t want to embarass myself too.
    

    
      
        “Hello, Mr. Hunter. How did you acquire your Skill?”
      
    

    
      
        “It was because I envy the world’s Rank 1 Hunter.”
      
    

    
      
        “Sorry?”
      
    

    
      
        “I yelled that I was going to go crazy because I envy him so much, and the Tower tossed me a Skill Card. Haha. You know, the Tower also told me that they never saw something as ugly as my jealousy.”
      
    

    
      I couldn’t tell them that! Instead, I ended up drinking like there was no tomorrow and left the pub, wandering and staggering for who knew how long. I wound up in a deserted alley and couldn’t hold it any longer and vomited. 
    

    
      “
      
        Blarghhhhhh!
      
      ” I wiped my mouth. “If I was going to be unlucky… I shouldn’t have been lucky at all. “
    

    
      
        ...But where am I?
      
    

    
      I wasn’t even good at finding the right place to vomit. Where was I? I had never been to this alley. How did I end up here? I remembered nothing. Would I have to sleep on the ground tonight? 
    

    
      
        Ah, I want to cry. 
      
      I held back my tears.
    

    
      “—go! Ah! Why would you suddenly do this…!”
    

    
      Just then, I heard a faint scream from further inside the alley. My head cleared up right away. The scream was too vivid for me to have hallucinated because of the 
      
        makgeolli 
      
      I had. Although I wasn’t sure who it was, they were definitely screaming because their life was in danger.
    

    
      
        What’s going on? 
      
      I carefully picked my way down the alley and took shallow breaths to be as stealthy as possible.
    

    
      One step after another, I made my way toward the source of the scream. The voice became clearer as I approached.
    

    
      “M-Mr. Fire Emperor, why are you doing—”
    

    
      “...It’s useless. No one is around….”
    

    
      And that was my second stupid mistake for the day. I should have run as soon as I heard the scream. Of course… my first mistake was to drink until I pickled my brain, but that was because I had never gotten drunk in my entire life before today. Infuriated by the fact that I had a Class S shit, I had gulped down 
      
        makgeolli 
      
      as if it were water. 
    

    
      “I poisoned your glass.”
    

    
      “Po-poison? I already told you, I don’t understand what you are talking about, Mr. Fire Emperor.”
    

    
      “Wow, you’re a great actress. If anyone saw you right now, they would buy it instantly.”
    

    
      A couple was standing deep in a dead-end alley without a single street light shining on them. Perhaps “standing” was an understatement, because the man was threatening the woman. 
    

    
      “I used Basilisk Acid. It’s the same poison you used in my glass before.” The man leaned closer to the woman. “ I gotta hand it to you. I would have been in real trouble if it wasn’t for my Skill. Hmm? What’s wrong? You look pale now, Miss Saintess.”
    

    
      “
      
        Impervious Body
      
      …? N-no way. You don’t have that Skill.”
    

    
      “I don’t.” The man’s laughter quietly echoed down the alley. “But I happen to have a slightly better Skill than 
      
        Impervious Body
      
      .”
    

    
      That was when I recognized the man. Even though the alley was pitch dark, there was no way I wouldn’t remember his ponytail after seeing him walking away in the TV interview last night.   
    

    
      
        It’s really the Fire Emperor!
      
    

    
      He was the officially recognized number one Hunter in the ranking compiled by the Hunter Management Bureau, the star of this era, and the idol of everyone. That was why everyone was envious of him, especially me.
    

    
      
        …And she’s the Saintess!
      
    

    
      I covered my mouth so they wouldn’t hear me breathing. 
    

    
      The Saintess was a Rank 9 Hunter and was currently rumored to be dating the Fire Emperor. I had only seen her beauty from videos and photos online. Yet here she was, being threatened.
    

    
      “But I’ve had enough of this game. You have to pay the price for messing with me.”
    

    
      “H-hold on, Mr. Fire Emperor. You’re misunderstanding something— The only thing I want to do is clear the Tower together!”
    

    
      “That’s what I thought, but I was wrong.”
    

    
      “Please stop and think about it! If you and I work together, we can not only clear the fortieth floor, we can clear the fiftieth floor within a year! Yes! No human has ever managed to clear the fiftieth floor, but we can!”
    

    
      “I thought so too, but we probably won’t,” the Fire Emperor scoffed.
    

    
      My jaw dropped to the ground. 
      
        They… aren’t dating each other?
      
    

    
      Two heroes in love—that was what people on the internet and the media said about them, but there was nothing romantic about this. In fact, a lover’s quarrel was the last word I would use right now. 
    

    
      The Fire Emperor’s voice dripped with murder. In my eyes, this conversation was between people who were about to kill and be killed. 
    

    
      “Let’s talk it out, please! I’m sure we can sort out this misunderstanding.”
    

    
      “Talk? Ah, yes. I like talking. It’s what gentlemen do.” The Fire Emperor grabbed the Saintess by the neck.
    

    
      The Saintess moaned in pain.
    

    
      “But I make the rules.” 
    

    
      She gasped and writhed. His grip must have been suffocating. The more she struggled, the more suffocated I felt too.
    

    
      
        Oh, no. Oh my god.
      
       
    

    
      It should never have happened, but it was happening right in front of me. 
    

    
      “I ask questions. The only thing you have to do is answer. You don’t need to answer out loud. If I guessed correctly, you nod. Otherwise, you can shake your head. It’s simple, right?” the Fire Emperor demanded. 
    

    
      The Saintess desperately gasped for air. 
    

    
      “I’ll spare you if you cooperate. You know what? I’ll even give you the antidote as a bonus, but if you choose to turn down my generous offer… Well, you don’t need me to explain, right? I heard you’re from Oxford University. Put your smart brain to work.”
    

    
      The Saintess desperately hit the Fire Emperor’s arm to escape from his grip, but it didn’t affect him one bit. After all, the Saintess was a Healer, so even though she was a renowned Hunter, it was impossible to physically overpower the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      “Actually, I only have one question for you.”
    

    
      The Saintess struggled harder. 
    

    
      “Who ordered you to kill me? Was it the witch from the Black Dragon Guild?”
    

    
      The Saintess’s resistance immediately stopped. 
    

    
      “Think carefully before you answer.  I may not have 
      
        Impervious Body
      
      , but I do have a lie-detecting Skill. I’ll cremate you right here if I catch you trying any fuckery with me.”
    

    
      It seemed the Saintess hesitated a bit. The alley was dark, so I couldn’t get a good look at her face—still, I could tell she went quiet before she slowly nodded to the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      “I knew it.” The Fire Emperor chuckled. “Goodbye, Isabel the Saintess.”
    

    
      The fire he started reached the Saintess’s neck first. She desperately thrashed as she was slowly engulfed by the fire, but the Fire Emperor didn’t even budge. He watched the Saintess burn with an expressionless face.
    

    
      “Hmm…” The Fire Emperor was nonchalant even in the blazing fire.
    

    
      It eventually devoured the entire end of the alley, but he never let go of the Saintess. She clawed at his arm, but in the end, she gave up and reached for the night sky… 
    

    
      Her arms soon drooped, and she no longer moved.
    

    
      
        The fuck…! 
      
      I shut my eyes. 
    

    
      A hero died right in front of me. Perhaps that wasn’t an accurate description: Yes, the Saintess was murdered by another hero of the people, the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      
        He’s insane.
      
    

    
      The Saintess was already a lump of charcoal now, but the fire didn’t die out because the Fire Emperor chose not to let it. He burned her flesh and bones until they turned into a pile of ashes, and yet he never even batted an eye.
    

    
      
        He’s not in his right mind.
      
       I stumbled backward. 
      
        I should run away right now.
      
    

    
      And then I made the third and last mistake of the day.
    

    
      
        Crack.
      
    

    
      It was very faint. It wasn’t even from a can. I stepped on a glass fragment. Maybe it was from someone’s soju bottle or it got carried here by a breeze… I didn’t know why it was there. 
    

    
      “...Hmm.” The Fire Emperor turned his head.
    

    
      Although I didn’t have to know why the glass fragment was here, there were two facts that I couldn’t ignore: I had just made a foolish mistake, and the Fire Emperor was a predator who would never miss someone else’s mistake.
    

    
      “I thought I dealt with all the rats nearby, but I must have missed one.”  
    

    
      The moment  I met the Fire Emperor’s eyes, I squealed and ran away without looking back. His eyes belonged to a killer. He was a devil who had killed dozens of people at least, and today he was going to kill me.
    

    
      “Ha.” The Fire Emperor sneered. “It’s cute that you think you can run away from me, you shit.” 
    

    
      I felt a burning sensation near my ankles and immediately went rolling across the ground. At first, I didn’t get why I fell down—then I saw both my feet still flat on the ground. I gasped. My feet were severed with my sneakers still on. The famous logo on the side of my sneakers looked unusually white today. 
    

    
      “P-please don’t kill me! Spare me, please!”
    

    
      “Then you shouldn’t have run away in the first place. You scared me for a moment there.” The Fire Emperor bent over to pick up my foot and tossed it up and down like a baseball. “Hey, did you see it?”
    

    
      “I-I didn’t see anything!”
    

    
      The Fire Emperor approached me. “What did you not see?”
    

    
      “I don’t know anything! P-please, I don’t know any—”
    

    
      “What do you not know?”
    

    
      “Please… Mr. Fire Emperor. Please…spare me. I won’t say anything. I won’t say anything to anyone…”
    

    
      A shadow was cast over my head as the Fire Emperor crouched over me. “Wow, so you saw me and know I’m the Fire Emperor. You saw pretty much everything.”
    

    
      “Please…”
    

    
      “Bro, you’re making me upset. You know everything, so why would you keep bullshitting me?” The Fire Emperor turned my foot this way and that. “Tell me. Who sent you? Is it the Black Dragon again?”
    

    
      “I… I really don’t know anything… I know nothing….”
    

    
      “Yet you were quietly watching me and the Saintess from there like a rat. That sounds so trustworthy, doesn’t it? I would have bought it 
      
        if I was an idiot
      
      .” The Fire Emperor grinned crookedly. “But I’m not, you dipshit.”
    

    
      
        Woosh!
      
    

    
      The Fire Emperor started another fire on the famous logo on my sneakers. Before long, the sneakers I had worn for a long time disappeared. I had been with my feet longer, but they were now gone too. 
    

    
      “Next will be your head, so answer me.” 
    

    
      My head went blank. This devil… was crazy. There was no talking to a psycho, and he was one. Everything inside his head was the absolute truth, so he was supposed to be always right. In truth, he was just a psychopath who would kill an innocent without hesitation.
    

    
      The Fire Emperor was the Rank 1 Hunter, so how could he—no, how could a human do that? Had I been fanboying for a psycho? I used to think that he was a hero and I liked him for his candor and straightforwardness. That was what other people thought too—but he was just a lunatic. 
    

    
      “L-lie…” 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Lie-detecting Skill… You said you have a lie-detecting Skill,” I desperately blurted. “You told the Saintess to think carefully before she answers because you can tell if she’s lying. Use the Skill on me, and you’ll know I’m not lying. Mr. Fire Emperor, i-it really was a coincidence. Please believe me!”
    

    
      The Fire Emperor’s expression subtly changed.
    

    
      “I was lying.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 3: But You Will Die (2)

    
      “What did you just say?”
    

    
      “It was a lie. You know what bluffing is, right? I don’t have a lie-detecting Skill, I bluffed to make the Saintess talk.” The Fire Emperor laughed quietly. “Oh, man. You and the Saintess are so naive. I can’t believe you two actually fell for it.”
    

    
      “Th-then…” My lip quivered in shock. “...does that mean you killed the Saintess without any proof?”
    

    
      Unlike the psychopath standing in front of me, the Saintess, the heroic Hunter who was in ninth place of the official ranking, was a decent person. Most of her earnings were donated to orphanages, which was what had eventually earned her the title of Saintess. Did he seriously kill her because she was a little suspicious?
    

    
      
        Then…he’s the lunatic of the century, not the Hunter of the era. 
      
    

    
      “Hey, give me some credit here. I do have proof. The Saintess actually tried to kill me. If I hadn’t killed her first, she would have poisoned me to death tomorrow.” The Fire Emperor spat on the ground. “Fuck! Just thinking about it makes me feel like shit again.”
    

    
      “H-how would you kno—”
    

    
      “I know,” the Fire Emperor answered right away. “I just know. I have a way, but it’s none of your business.”
    

    
      I was rendered speechless. It was…not just because the Fire Emperor was absurdly confident. There was certainty I could see from the Fire Emperor’s eyes; he actually had a reason for killing the Saintess. That was what it looked like to me at least.
    

    
      “Well, judging from all your talk about the lie-detecting skill, I guess you’re really innocent.”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    “I remember all eighteen of the rat shitters that were crawling around here. Eighteen. It was like they wanted to prove they were a group of fuckers.[1]  Mmm… Anyhow, it’s my first time seeing you. Yeah, I don’t remember seeing a softie like you among them.” The Fire Emperor stroked my head with a grin.

    
      Did he finally believe I was innocent?
    

    
      “Th-thank you—!”
    

    
      “But you know I’m the Fire Emperor and you saw me killing the Saintess.” The Fire Emperor stroked my head once again. “So you should die.”
    

    
      The Fire Emperor stopped stroking my head. “My name is Yoo Soo-Ha. Goodbye.”
    

    
      At that instant, it felt like someone put a hot frying pan on top of my head. …No, it was 
      
        inside
      
       my head. My brain was devoured by fire, its fluids boiling and sizzling like a barrel of oil. That was how I learned that a human couldn’t scream in the face of true pain.
    

    
      
        This…is how I die—killed by a lunatic.
      
    

    Kim Gong-Ja was the name that the director of my orphanage had given me, hoping I would become a great person like Confucius.[2] However, my life and death were nothing like Confucius’s. 

    
      
        Ah.
      
    

    
      It was sad. Nothing changed in my wretched life even until the day I died. If my life was a game, nobody would buy it. 
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      I hated it.
    

    
      
        [It has been determined that your death met the requirements for Skill activation.]
      
    

    
      Why did I have to die? No, why did I have to live like this? It was unfair. Everything was unfair. I could have lived a better life—actually, my life should have been a little better. I just made mistakes, that was all. 
    

    
      I died because of the three mistakes I had made today. My life was full of mistakes. I had been born because of someone’s mistake; maybe my birth itself was a mistake too. 
    

    
      
        [Duplicating Hunter Yoo Soo-Ha’s Skills at random.]
      
    

    
      
        [Creating Skill Cards]
      
    

    
      I couldn’t hear or see anything except for faint points of light, which buzzed in front of me like a swarm of bronze fireflies. They looked fairly easy to catch. There were silver fireflies in lesser numbers, but there were still many of them. I would be able to get them too, but there was one singular golden firefly that shone like the sun. It was fast. It actually flew so fast that I felt like it would be impossible for me to catch it. 
    

    
      
        [Choose a Skill Card.]
      
    

    
      I still reached out for the only golden light.
    

    
      
        [You have chosen a Skill Card.]
      
    

    
      I got it.
    

    
      
        [Copying the Skill.]
      
    

    
      And I embraced my death. 
    

    
      
        [The Skill is active.]
      
    

    
      
        Name: I Want To Be Like You.
      
    

    
      
        Class: S+.
      
    

    
      
        Effect 1: It will automatically activate after an enemy kills you. 
      
    

    
      
        Effect 2: You will be able to copy and turn one of their Skills into yours.
      
    

    
      
        Effect 3: You can’t copy your enemies’ Skills more than once. 
      
    

    
      
        Effect 4: The Skill you copy will be chosen at random.
      
    

    
      
        ※ However, you will die!
      
    

    
      Now I could tell others what hell looked like with confidence. There was no inferno, nor even ordinary fire. There was a gas stove lying around, but it wouldn’t be enough to start an inferno. To my surprise, hell gave me a little fridge, a small bed, and…a second-hand television.
    

    
      “Huh.”
    

    
      In other words, it looked like a replica of my studio. …Wait, I wasn’t in hell. This was my twelve-square-meter studio with a charming rent. 
    

    
      “Huh… Uhh… Uhhh?” I felt around my head with my hand. 
    

    
      It was fine. Just in case, I checked my reflection on my smartphone’s screen and I saw a face that looked like God had given up just before they completed their masterpiece. In other words, it was moderately handsome and ugly at the same time—but I didn’t have any burn marks.
    

    
      ...
      
        What? What happened? What in the world happened? Did the Fire Emperor treat me and then dump me here?
      
    

    
      It was ridiculous as fuck, but…it was the only explanation that came to my mind. Maybe the Fire Emperor was kinder than I had thought. Sure, he was a lunatic, but perhaps he wasn’t a psychopathic killer. He may have pretended to kill me and ended up sparing me instead.
    

    
      「Breaking news!」
    

    
      Then was the Fire Emperor the one who had left the television on?
    

    
      「Breaking news! The Black Dragon Guild confidently declared that they’d clear the Tower’s fortieth floor and show everyone the skill of one of the best guilds in the world. Unfortunately, the Black Dragons ended up coming back without any achievements once again.」
    

    
      However, the Fire Emperor wasn’t in my twelve-square-meter studio. It wasn’t like he had left the TV on and stepped outside for a moment. 
    

    
      「Yet the Fire Emperor, the number one ranked Hunter, has singlehandedly taken down another boss monster!」
    

    
      Instead… Instead, the Fire Emperor was on the screen with his brow furrowed.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      「Hello, Mr. Fire Emperor!」
    

    
      「Ah, yeah. Hi… 」
    

    
      「You set a new record once again!  And I must say, you’re the only Hunter who’s made this many feats on your own. How do you feel about it?」
    

    
      「First of all, I want you to stop calling me that shitty name.」
    

    
      「I’m sorry?」
    

    
      The LIVE logo was in the corner of the screen. I blankly watched the interview on my old television.
    

    
      「I’m talking about you people calling me “Fire Emperor”. I have a name, you know. What’s with that bullshit nickname? I’d honestly prefer Fucker to that cringe-ass name. I swear I’m going to hunt down the bastard who came up with that someday and bury him alive.」
    

    
      The world’s Rank 1 Hunter, the hero of the current generation, the person I had been jealous of… Yoo Soo-Ha was there. Perhaps I was putting it too mildly given that he had killed me. 
    

    
      “Impossible.”
    

    
      Despite what I said, I was already reaching for my smartphone. When I checked the date, it was the same date I saw yesterday. My hands trembled, but I got to the online communities. 
    

    
      —Guys, the Fire Emperor is talking shit again!
    

    
      It was the same here. 
    

    
      —Would it kill him to watch his words? The whole world is watching this interview
    

    
      It was also the same here.
    

    
      —WTF?! The Fucker has a girlfriend now! He’s dating the Saintess!
    

    
      The websites, communities, SNS… everything was the same. The posts I saw yesterday were being posted in real-time. I swore that I had seen those posts yesterday, but people acted like it was their first time.
    

    
      “Ha…”
    

    
      Nevertheless, there was one difference.
    

    
      —I want to become like the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      The comments I had written weren’t there. It was only natural—around this time yesterday, I had been busy writing comments on every post, but right now I was zoning out after I realized that I really had returned to yesterday. 
    

    
      “...Show me my Skill Card.”
    

    
      
        
          I Want To Be Like You (S+)
        
      
    

    
      The golden Skill Card appeared in front of me. I had read it several times since yesterday, so I remembered every word in the description. It was supposed to be a Class S Skill, but it was trash of the century because it cost me my life to use it. But…
    

    
      “Oh my god.”
    

    
      …there were two glittering cards shining in front of me right now.
    

    
      
        
          I Want To Be Like You (S+) 
        
      
    

    
      
        
          Returner’s Clockwork (EX)
        
      
    

    
      
        How?
      
    

    
      I stared at the two floating golden Skill Cards, my heart pounding. The Skill I had was the one I would never get to use, but that was all. I…. wasn’t supposed to have a Skill named 
      
        Returner’s Clockwork
      
      , especially if its Skill Card was golden. It was my first time seeing this Skill Card; I hadn’t had it until the Fire Emperor had killed me yesterday
    

    
      
        How did it happen?
      
    

    
      I didn’t know how the 
      
        Returner’s Clockwork
      
       became mine. I couldn’t understand it yet. However, I could tell that this card was mine.
    

    
      
        It’s mine.
      
    

    
      
        Mine.
      
    

    
      And I also had a feeling that it might change my life. I reached out for the card and grabbed it, flipping it around.
    

    
      
        
          Returner’s Clockwork
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: EX
      
    

    
      
        Effect: It is activated automatically upon your death. You will return to twenty-four hours before your death. Your memory and abilities will be preserved even after your return. 
      
    

    
      
        ※ You will receive a penalty after the Skill activation.
      
    

    
      
        ※ The higher your Class is, the stronger the penalty is.
      
    

    
      
        ※ This Skill has been copied from Hunter Yoo Soo-Ha.
      
    

    
      Return. He returned to twenty-four hours before his death.
    

    
      “Ah…” Goosebumps spread over my skin as realization sank in. “Th-this is the Fire Emperor’s secret…”
    

    
      The Fire Emperor was the world’s Rank 1 Hunter. The boss monster in the Tower’s tenth floor had previously thought to be undefeatable, but he had taken it down on his own. And for some reason, he was so certain that the Saintess was going to kill him. 
    

    
      I finally understood the truth behind everything he’d said and done.
    

    
      
        “The Saintess actually tried to kill me. If I hadn’t killed her first, she would have poisoned me to death tomorrow.”
      
    

    
      
        “I just know. I have a way, but it’s none of your business.”
      
    

    
      That was what the Fire Emperor had told me. The Saintess had actually killed the Fire Emperor. Just like he had said, she had poisoned him, causing him to return twenty-four hours before his last death. That was why he had a vendetta against the Saintess.
    

    
      
        And he also killed me. 
      
      I clenched my fists. 
      
        I didn’t do anything wrong, but he killed me just because I got in the way of covering up his murder!
      
    

    
      He had toyed with me like a bug before he killed me. My feet had been severed, and my head had been burned. 
    

    
      The TV interview was still ongoing. 
    

    
      「 But before we finish the interview, can you say something to our viewers out there?」 
    

    
      The Fire Emperor scratched the back of his head in annoyance. 「
      
        Phew.
      
      」
    

    
      The man I had seen yesterday was a hero, but all I saw today was a psychopath. It didn’t matter if he was the world’s Rank 1 Hunter or a renowned hero. He was my enemy now.
    

    
      The Fire Emperor scowled at the camera. 「Those who are destined to succeed will be successful no matter what. 」
    

    
      I glared back at him.
    

    
      「But don’t get cocky with me even if you do.」
    

    
      I clutched the golden Skill Card. I had copied this Skill from the Fire Emperor, so he would have the same card. The Fire Emperor was the first place in the official Hunter ranking, and I wasn’t even on the ranking. However, our start would always be the same from now on. 
    

    
      「I’ll crush you.」
    

    
      It was my turn for revenge. 
    

    

    
      1. The raw is 누가 씨발놈들 아니랄까 봐 대가리 숫자도 맞춰서… 씨발(Sibal) means fuck in Korean, and it sounds incredibly similar to the number eighteen(Sibpal). ☜

    

    
      2. Confucius’s Korean name is Gongja. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 4: Hunt The Hero (1)

    
      
        I can’t beat the Fire Emperor with an ordinary method.
      
    

    
      My heart pounded. I tried hard to be calm, but it wasn’t easy. Maybe it was only natural—it hadn’t been long since I’d died from the fire that he started in my head. On top of that, I had still been alive while my flesh and bones were sizzling… The pain I had experienced… was horrible. 
    

    
      “Fuck you, son of a bitch.” I glared at the newspaper and magazine clippings covering the walls.
    

    
      All of them were from interviews he had been in from when he was an obscure, rookie Hunter until he became the number one Hunter in the world. Of course, I also had the Fire Emperor’s photos on the walls—I now wanted to rip down those photos of his smug face. 
    

    
      “
      
        Tsk.
      
       But this fucker will also return to twenty-four hours ago if he dies.”
    

    
      The biggest problem was that the Fire Emperor wouldn’t stay dead even if he was killed.
    

    
      
        It’s the ultimate cheat.
      
    

    
      The difference between the Fire Emperor and I was like that of the sun and a firefly. My opponent was the Rank 1 Hunter while I wasn’t even in the ranking. 
    

    
      Even though the Tower had acknowledged my jealousy… it didn’t mean I was strong. Even if I relied on every possible coincidence and miracle in the world, it was unlikely that I could kill the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      
        Even if I manage to kill him, I still have problems.
      
    

    
      When he died, the Fire Emperor would simply return to twenty-four hours before and try to kill me using any means possible. Once he realized he couldn’t kill me, he would create a dungeon in his basement and lock me up forever. With the Fire Emperor’s abilities, it would be a piece of cake to subdue me, so Kim Gong-Ja’s second attempt at life would end with fabulous eternal incarceration. 
    

    
      “Ah, fuck. Fuck, fuck…”
    

    
      The chances of me killing him were close to zero, and killing him wouldn’t even be the end of my problems.
    

    
      
        How am I supposed to get revenge on this psychopath? How should I do it? How can I screw over the number one Hunter in the ranking?
      
    

    
      I cooped up myself in my studio for over a day, glaring at the newspaper clippings on the walls. They had all the information and history about the Fire Emperor, so they might give me an idea.
    

    
      
        “The Fire Emperor has cleared the thirty-ninth floor on his own!”
      
    

    
      
        “The Fire Emperor has created another legend by singlehandedly clearing the thirty-eighth floor!”
      
    

    
      
        “Yoo Soo-Ha, the Fire Emperor, has officially become the first Korean to earn the highest place in the Hunter Ranking.”
      
    

    
      
        ...
      
    

    
      
        “With the disappearance of the Sword Star, the seat of the world’s Rank 1 Hunter is empty. Who shall inherit his seat?”
      
    

    
      
        “All foreign experts unanimously agree that the most likely candidate is Yoo Soo-Ha from Korea.”
      
    

    
      
        “The unassailable tenth floor has been cleared. Who is this mysterious hero?”
      
    

    
      
        “It has been twenty-two days since the Sword Star went missing. Could this be the start of the greatest chaos the Hunter industry has ever seen?”
      
    

    
      Just then, a tingle ran down my spine. 
    

    
      “Huh? Wait… This is…” I mumbled as I touched one of the newspaper clippings.
    

    
      The clipping was from the Fire Emperor’s magazine interview. The article was online, but I had printed it myself to put it on the wall.
    

    
      
        “Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha, how old were you when you Awakened?”
      
    

    
      
        “I was twenty-one years old. It’s already been eleven years since that summer.” 
      
    

    
      
        “You must have very good memory to remember the season.”
      
    

    
      
        “I never really thought I had a good memory, but the day I Awakened just happened to be my birthday, June 7th. That’s why I remember it.”
      
    

    
      It was an ordinary interview, but… it was an invaluable piece of information for me.
    

    
      “Whoa, wait a minute. Seriously? It’s…really going to work.”
    

    
      There was a way to kill the world’s Rank 1 Hunter. It was far from easy, and people would call me crazy if they heard about it. But it was the only way to kill the Fire Emperor as a lowly Class F Hunter.
    

    
      
        I really can get revenge on him!
      
    

    
      Just then, I heard shouts from outside the window. 
    

    
      “Fire!”
    

    
      I opened the window, wondering what was going on. The nearby residents were buzzing about smoke rising from the side of the neighborhood. 
    

    
      “Oh, no!”
    

    
      “This isn’t the time to stand around here. Let’s go help extinguish the fire!”
    

    
      “Okay!”
    

    
      The residents went running toward the fire. 
    

    
      The place I lived was different from the outside world; this was the city made by the people who had entered the Tower to become Hunters. The city on the Tower’s first floor had various names,  because it was populated by people from around the globe.  Some people called it Babylon or Abaddon.  It was sometimes just “Floor 1 City”, but some even referred to it by an elegant name: “Ascending City.”
    

    
      Most people living here were Hunters. Whether they liked it or not, they had all looked death in the eyes, so they moved faster in an emergency than people from the outside world.
    

    
      As I quickly left my studio and joined the others, I checked the time on my smartphone.
    

    
      
        What the fuck.
      
    

    
      It had already been around twenty-four hours since I had been killed by the Fire Emperor and regressed in time. It was also around the time that the Fire Emperor was going to kill the Saintess. In other words…
    

    
      
        …it’s the Fucker! The Fucker set the fire to erase the evidence!
      
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha, the Fire Emperor, was truly an evil son of a bitch.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The Watchman League’s Hunters were already at the site of the fire, followed by other Hunters from major guilds. They usually fought like cats and dogs, but they joined forces to deal with the fire.
    

    
      “Those of you with water-type Skills, don’t use them on your own!”
    

    
      “Yes, use them together! That’s it!”
    

    
      “The Black Dragon Guild will take command here! Please follow the Black Dragon’s lead on this one, people!”
    

    
      A couple of High Rankers also showed up. I kept glancing at them as I helped other people.
    

    
      “I-I finished closing off the area. The problem is whether or not there are survivors… We should hurry and send a rescue team.” 
    

    
      She was the Rank 5 Hunter and was called Master Alchemist, who led the Alchemist Office, the guild of doctors and pharmacists.
    

    
      “It’s okay. It used to be a slum and it’s been abandoned for five years now. Ever since, access has been prohibited, so I guess that’s one silver lining.” 
    

    
      That was the Paladin, the Rank 10 Hunter and the assistant leader of the Watchmen League that maintained order in the city.
    

    
      The only time I’d met them before this was in the newspapers. Unlike many High Rankers out there, these Hunters were known to work with others to help people. They got on the site before anyone else and took charge of the emergency response. 
    

    
      
        The Saintess was supposed to be with them too…
      
    

    
      But she wasn’t. She had already been killed by the most arrogant of the solo High Rankers. The only people who knew of her death were the Fire Emperor and I. Even those two High Rankers didn’t know it yet—no, they would probably never know.
    

    
      The Master Alchemist looked around. “Strange. Why isn’t Miss Saintess here yet…?”
    

    
      “She told me that she had plans tonight. Although I don’t know what it is, it’s probably a date.” The Paladin laughed quietly. “She hangs out with the Fire Emperor pretty often nowadays.”
    

    
      “...I don’t like the Fire Emperor.” The Master Alchemist’s shoulders drooped. “Something doesn’t feel right about him… Although I know it’s not polite to talk badly of him, I still think Miss Saintess deserves someone better.”
    

    
      “Your standards are too high. The Fire Emperor is the Rank 1 Hunter, so if she has to find someone better, who’s she supposed to date? This is why you still haven’t found yourself a partner.”
    

    
      “A-age has nothing to do with this now… And I’m still in my late thirties. It’s not too late…” The Master Alchemist trailed off.
    

    
      Speak of the devil…
    

    
      “It’s the Fire Emperor!”
    

    
      The firefighters ground to a halt. Even the High Rankers turned to look. The Fucker just ambled in wearing a hoodie and sweatpants.
    

    
      “What the shit?” the Fucker demanded, obviously annoyed. “Who played with fire without my permission?”
    

    
      He was indeed an absolute psychopath.
    

    
      “Welcome, Fire Emperor.” the Paladin nodded in acknowledgment.
    

    
      “Yup, your big bro is here.”
    

    
      “As you can see, a fire broke out in the old slum. Can you help us?” the Paladin politely asked.
    

    
      However, the Fire Emperor wasn’t fazed. “What do I get if I help you?”
    

    
      “You’ll feel great about helping many people for free.”
    

    
      “Ah, drop the bullshit and make me a real offer.”
    

    
      “The media around the globe will print front page articles about you tomorrow. The headlines will be something like ’The Fire Emperor extinguished the fire, saving a lot of people.’ It’ll be a refreshing shock to people, and you’ll be able to improve your image.”
    

    
      “Ha.” The Fire Emperor sneered with his hands still in his pockets. “I don’t remember tiptoeing around those media jackals.”
    

    
      He was one crazy asshole. 
    

    
      The residents already had their phones out and were filming the Fire Emperor, so his facial expressions and the words he said would be broadcast around the globe right now. People on the internet must be having a heated discussion, either advocating for or criticizing the Fire Emperor. What would the Fire Emperor’s advocates say?
    

    
      —He’s right. ofc you should look out for yourself
    

    
      —Only an idiot would help out people for free.
    

    
      —I like how he’s still honest even after becoming a hero.
    

    
      My head went blank.
    

    
      
        No one knows who he really is.
      
    

    
      A shiver ran down my spine.
    

    
      
        He isn’t honest. He’s…just crazy. He isn’t in his right mind.
      
    

    
      The fire was right near me, but I felt cold. The Fire Emperor had started this fire and all the tragedy that accompanied it, yet he had the audacity to come back and ask for a price with a straight face. That was when I resolved myself. 
    

    
      
        He has to go!
      
    

    
      It wasn’t just for my revenge. For the sake of humanity and the honor of all Hunters, the Fire Emperor had to be eradicated. He was no different from monsters, and it was Hunters’ duty and life’s mission to hunt monsters!
    

    
      
        I have to kill him…by whatever means necessary. 
      
    

    
      A fire-spitting monster was living in the Tower. Yes, there was, but that was going to change. That monster was now my prey.
    

    
      
        Even if it costs me my life…
      
    

    
      I walked past the heroes, who were discussing how to sort out the aftermath. Ordinary Hunters were also working hard to put out the fire, but I brushed past them as well, headed toward the seemingly unquenchable inferno.
    

    
      “Huh? Hold on, where are you going?”
    

    
      And I walked.
    

    
      “Hey, bro! Don’t get too close!”
    

    
      And I walked.
    

    
      “Huh?! He’s crazy!”
    

    
      “Somebody stop him!”
    

    
      “Who the fuck is that?!”
    

    
      And I ran.
    

    
      I could hear people going wild behind me. Some people anxiously jumped up and down, unsure of how to stop me. On the other hand, several guys yelled at me as they fought the fire. I ignored them and charged straight into the fire. People called me crazy, but I wasn’t; in fact, I couldn’t be more level-headed right now. I understood the situation.
    

    
      
        It’s hot!
      
    

    
      I was in hell. The fire came at me like a snake flicking its scarlet tongue.
    

    
      
        It hurts!
      
    

    
      Whenever I took a step, more of my flesh melted. I could feel the surface of my eyes being burned to a crisp.
    

    
      
        But it’s better than the time I got killed by the Fire Emperor!
      
    

    
      This was the only way to kill the Fire Emperor. 
    

    
      I ran for a long time, but at the same time, it also felt like only a minute passed. I kept coughing because of the smoke. By the time I stopped coughing, I heard a voice.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      Yes. 
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      It was my second death.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “...I’m back.”
    

    
      It was my hell, my twelve-square meter studio. The walls were covered in newspaper clippings, and my old television was playing the Fire Emperor’s live interview for the third time.
    

    
      「Breaking news! The Black Dragon Guild confidently declared that they’d clear the Tower’s fortieth floor…」
    

    
      I returned to yesterday. 
    

    
      
        Okay. The Skill is working. 
      
    

    
      Unlike the last time, I didn’t even spare a glance at the TV. I didn’t need to because all I had to know was that my Skill that rewinded me twenty-four hours worked. With this Skill, I would be able to kill the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      
        [Your current Hunter Class is F.]
      
    

    
      
        [You will not receive your Skill penalty.]
      
    

    
      “I knew it,” I muttered to myself.
    

    
      
        Returner’s Clockwork… The description said that a higher penalty would be given if my Hunter Class was high.
      
    

    
      In other words, Class F Hunters like me wouldn’t receive one at all.
    

    
      
        Now is my one and only chance to kill the Fire Emperor.
      
    

    
      I pulled a dagger out of my backpack. It had been with me ever since I had started working as a Hunter. The dagger was now too dull to hunt monsters, but… it was sharp enough to kill a human.
    

    
      
        How shall I kill The Fire Emperor?
      
    

    
      I had been contemplating it.
    

    
      
        The Saintess isn’t dead yet, so should I work with her? Maybe I can reveal my ability to the Black Dragon Guild. Then they might help me incarcerate the Fire Emperor forever. Or when the Fire Emperor kills the Saintess, I can secretly film the moment and send the footage to the media.
      
    

    
      All of these methods were good, but they didn’t guarantee the Fire Emperor’s irreversible demise.
    

    
      
        I don’t have any way to make the Saintess trust me.
      
    

    
      I didn’t have any reputation.
    

    
      
        The guild might just discard me when it’s done.
      
    

    
      I didn’t have power.
    

    
      
        Is it seriously possible for me to film the Fire Emperor without getting discovered?
      
    

    
      I didn’t have confidence.
    

    
      
        But… I go back twenty-four hours after I die.
      
    

    
      I still had 
      
        Returner’s Clockwork
      
      , the Skill I copied from the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      
        Yeah, I have the Skill. Don’t worry, Kim Gong-Ja. You can do it.
      
    

    
      I swallowed my saliva and stared at the clipping of the Fire Emperor’s magazine interview.
    

    
      
        “Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha, how old were you when you Awakened?”
      
    

    
      
        “I was twenty-one years old. It’s already been eleven years since that summer.” 
      
    

    
      
        “You must have very good memory to remember the season.”
      
    

    
      
        “I never really thought I had a good memory, but the day I Awakened just happened to be my birthday, June 7th. That’s why I remember it.”
      
    

    
      
        Eleven years ago. June 7th. Summer. 
      
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha, the Fire Emperor, hadn’t had the Skill that summer eleven years ago. If I counted back from today to that specific June 7th, it was…
    

    
      
        4050 days.
      
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      
        I die 4050 times.
      
    

    
      It was the only way to kill the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      
        Yoo Soo-Ha. If you won’t stay dead, you monster… 
      
      I raised my dagger up high. …
      
        I’ll kill you before you become a monster!
      
    

    
      And I stabbed myself in the neck to go back to the past, where I could kill the Fire Emperor!
    

    
      “Urgh…!”
    

    
      It was hot, and it hurt.  As my heart raced, I could vividly feel every one of my nerves scream. After some time, I couldn’t see or feel anything, but I heard a voice.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      When I went back another day, I found myself lying on my bed. The TV was off, but the clippings were still all over the walls. Going back a day wasn’t enough to erase the Fire Emperor—no, that lunatic’s death. I glared at Yoo Soo-Ha’s photo.
      
          
      
    

    
      A day, a week, a month, a year… I didn’t care how long it would take.
    

    
      “Now…” I held up my dagger again. “...4049 days to go.”
    

    
      And I stabbed myself again.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 5: Hunt The Hero (2)

    
      4048 days.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      4047 days.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      4046 days.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      Just as Rome wasn’t built overnight, the Fire Emperor’s legend wasn’t made in a couple of days. I was erasing his seemingly eternal legacy from the Tower. It was difficult, of course, but it wasn’t impossible.
    

    
      “Fuck…!” I screamed as I killed myself. 
    

    
      Whenever I wanted to give up, I recalled the moment the Fire Emperor had burned me to death as if I were a moth. It brought back the pain, the frustration, and the anger I had felt at the time. He was the one who had set the fire in the old slum, but he had the audacity to come back and blatantly demand money for his help.
    

    
      
        I’ll kill you. 
      
      I stabbed myself in the neck with my dagger.
      
         I’ll kill you, Yoo Soo-Ha!
      
    

    
      I was killing myself, but it also meant the Fire Emperor was closer to his death.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding 24 hours.]
      
    

    
      4040 days, 4039 days, 4038 days, 4037 days… I started to lose track of how many times I’d killed myself. It felt like my work wasn’t going to end, like an hourglass that never ran out of sand.  The Fire Emperor’s tower of accomplishments seemed solid like a pyramid that didn't crumble down on its own, but it began to crack.
    

    
      
        “The Fire Emperor has cleared the thirty-ninth floor on his own!”
      
    

    
      
        “The Fire Emperor has created another legend by singlehandedly clearing the thirty-eighth floor!”
      
    

    
      
        “Yoo Soo-Ha, the Fire Emperor, has officially become the first Korean to earn the highest place in the Hunter Ranking.”
      
    

    
      
        ...
      
    

    
      
        “With the disappearance of the Sword Star, the seat of the world’s Rank 1 Hunter is empty. Who shall inherit his seat?”
      
    

    
      
        “All foreign experts unanimously agree that the most likely candidate is Yoo Soo-Ha from Korea.”
      
    

    
      
        “The unassailable tenth floor has been cleared. Who is this mysterious hero?”
      
    

    
      
        “It has been twenty-two days since the Sword Star went missing. Could this be the start of the greatest chaos the Hunter industry has ever seen?”
      
    

    
      The clippings on my studio walls, the trophies of the Fire Emperor’s history, disappeared one by one.
    

    
      
        “The Fire Emperor has created another legend by singlehandedly clearing the thirty-eighth floor!”
      
    

    
      
        “Yoo Soo-Ha, the Fire Emperor, has officially become the first Korean to earn the highest place in the Hunter Ranking.”
      
    

    
      
        ...
      
    

    
      
        “With the disappearance of the Sword Star, the seat of the world’s Rank 1 Hunter is empty. Who shall inherit his seat?”
      
    

    
      
        “All foreign experts unanimously agree that the most likely candidate is Yoo Soo-Ha from Korea.”
      
    

    
      
        “The unassailable tenth floor has been cleared. Who is this mysterious hero?”
      
    

    
      
        “It has been twenty-two days since the Sword Star went missing. Could this be the start of the greatest chaos the Hunter industry has ever seen?”
      
    

    
      One after another, the clippings disappeared like an old man’s teeth, revealing the wallpapers behind.
    

    
      
        “The Fire Emperor has created another legend by singlehandedly clearing the thirty-seventh floor!”
      
    

    
      
        “Yoo Soo-Ha, the Fire Emperor, has officially become the first Korean to earn the highest place in the Hunter Ranking.”
      
    

    
      
        ...
      
    

    
      
        “With the disappearance of the Sword Star, the seat of the world’s Rank 1 Hunter is empty. Who shall inherit his seat?”
      
    

    
      
        “All foreign experts unanimously agree that the most likely candidate is Yoo Soo-Ha from Korea.”
      
    

    
      
        “The unassailable tenth floor has been cleared. Who is this mysterious hero?”
      
    

    
      
        “It has been twenty-two days since the Sword Star went missing. Could this be the start of the greatest chaos the Hunter industry has ever seen?”
      
    

    
      They continued to vanish. 
    

    
      
        I see the end now!
      
    

    
      I still had a long way to go, but… it was okay. It was becoming clear that the psychotic Fire Emperor wasn’t immortal or indestructible. Then I could keep going as long as I needed to.
    

    
      
        It isn’t impossible!
      
    

    
      I swung my dagger again, eliminating the Fire Emperor’s time of clearing the Tower’s thirty-seventh floor.
    

    
      
        “Yoo Soo-Ha, the Fire Emperor, has officially become the first Korean to earn the highest place in the Hunter Ranking.”
      
    

    
      
        ...
      
    

    
      
        “With the disappearance of the Sword Star, the seat of the world’s Rank 1 Hunter is empty. Who shall inherit his seat?”
      
    

    
      
        “All foreign experts unanimously agree that the most likely candidate is Yoo Soo-Ha from Korea.”
      
    

    
      
        “The unassailable tenth floor has been cleared. Who is this mysterious hero?”
      
    

    
      
        “It has been twenty-two days since the Sword Star went missing. Could this be the start of the greatest chaos the Hunter industry has ever seen?”
      
    

    
      Next was when the Fire Emperor became the best Hunter in the world.
    

    
      
        “With the disappearance of the Sword Star, the seat of the world’s Rank 1 Hunter is empty. Who shall inherit his seat?”
      
    

    
      
        “All foreign experts unanimously agree that the most likely candidate is Yoo Soo-Ha from Korea.”
      
    

    
      
        “The unassailable tenth floor has been cleared. Who is this mysterious hero?”
      
    

    
      
        “It has been twenty-two days since the Sword Star went missing. Could this be the start of the greatest chaos the Hunter industry has ever seen?”
      
    

    
      I eliminated it.
    

    
      
        “The unassailable tenth floor has been cleared. Who is this mysterious hero?”
      
    

    
      
        “It has been twenty-two days since the Sword Star went missing. Could this be the start of the greatest chaos the Hunter industry has ever seen?”
      
    

    
      And I did it again.
    

    
      
        “It has been twenty-two days since the Sword Star went missing. Could this be the start of the greatest chaos the Hunter industry has ever seen?”
      
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      Finally, my old dagger was as good as new again, and my hands were also less wrinkly. I had moved from studio to studio in the past, so I got poorer as I became younger, leaving me in a studio that was much smaller than my previous one. 
    

    
      When I went to the bathroom to take a short break, I could see a much younger reflection of myself in the mirror.
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      And there was nothing on my walls. All of the newspaper and magazine clippings were gone. It was completely empty. I had actually erased the name “Fire Emperor” from history.
    

    
      “I did it,” I blankly mumbled.  “I came back…”
    

    
      It was May 6th, eleven years ago. I returned to a month before Yoo Soo-Ha got his Skill. 
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        I don’t need to hesitate or wait.
      
    

    
      A hoodie and sweatpants. That was everything I had in my early twenties, and I put them on like armor. 
    

    
      However, I didn’t…feel thrilled that I’d come back to the past. 
    

    
      
        Yoo Soo-Ha… I won’t let my guard down until I’ve killed that guy….
      
    

    
      I’d killed myself 4090 times to return to this day. It was forty times more than I had planned. It also took longer because of my breaks in between deaths. I had also collected every piece of information about Yoo Soo-Ha I could find by repeating May 6th ten times. 
    

    
      
        11 A.M.
      
    

    
      That was when Yoo Soo-Ha usually woke up. Today was no different. He had a deep frown on his face right from the start of the day, probably because he had gulped down four bottles of beer yesterday.
    

    
      
        2 P.M.
      
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha left his studio. His apartment building was popular among Class F Hunters. Low-Class Hunters were often killed during their hunts, so the landlord leased the studios with low rent and high deposits. He was a great businessman. 
    

    
      
        3 P.M.
      
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha began hunting slimes in the hunting ground of the Tower’s second floor. They didn’t pay well.
    

    
      At 3:11 P.M., Yoo Soo-Ha grumbled, “Ah, fuck. When will I get to be famous like the Sword Star…?”
    

    
      “Gosh, hunting slimes is really boring,” Yoo Soo-Ha muttered four minutes later.
    

    
      Twenty-one-year-old Yoo Soo-Ha was an ordinary Class F Hunter who hoped to win the jackpot someday. He was nothing like the thirty-two-year-old Fire Emperor. 
    

    
      “I wish I could win the lottery…”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha’s wish was actually going to come true soon.
    

    
      The Merchant Association, also known as MA, was the only one that could issue a lottery within the Tower. The winner was announced every week, and all of their names were recorded by the MA. That list was soon going to include a young man who would one day be known as the Fire Emperor. He was going to be so lucky that he would win twice in a row. Although the truth was that it was the first thing he was going to do with his time regression Skill.
    

    
      
        And he will win it in three weeks and then again four weeks from today.
      
    

    
      However, the Yoo Soo-Ha whom I was watching, was not going to have that future anymore. 
    

    
      
        You’ll die here today.
      
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha was going to head to a different hunting ground at 5:31 P.M. Maybe he thought he would get nowhere in life if he only hunted slimes. The new hunting ground was a little more remote and dangerous, so rookie Hunters rarely went there. No one except for Yoo Soo-Ha was going to be there for 36 minutes.
    

    
      
        ...He’s here. 
      
    

    
      I had been waiting for him here. 
    

    
      
        It’s him.
      
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha swaggered in, yawning. I had traveled back eleven years, but I still didn’t fail to recognize him every time. It wasn’t because I had great eyes; Yoo Soo-Ha looked the same even after eleven years.
    

    
      
        He must have found an elixir of eternal youth or something.
      
    

    
      I actually wanted to thank him for being such a greedy pig!
    

    
      
        Come.
      
    

    
      My heart pounded so hard that it hurt, but I suppressed it.
    

    
      “H-hey, Mr. Hunter!” I said. “Please help me…!”
    

    
      “Huh?” Yoo Soo-Ha looked at me.
    

    
      “I got attacked by the wolves… 
      
        Sob. 
      
      Please help me. Do you have a potion you can spare…?”  
    

    
      I was covered in blood. It belonged to the monsters I had hunted in advance, but I would look like a rookie Hunter who was about to die in other people’s eyes, including Yoo Soo-Ha’s.
    

    
      “Ah, shit. What? You already messed with the monsters in this area? Fuck, I won’t be able to hunt anything today.”
    

    
      “Pl-please… Do you have any potions—”
    

    
      “Are you freaking kidding me? You’re the reason why I have to go home dirt poor today. And you’re asking for my potion?” Yoo Soo-Ha approached, sighing. “How much are you going to give me?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “How much are you going to give me for my potion, mister? I don’t do charity, so do I  have a reason to donate this expensive potion to some dude I’ve never met before? I don’t really think so.” Yoo Soo-Ha pulled out a plastic bottle with the Alchemist Office’s label and dangled it in front of me.
    

    
      Red liquid sloshed inside the bottle. It was a health recovery potion that cost twenty gold a bottle. The office also offered a set of five recovery potions that cost nineteen gold.
    

    
      “I-I’ll give you twenty gold… I’ll pay you right now. Please—”
    

    
      “Wow, you’re one stingy dude, aren’t you?” Yoo Soo-Ha crouched down and met my eyes. “Can’t you tell what’s going on? You’re about to die, and this potion will save you. And you’re going to buy your life only with twenty gold? Is that how much your life is worth?”
    

    
      “Umm…”
    

    
      “I know it’s harsh, but think about it. If I leave right here, you’ll die, mister. Unless you want that to happen, you have to pay the right price.”
    

    
      Yeah, I knew that already.
    

    
      “F-forty gold…”
    

    
      “Just give me everything you have right now.”
    

    
      I knew what kind of a person he was.
    

    
      “Well, you can’t even move your hands, so I guess you’re in too much of a mess to give it to me even if you wanted to. Don’t worry, I’ll do it for you. I can do that much.” Yoo Soo-Ha reached out and went rummaging through my pockets, making sure to check my hoodie as well.
    

    
      When he finally found my leather wallet in my pants pocket, he grinned. “Let’s see. One gold, two gold, three gold… Hmm. It looks like sixty gold in total. Why are you so poor, mister? You should carry around more than that.”
    

    
      “Urgh… That’s all my savings…”
    

    
      “It’s okay. I’ll put it to good use.” Yoo Soo-Ha stroked my head after putting my wallet in his pocket. 
    

    
      Just like how he had done—no, he was going to do 4050 days later as he burned me to death.
    

    
      “That’s just life, isn’t it?” Yoo Soo-Ha put his recovery potion back in his pocket, despite his promise. Instead, he pulled out a knife. It was a tool that was used to kill people, not save them.
    

    
      
        Ha. 
      
      I looked up at Yoo Soo-Ha, but I wasn’t angry. I just couldn’t believe he was the same as ever. 
    

    
      He seemed to understand my reaction in a different way.
    

    
      “Don’t give me that look, Mister,” he said with a shrug. “I thought about giving you the potion, but… you might take revenge on me later, you know. I don’t want that to happen. People shouldn’t live looking over their shoulders. Since you also saw my face, you need to die.”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha never stopped grinning. I had spent ten years worshiping him as a hero, and I had been so jealous of him; I had only gotten to see his back on the screen before any of this, but I had desperately wanted to become like him. It turned out that a hero’s bare face was much uglier than I had thought. 
    

    
      
        Alright. 
      
      I quietly watched Yoo Soo-Ha adjusting his grip on his knife. 
      
        I won’t leave anything to look over my shoulder for.
      
    

    
      When he slowly held up his knife, I kicked him in the groin using my right foot.
    

    
      “Urgh!” Yoo Soo-Ha lost his balance as he was swinging his knife.
    

    
      It was only for a moment, but that was enough for me. 
    

    
      “Huh?” He murmured. 
    

    
      After narrowly dodging Yoo Soo-Ha’s knife, I stabbed his neck with my dagger. I was different from Yoo Soo-Ha—I didn’t waste time by needlessly talking to my target. The moment I pierced his neck, I twisted the dagger and cut his throat. When I withdrew my dagger, a fountain of blood splashed out from his neck, quickly drenching my hands.
    

    
      “Ur-urgh…!”  Yoo Soo-Ha groaned. Only once he hit the ground did he let out a scream.
    

    
      “Arghhhhh!!!!”
    

    
      It didn’t last long because the surging blood slowly suffocated him to death. He must have also instinctively realized that his life was draining away second by second. He stopped writhing on the ground and hunched over on his side. Although he clamped his hands over the wound, it wasn’t enough to stop the bleeding; the hole actually bled harder, squeezing blood through the gaps between his fingers.
    

    
      “Okay.” I stepped on Yoo Soo-Ha’s neck.
    

    
      His wide eyes were filled with questions and anger, but I didn’t have the slightest reason to answer his questions. His eyes were going to turn blank soon.
    

    
      “I’ll just think of this as a good learning opportunity.”
    

    
      I swung the dagger that had killed me 4090 times. This time, it was to kill a monster.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
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      “
      
        Gah… Hah. Hooo…!
      
      ”
    

    
      It was commonly said among Hunters that the way to acquire a Skill was to face death. Perhaps it was true. At least, it sounded more plausible than receiving a Skill for the world’s ugliest jealousy. 
    

    
      “
      
        Huff…!
      
      ”
    

    
      That was why I swung my dagger again. I couldn’t let my guard down; I had to stop the slightest chance of the psychopath in front of me Awakening his Skill.
    

    
      “
      
        Gasp… huff…
      
      ”
    

    
      
        Die. 
      
      I gritted my teeth. 
    

    
      “
      
        Whoo…
      
      ”
    

    
      What made me the most angry wasn’t the fact that this psychopath had burned me to death as if I were nothing.  
    

    
      
        He told me his name.
      
    

    
      It was what Yoo Soo-Ha had told me with a smile before he had grabbed and burned my head to a crisp.
    

    
      
        “But you know I’m the Fire Emperor and you also saw me killing the Saintess. So you have to die. My name is Yoo Soo-Ha. Goodbye.”
      
    

    
      Only a maniac would talk like that. The last part of his remark, though, was really strange.
    

    
      
        He told me his name.
      
    

    
      It was very sudden. He couldn’t have possibly thought that I didn’t know his name.
    

    
      
        He wanted to show off.
      
    

    
      That made me unbearably angry and disgusted. He was a killer, but he believed he was a warrior stating his name before a sacred duel. The moment he had killed me, he had probably thought,
    

    
      —I don’t hide my identity when I kill. Therefore I’m honorable.
    

    
      
        How dare you… How dare a psychopath like you think like that…!
      
    

    
      It was only a coincidence that I had witnessed his crime, but he had killed me anyway. He had shamelessly pretended to be innocent in front of the fire he had started. This inhumane thing was an animal. No, he was worse than that. He was a devil, but he acted like he was noble.
    

    
      “Don’t be ridiculous!” I stabbed Yoo Soo-Ha’s neck.
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha had already gone quiet. He didn’t scream or moan. He lay on the grass, staring up at the sky of the remote, empty hunting ground with blank eyes. Yes, he was dead.
    

    
      “
      
        Huff, huff… Huff…
      
      ”
    

    
      Maybe that wasn’t an accurate description. He wasn’t an ordinary Hunter, and his death was far from normal. The man would have become the legendary Fire Emperor, the first place in the official Hunter ranking. The Tower’s tenth floor remained uncleared for years, but he was going to clear it on his own. And I killed him.
    

    
      “
      
        Phew.
      
      ” I let out a sigh. “I can finally come to my—”
    

    
      I was going to say I could finally regain some composure, but I had to stop talking. Big wolves were roaming around nearby after getting a whiff of Yoo Soo-Ha’s blood.
    

    
      
        Grrrr….
      
    

    
      They were no ordinary wolves, they were monsters called Plain Wolves. Each of them bore a black symbol resembling a tattoo.  The more complicated the symbol was, the stronger they were. The ones in front of me had rather simple symbols, but I still couldn’t take them lightly as a Class F Hunter.
    

    
      I first got back my wallet from Yoo Soo-Ha. Then, as I cautiously retreated, I pointed at the body. 
    

    
      “You want him, right? I don’t need it, so take it.”
    

    
      And I kept backing away.
    

    
      
        Grrrrrrr.
      
    

    
      The wolves approached the body. One of them bit the jacket off the corpse and all of the other wolves followed suit.
    

    
      I couldn’t see the body anymore with the big wolves covering it.
    

    
      “Enjoy yourselves.” I quickly left the area.
    

    
      
        Is it over?
      
    

    
      My clothes were drenched in Yoo Soo-Ha’s blood, so I buried them deep in the hole I had dug in advance and washed myself using the water bottles I had brought. Even after I pulled new clothes from my backpack, everything still felt unreal. 
    

    
      
        Is it really over?
      
    

    
      Since people would get suspicious if my clothes were too clean. When I’d gotten them dirty enough, I headed back to Babylon, the city on the Tower’s first floor. A guard from the Watchmen League was standing at the entrance and glanced at me…but he soon looked away with a yawn.
    

    
      
        Ah.
      
    

    
      No one knew what happened.
    

    
      
        It’s really over.
      
    

    
      I went inside a pub and ordered a beer. I gulped it down and ordered another one, and no one cared or knew what I did. I quietly closed my eyes and listened to the news on the pub’s old television.
    

    
      「Hunters from Rank 2 to 7 gathered and set out to clear the Tower’s tenth floor.  However, the team has been brought to their knees once again…
    

    
      「...The criticism toward the Sword Star is getting stronger every day because he never takes part in a Tower Raid Team even though he’s the Rank 1 Hunter…」
    

    
      No matter how long I waited, breaking news of a missing Hunter in the Tower’s second-floor hunting ground never arrived. It was only natural, really. There was nothing new about rookie Hunters’ deaths. Just like no one cared about me right now, they weren’t interested in learning about an obscure Hunter’s disappearance.
    

    
      
        It’s over!
      
    

    
      In other words, I had succeeded in hunting the monster.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I held up my empty glass. “One more draft beer please!”
    

    
      “You’re drinking a lot today. Did you have a lucky hunt today?”
    

    
      “Yes. Yes, I did! It was awesome!” I shouted delightedly. 
    

    
      I’d never felt more free than I did right now, so I spent several hours filling up myself with beer. Only when I saw the sun setting outside the pub was I brought back to reality.
    

    
      
        What should I do now?
      
    

    
      There was a lot I could do.
    

    
      
        I can win the lottery. No one knows how to clear the higher floors, so selling them that information is also an option. Mannnn, my life is going to be smooth sailing!
      
    

    
      I looked up at my Hunter Status Window, which only I could see.
    

    
      
        Name: Kim Gong-Ja
      
    

    
      
        Class: F
      
    

    
      
        Skills(2/4)
      
    

    
      
        1. I Want To Be Like You (S+): Passive
      
    

    
      
        2. Returner’s Clockwork (EX): Passive
      
    

    
      
        3. Empty
      
    

    
      
        4. Empty
      
    

    
      “Yeah, I don’t need snacks to go with my drink.”
    

    
      I giggled. I was practically having steak and caviar. My status window came with a Class S Skill and a Class EX Skill, and I was sure that most people had never even heard of a Class EX Skill.
    

    
      
        I’m a greedy pig if I want things to be better than they are right now.  
      
      I smiled contently.
    

    
      “...But I don’t have an attack Skill.”
    

    
      Maybe humans were all greedy pigs. What I didn’t have began to bother me.
    

    
      “Even if I can make good money, a Hunter has to be strong… Otherwise, someone will rob me one day…”
    

    
      The Tower’s society was much more menacing than the outside world’s. If I put it in a cool way, the rule of the jungle prevailed—basically, only the strong survived. It wouldn’t matter if I could run off to the outside world, but…
    

    
      
        …You never leave once you enter the Tower.
      
    

    
      That was the unbreakable law. Even a Class S Hunter with a teleportation ability couldn’t travel outside the Tower. The leader of the Merchant Association, known as the Countess, was the only one who could communicate with the outside world from Babylon. 
    

    
      
        Still, the Countess can only send and receive goods. She’s stuck in the Tower too...
      
    

    
      People may enter the Tower at will, but leaving the Tower wasn’t up to them. Their identity, assets, social connections, nationality… only someone who had given up everything of the outside world could enter the Tower and become a Hunter. Perhaps…their humanity was also part of the cost.
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      It was the same for me.
    

    
      “I should be successful in the Tower even if it’s sink or swim,” I muttered, my courage buoyed by beer.
    

    
      I desperately wanted to become successful. There was a good reason why I had idolized the Fire Emperor, and it wasn’t because of his astonishingly fucked-up personality.  My reason was very simple: I had been envious of the Fire Emperor’s incredible accomplishments.
    

    
      “Let’s become successful, Kim Gong-Ja. You’ve already died 4090 times, so nothing is impossible for you. Let’s become successful…”
    

    
      Just then, the bell on the pub’s door rang. 
    

    
      ***
    

    
      At first, I didn’t bother looking to see who entered the pub. It was still early in the evening, so whoever entered the pub couldn’t possibly be a renowned Hunter. But then the other drunkards began to chatter among themselves.
    

    
      “Hey, did you see him over there…?”
    

    
      “What? It really looks like him.”
    

    
      “Why would he come to this pub…?”
    

    
      Everyone tried not to make noise, leaving the pub oddly quiet. At this point, I had to turn and see who it was.
    

    
      An old man in a fine black suit was standing there.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      A plain red necktie neatly circled his neck, making him look ready to go step into an office right away. He surprisingly looked like an average office worker, so looking at him made me feel like I was back in the outside world.
    

    
      
        Whoa. What kind of fashion is that?
      
    

    
      However, he was wearing red sneakers, not leather shoes. It was a very odd combination, but it wasn’t the only strange part of him.
    

    
      “One cup of milk,” the old man curtly said. 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Give me one cup of milk mixed with a little bit of vodka and sugar. It would be better if you could use honey instead of sugar.”
    

    
      The pub owner looked perplexed by the absurdly specific order. “Umm… Sir, I’m not a bartender…”
    

    
      “I’ll pay the right price. Don’t worry.”
    

    
      The pub owner nodded reluctantly and started working on the man’s order. On the other hand, the pub’s other occupants kept stealing glances at the old man in a suit. They kept whispering about him. It seemed that the old man was really famous.
    

    
      
        Who is it? 
      
      I narrowed my eyes. 
      
        Strange. I can recognize most famous Hunters.
      
    

    
      I wasn’t particularly proud of it, but not many people envied those famous Hunters more than I did. I could state every Hunter on the ranking from the second to the hundredth place because I was jealous of all of them. Yet…strangely, I couldn’t recall this man in a suit.
    

    
      
        It feels like I’ve seen him from somewhere though. Where was it? Where?
      
    

    
      It took me some time to remember.
    

    
      
        Ah!
      
    

    
      One of the newspaper clippings that used to cover my studio walls had the man’s photo.
    

    
      
        “It has been twenty-two days since the Sword Star went missing. Could this be the start of the greatest chaos the Hunter industry has ever seen?”
      
    

    
      
        It’s the Sword Star!
      
    

    
      Yes. The Sword Star used to be the most famous Hunter before Yoo Soo-Ha had made a name for himself as the Fire Emperor. The Sword Star had been active too long ago, so I had forgotten about it. Even I couldn’t recognize a Hunter who hadn’t been active for more than ten years. Besides, he was going to go missing soon, although I didn’t know what happened. 
    

    
      
        Ah, yeah. That will happen eleven years later, actually.
      
    

    
      I realized again that I had returned to the past.
    

    
      
        That old man is the strongest man in this generation, not the Fire Emperor...
      
    

    
      I knew it was rude, but I couldn’t stop myself from glancing at the Sword Star. How should I put it? I felt like I was meeting a historic figure who’d died long ago. It was amazing and weird at the same time.
    

    
      
        He probably has Class S Skills too. 
      
      I sipped on my beer with a grin. 
      
        And not something weird like mine. It’s a proper attack skill…
      
    

    
      “Huh?” I put down my beer.
    

    
      The Class S Skill I had crossed my mind all of a sudden.
    

    
      
        
          I Want To Be Like You
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: S+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: It will automatically activate after an enemy kills you. You will be able to copy and turn one of their Skills into yours. The Skill you copy will be chosen at random, but you can’t copy your enemies’ Skills more than once.
      
    

    
      
        
          ※ 
        
        However, you will die!
      
    

    
      
        Hold on.
      
    

    
      Another light bulb moment struck me, much like when I had thought of a way to kill the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      
        I Want To Be Like You
      
       was a remarkable Skill. I could get killed by any Hunter if I wanted their Skill. The fact I had to die was the biggest flaw. 
    

    
      
        But I…don’t die anymore.
      
    

    
      Because I had another SKill.
    

    
      
        
          Returner’s Clockwork
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: EX
      
    

    
      
        Effect: It is activated automatically upon your death. You will return to twenty four hours before your death. Your memory and ability will be preserved even after your return. 
      
    

    
      
        ※ You will receive a penalty after the Skill activation.
      
    

    
      
        ※ The higher your Class is, the stronger the penalty is.
      
    

    
      
        ※ The Skill has been copied from Hunter Yoo Soo-Ha.
      
    

    
      Goosebumps slowly spread all over my body.
    

    
      
        Can I really copy 
      
      any
      
         Skill?
      
    

    
      The obvious truth hadn’t crossed my head because of the pressure and anxiety driving me to kill the Fire Emperor as soon as possible. 
    

    
      
        ...Will I also be able to copy the current generation’s Rank 1 Hunter?
      
    

    
      I gulped down the beer in my mouth. 
    

    
      The Fire Emperor, the Rank 1 Hunter after the Sword Star’s disappearance, had the cheating ability to return to the past.  In that case, what kind of Skills would the Sword Star have? They must be as great as the Fire Emperor’s.
    

    
      
        If only I can get that… 
      
      I looked at the old man’s back. …
      
        Jackpot.
      
    

    
      It looked like my hunt wasn’t over yet.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 7: The Reason He Talks To Himself (1)

    
      I searched for information about the Sword Star on my smartphone. 
    

    
      —He used to be an elder in a wealthy, prestigious family from Northern Europe. 
    

    
      —His name is Marcus Carlenbery. A renowned family, a myriad of social connections, huge assets… He had everything, but he abandoned all of it to enter the Tower.
    

    
      —No one really knows exactly what Skills he has.
    

    
      —He has a habit of occasionally talking to himself.
    

    
      I clicked my tongue. “This isn’t really helpful.”
    

    
      I searched up videos of his interviews just in case, but I got nothing. From the looks of it, the Sword Star was the exact opposite of Yoo Soo-Ha, the Fire Emperor. Although Yoo Soo-Ha tended to talk harshly to reporters and anchors, he was still an attention seeker, so he would often expose himself to the media.
    

    
      On the other hand, the Sword Star remained eternally mysterious, so all of the information circulating online was pretty vague and speculative. 
    

    
      Well. I turned to look at the Sword Star, who was drinking vodka milk at a corner table. It looks like the information about his habit seems to be correct. 
    

    
      The unusually dressed old man was having a unique drink of milk mixed with vodka. Even now, he kept sipping his drink without any snacks while he babbled to himself.
    

    
      “...Shut up. Be quiet. You’re…”
    

    
      I couldn’t hear what exactly he was talking about, but the Sword Star kept talking to himself with a deep frown whenever he put down his cup on the table. It was actually a little scary.
    

    
      
        Is he mentally ill?
      
    

    
      However, he was the number one Hunter in the world, meaning he was a nuke that could go off at any time. It was horrifying. 
    

    
      
        ...Come to think of it, the Fire Emperor was also a psychopath.
      
    

    
      Perhaps being mentally ill was the requirement to become the Rank 1 Hunter.
    

    
      Almost all High Rankers are wackos, I guess. I shook my head as I continued my search. 
    

    
      All the information I could find was still speculative, but one anonymous post caught my eye with its interesting title.
    

    
      
        “[Caution] You should never say this in front of the Sword Star!”
      
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      The post was from an online community that required a Hunter license from the Hunter Management Bureau to join. In other words, only Hunters got to hang out there.
    

    
      —There is a topic you should never mention in front of the Sword Star. Don’t ever bring it up unless you have a death wish. I witnessed it myself.
    

    
      └What is it?
    

    
      —Don’t mention anything about his grandchildren. A couple days ago, some Rankers picked a fight with the Sword Star in the ninth-floor hunting ground. “Judging from you, I can see how messed up your grandchildren outside the Tower are. That’s why you left them, ain’t it?” “After all, they’re your grandchildren, so they must be just as cocky and all.” “How embarrassed would your grandchildren be if they knew you act like a dickhead here?” After that, he killed them.
    

    
      └what he just killed them?
    

    
      └Yeah, he really did. The last guy was dead before he could finish speaking. No one saw the Sword Star move.
    

    
      There were a lot of comments under that post.
    

    
      —bullshit
    

    
      —this is just astroturfing from one of the big guilds
    

    
      —Yeah those guilds always find talented people like the Sword Star an eyesore
    

    
      Most of the commenters didn’t believe the poster, but the user who wrote the post defended it persistently.
    

    
      —I don’t care if you believe me or not! I just posted this because I thought you guys should know too. I personally think the Sword Star isn’t at fault here, it’s the guy who brought his family for no good reason, but all the High Rankers are furious for sure. Look at how the media keeps criticizing the Sword Star nowadays. Anyhow, watch your words if you run into the Sword Star. Bye-bye.
    

    
      That was the last comment the user wrote, as if that was all they had to say. 
    

    
      I put down my smartphone.
    

    
      The topic I should never mention in front of him… I thought.
    

    
      I looked at the corner of the pub where the Sword Star was still sitting and talking to himself.
    

    
      “...You’re too noisy. I’ll take care of it, so leave me alone…”
    

    
      It really looked like he was mentally ill. Even if he was, it didn’t change the fact that he was the Rank 1 Hunter, so he probably had remarkable Skills. That was enough for me.
    

    
      
        Alright. It’s worth testing.
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Thanks for the drink,” the Sword Star told the pub owner. 
    

    
      “Ha-have a good night!”
    

    
      After emptying his cup, the Sword Star left the pub. Immediately after that, the drunkards, who had been keeping as quiet as possible, heaved a sigh of relief.
    

    
      “He finally left.”
    

    
      “Is he going senile? Why does he keep talking to himself?”
    

    
      “Who knows? But it killed my mood tonight for sure...”
    

    
      It looked like all of the customers in the pub had been waiting for the Sword Star to leave. Although I had been waiting too, my reason was different from theirs.
    

    
      There was no time to waste. I quickly calculated my tab and handed the money to the pub owner. “Here you go.”  
    

    
      “Ah, yes. Thank you. I hope to see you again!”
    

    
      “The beer was great. Good night.” I bowed back to the owner.
    

    
      The pub door’s bell rang as I walked out the door. It was already late in the night, so the street was dark.
    

    
      
        Where are you?
      
    

    
      I looked around. The street was lined up with pubs and bars, so it was quite crowded. Dozens of people giggled under the night sky, letting out their alcohol-infused laughter. 
    

    
      
        Where are you, Rank 1 Hunter?
      
    

    
      
        There you are!
      
    

    
      Fortunately, it didn’t take long to find the back of the person I was looking for, thanks to his unique fashion style. The Sword Star was the only person who would walk around Babylon in a suit. I quickly quieted my steps and followed him.
    

    
      My heart pounded.
    

    
      
        The Fire Emperor had a Class EX Skill that allowed him to go back to the past. The Sword Star has been a renowned Hunter even before the Fire Emperor, so what Skills could he have? It must be even better than the regression Skill, right? 
      
    

    
      That Skill was going to be mine if my luck allowed.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      After following him for who knew how long, the Sword Star and I were out of the downtown and headed to a remote alley. When we went a little further, we weren’t even in an alley. The Sword Star kept striding forward until he reached a very remote, barren field with no buildings.
    

    
      “Hmm, this place looks good.” The Sword Star turned around, his figure illuminated by the dim starlight. “Come out, young man. No one will know what happens here.”
    

    
      The Sword Star was looking right at the tree I was hiding behind.
    

    
      I sighed. Of course he got me.
    

    
      Well, it was far-fetched to think that to think that the Rank 1 Hunter wouldn’t notice me following him. I readily accepted my incompetence and walked out from behind the tree.
    

    
      “Please excuse my rudeness, Mr. Sword Star. I have a favor I would like to ask from you.” 
    

    
      Although I tried to sound as polite as possible, the Sword Star simply scoffed for some reason.
    

    
      “Ha. Weren’t you being clumsy on purpose so I would notice you? I’m just an old man, so I don’t get what kind of ’favor’ makes a scary man like you come for me.”
    

    
      Huh? I didn’t understand why, but he seemed to believe that I had made sounds on purpose.  
    

    
      Although I wasn’t doing anything, the Sword Star grabbed his sword. He looked ready to fight.
    

    
      
        What is up with him?
      
    

    
      This was good for me since my goal was to get killed by the Sword Star, but I didn’t do anything else except follow him…
    

    
      My obvious confusion only deepened the Sword Star’s frown. His eyes oozed murder.
    

    
      “...You’re quite the actor; as expected from an elite assassin.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Don’t feign ignorance. You may have been able to fool other Hunters, but it won’t work on me. I know you’re one of the Black Dragon Guild’s elite assassins.”
    

    
      Umm… The Sword Star seemed to be having a grave misunderstanding.
    

    
      
        I don’t know if I like it or not.
      
    

    
      Anyhow, it worked out for me. It looked like he was going to kill me even if I didn’t mention his grandchildren, but I really had no idea how he mistook a Class F Hunter for an elite assassin.
    

    
      “Ha! How despicable. You just won’t drop the act, will you?” The Sword Star sneered at me, carefully watching my reaction. “I already said you can’t fool my eyes!”
    

    
      I highly doubted that I had the face of an assassin, but his contempt for me looked sincere. 
    

    
      At this point, I had to ask.
    

    
      “Umm, sir. This is a genuine question… Why do you think I’m an elite assassin? I think I look pretty ordinary.”
    

    
      “Shut up.” The Sword Star drew his sword. “I have many Skills, but one in particular got me through many crises. It tells me how many humans my opponent has killed. “
    

    
      What? It took me a few extra seconds to understand him. Ah, I killed Yoo Soo-Ha.
    

    
      Yes, I had hunted Yoo Soo-Ha today. Although I had done it because I knew what kind of monster he would turn out to be, people in this generation didn’t know that, so I was just a killer to them. 
    

    
      Murder was a lot more common inside the Tower than it was in the outside world…but it was still a crime. In other words, the number 1 must be floating above my head in the Sword Star’s eyes, signifying Yoo Soo-Ha’s death. It was understandable that the Sword Star was vigilant of me.
    

    
      “I understand, Mr. Sword Star.”
    

    
      “Hmmm.”
    

    
      “Your vigilance is completely valid, but please hear my excuse first. Although I can’t tell you everything, I swear to God that I did it for a very important reason.”
    

    
      I meant my every word, but it seemed to send the Sword Star in an odd direction. My sincere explanation made the Sword Star’s face contort.
    

    
      “You devil.”
    

    
      “Say what?”
    

    
      “Your nonsense disgusts me. I can’t say my hands are spotless…but I never slaughtered so many people as you!”
    

    
      The increasingly chaotic situation left me bewildered. 
    

    
      “Wait a minute, sir. What do you mean by slaughter? I killed only one person in my entire life.”
    

    
      “You just don’t know what shame is, do you?” The Sword Star pointed his sword at me. “I can see the number 4091 above your head!”
    

    
      My head was going blank. “What are you…”
    

    
      I stopped—my tongue froze mid-sentence when I realized where the number 4091 came from.
    

    
      
        Ah.
      
    

    
      One of them was because I had killed Yoo Soo-Ha, and the rest was…
    

    
      
        …it’s the number of times I killed myself.
      
    

    
      “Brace yourself, devil! I don’t know if the Black Dragon Witch sent you or someone else, but I will not hold back anything!”
    

    
      In the Sword’s Star’s eyes, I was the killer of the century, the murderer of 4091 people. 
    

    
      
        No, this isn’t a matter of whether or not I can copy the Sword Star’s Skill anymore! 
      
    

    
      A shiver ran down my spine as I realized that the problem was a lot bigger than I had thought.
    

    
      
        The Sword Star is going to kill me whenever he sees me!
      
    

    
      Right—to him, I was a despicable human butcherer, and a virus like me should be eliminated as soon as possible.
    

    
      “Wa-wait!” I extended my arm. “Please, hold on…!”
    

    
      The Sword Star swung his sword at me.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 8: The Reason He Talks To Himself (2)

    
      I managed to avoid the Sword Star’s attack by sheer luck.
    

    
      “Hmm?” The Sword Star raised an eyebrow. He thought I was an elite assassin, so he had been braced for a counterattack or for me to skillfully dodge his attack… But he had probably not expected that I would choose to roll on the ground like a fool.
    

    
      “M-Mr. Sword Star, wait. Please hear me out!”
    

    
      I didn’t care if I died since it was the whole reason why I had followed him down here. However, I wanted to avoid a needless fight next time, so I tried to figure out if there was a way to resolve the Sword Star’s misunderstanding.
    

    
      “I’m really just an ordinary Class F Hunter—”
    

    
      “You are indeed an elite assassin!” the Sword Star confidently declared. “You dodged my sword!”
    

    
      “Come on! Do you have a hearing problem, old man?!”
    

    
      The misunderstanding only grew, which was quite a problem. Again, I only managed to dodge his attack because I had been lucky. I still didn’t even know which direction he had swung his sword.
    

    
      
        I’ll never be able to dodge his next attack with my physical abilities!
      
    

    
      I embraced my death, wondering if I had to give up on persuading the Sword Star as I watched him slowly approach me.
    

    
      Suddenly, he came to a stop.
    

    
      Huh? I thought. Is he going to hear me out?
    

    
      He was not. The Sword Star wasn’t looking at me, he was frowning at the empty air. I glanced up in the sky to see if a mosquito was flying around, but, as I expected, there was nothing there.
    

    
      “...I told you I’ll take care of it,” the Sword Star said to the air. “...Be quiet. What do you mean, capture and interrogate him? This kind of devil doesn’t deserve to live…”
    

    
      
        What?
      
    

    
      He was talking to himself again. The Sword Star had looked like he was ready to kill me right away, but he lowered his sword for some reason, postponing my imminent death. 
    

    
      I narrowed my eyes. …Is he talking to himself because of his Skill?
    

    
      Yes, that might be it. Although I had assumed at the pub that he was just mentally ill, now that I got a closer look at him, I noticed that his mumbling was a little too elaborate. The Sword Star actually seemed to be talking to someone. 
    

    
      
        Is his Skill telepathy? Then… is he telling other people about me?
      
    

    
      Another shiver ran down my spine. I knew that telepathy was an actual Skill in the Tower, which made my theory entirely possible. 
    

    
      
        He’s telling other people that he found a guy who slaughtered 4091 people?
      
    

    
      That would guarantee me a spot in the Hunter Management Bureau’s wanted list. Though the Bureau rarely put people on their wanted list, everyone on it was practically kill-on-sight. They would be hunted by all of the major guilds and High Rankers so they could be publicly executed in Babylon’s plaza.
    

    
      I can’t let that happen. I clenched my teeth. I need to die right now!
    

    
      I had to go back twenty-four hours so none of this would ever happen, eliminating the possibility of the worst possible future coming true. I glared at the Sword Star. He was still talking to himself.
    

    
      “...Forget it. My mind is set. Even if you’re my teacher…” 
    

    
      I was still unsure if the Sword Star was mentally ill or was actually talking to someone…but I had to prevent the worst-case scenario.
    

    
      “How are your grandchildren?” I asked.
    

    
      The Sword Star stopped talking and slowly turned toward me.
    

    
      “I heard that it’s quite dangerous in the outside world nowadays. You must be so worried about your adorable grandchildren.”
    

    
      His blue eyes were still as the ocean depths. 
    

    
      “Your family used to be famous back in Northern Europe, right? Isn’t that the type of family that terrorists usually love? Who knows? Your grandchildren might have already been murd—”
    

    
      It sounded like a ripe apple was cut in half.
    

    
      Huh? At first, I couldn’t understand what the sound was. I was watching the Sword Star the entire time, so I was certain that he hadn’t moved an inch; he was just standing there with his wrinkled lips pursed. Where could that sound have come from?
    

    
      While I was still processing, the world gradually tilted. The Sword Star was standing straight, but the half-moon in the night sky was turned upside down so that it looked like a little boat. The waxing moon was waning, leaving only an old man on the horizon. 
    

    
      The Sword Star continued to look at me with blue eyes that resembled the starry night. Now I understood why he was called the Sword Star. 
    

    
      
        Ah.
      
    

    
      And I realized that it wasn’t the ground that had turned upside down. My head had been cut off, and it was falling to the ground.
    

    
      
        It’s beautiful.
      
    

    
      It only took one slash. Even though I couldn’t follow his movement, I got to see the world cut in half afterward, and I thought it was beautiful. 
    

    
      After a moment, I hit something. I felt light-headed, and my ears were numb. I couldn’t hear anything; it took me a little longer to realize that my head had hit the ground. By that point… I couldn’t see anything.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      What kind of Skills did he have? How long did he train to reach his current level?
    

    
      
        [It has been determined that your death met the requirement for the Skill activation.]
      
    

    
      It felt completely different from the time I had been killed by the Fire Emperor… I felt betrayed by the Fire Emperor, so I wanted to get revenge. But I didn’t with the Sword Star; it was the opposite.
    

    
      
        I want to be like him.
      
    

    
      I envied him.
    

    
      
        I want to reach his level.
      
    

    
      It was just like the times before I knew the true colors of Yoo Soo-Ha, the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      
        I want to be like him!
      
    

    
      Jealousy, obsession, yearning…an endless stream of desires rushed over me. A voice answered my burning emotions.
    

    
      
        [Duplicating Hunter Marcus Carlenbery’s Skills at random.]
      
    

    
      Skill Cards arose in the dark world.
    

    
      
        [Creating Skill Cards]
      
    

    
      I could only see the back of the cards; maybe it was to hide which Skills the cards had.
    

    
      
        Well, I can see the colors more clearly than when I was killed by the Fire Emperor.
      
    

    
      Perhaps I’d gotten used to dying. Just like what the Sword Star’s kill count Skill said, I had already died 4090 times. I was certain that no Hunter would be more used to dying than I was.
    

    
      That isn’t particularly something to be proud of. I smiled bitterly.
    

    
      
        [Choose a Skill Card.]
      
    

    
      The Skill Cards began to fly through the air.
    

    
      Whoa! It caught me by surprise, but I swiftly pulled myself together and focused on the cards. I don’t need anything else. Gold! I must pick a golden Skill Card!
    

    
      They were so fast that it was impossible to keep track of them.
    

    
      
        Oh my god.
      
    

    
      The Skill Cards had been quick even when I had been killed by the Fire Emperor. How had I actually picked a golden Skill Card? I realized once again how incredibly lucky I was.
    

    
      
        Who knows? I might get lucky this time too! Now, where are you, golden card? Gold Skill Card!
      
    

    
      But something was weird.
    

    
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      No matter how hard I looked, I couldn’t see it.
    

    
      
        There… is no golden Skill Card.
      
    

    
      Among the flying Skill Cards, there were shit-colored Skill Cards, along with some silver ones. However, I couldn’t find a single Skill Card that was shining with golden light. I looked around several times, unable to believe my eyes, but there was still none. I was left with only one answer.
    

    
      
        N-no way. He seriously doesn’t have any?
      
    

    
      My jaw dropped to the ground.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Impossible! I wanted to scream. He’s the Rank 1 Hunter. He was a legend before the Fucker came around. How can the Sword Star not have a single Class S Skill?
    

    
      It was hard to believe this horrifying, shocking news, but it was the truth. My Skill showed me that Marcus Carlenbery, the Sword Star, reigned as the number one Hunter without any Class S Skills.
    

    
      
        No, no! It can’t be!
      
    

    
      I chose to deny the reality presented to me.
    

    
      
        There must be an ultimate cheat Skill Card among the silver ones!
      
    

    
      Some may think I was desperate and would no doubt call me a loser for trying to reject the truth. Anyhow, I glared at the cards with feverish eyes.
    

    
      
        Three shit-colored cards, and four silver cards.
      
    

    
      A total of seven cards flew chaotically in the air.
    

    
      
        I’ll ignore the shit-colored ones.
      
    

    
      It was a reasonable choice. The problem now was picking which silver Skill Card to get! These cards would probably include the Sword Star’s kill count Skill and the mysterious, overpowered skill. I wanted his overpowered Skill, obviously, which would be as good as the Fire Emperor’s time regression Skill, not a Skill of questionable usefulness like his kill count. 
    

    
      
        I have a one in four chance!
      
    

    
      It all would come down to my luck.
    

    
      
        Please! Please, please! Come on, Sword Star’s overpowered Skill!
      
    

    
      I snatched a silver-colored card from the air.
    

    
      
        [You have chosen a Skill Card.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      I gasped and immediately sat up.
    

    
      My “luxurious” seven-square-meter studio welcomed me with the moldy smell of my long unwashed comforter. Unfortunately, I couldn’t afford to look around. 
    

    
      “D-did I get it?”
    

    
      I checked my Hunter Status Window first to see if I won my gamble.
    

    
      
        Name: Kim Gong-Ja.
      
    

    
      
        Class: F
      
    

    
      
        Skill (3/4)
      
    

    
      
        1. I Want To Be Like You(S+): Passive
      
    

    
      
        2. Returner’s Clockwork(EX): Passive
      
    

    
      
        3. Sword Constellation(A+): Passive
      
    

    
      
        4. Empty
      
    

    
      “Ah…” I groaned, both happy and lamenting. “Well, at least I managed to pick a Class A+ Skill…”
    

    
      Although it wasn’t a Class S Skill, the good news was that I had picked the best Skill I could get from what was given. I could consider myself lucky that I had managed not to get a questionably useful Skill like the Sword Star’s kill count.
    

    
      “...It’s a passive Skill.”
    

    
      And then I lamented for my failure to get a high-level combat Skill. I was trying to get a combat Skill—a rare martial art, swordplay, a Skill that would awaken my aura… Most of those abilities were bound to be active Skills. 
    

    
      I sighed. “Come to think of it, I’m just whining about my blessing…”
    

    
      Numerous low-Class Hunters would go nuts if they heard me complaining even though I’d received a Class A+ Skill. I decided to be optimistic and focus on the Skills I had.
    

    
      “Show me my Skill Cards.”
    

    
      The Skill Cards floated before my eyes.
    

    
      
        
          I Want To Be Like You (S+)
        
      
    

    
      
        
          Returner’s Clockwork(EX)
        
      
    

    
      
        
          Sword Constellation(A+)
        
      
    

    
      I had no idea what kind of Skill “Sword Constellation” was based on its name.
    

    
      “Well, I Want To Be Like You does sound strange too.”
    

    
      I couldn’t really tell whether I’d received a shitty Skill or a jackpot based on the name. I consoled myself with the possibility that maybe it was a great Skill and grabbed the silver Skill Card.
    

    
      
        —Ah, why is it so noisy around here?
      
    

    
      A voice I shouldn’t have been able to hear echoed.
    

    
      
        —Gramps, I already told you this several times. Listen to your teacher, please. If you want to go out and train at night, do it quietly. When you move, I automatically follow you, so you don’t need to bother waking me up. Have some manners, okay?
      
    

    
      I slowly turned toward the voice. In the corner of my comforter—which was small even for me on my own—was a man who resembled a bull with his back to me. His form was faint, but he was definitely there. 
    

    
      I felt goosebumps rising on my skin. “Excuse me. Who are you?”
    

    
      
        —Huh?
      
    

    
      Then I met the mysterious man’s eyes. 
    

    
      
        —Huhhh???
      
    

    
      There was nothing life-like about the man’s appearance. He was like a ghost, but he also looked menacing. I would have mistaken him for a gorilla if he hadn’t been wearing clothes. When the robust ghost even furrowed his brows, I could see a monster straight out of a horror movie. 
    

    
      
        —Hey, who are you?
      
    

    
      “...That’s my question. Who are you?”
    

    
      
        —You can see me?
      
    

    
      I nodded reluctantly. “That’s right.”
    

    
      
        —And you can hear me too.
      
    

    
      “Umm, since we can talk… I think so.” 
    

    
      What? Am I talking to a ghost? I wondered. I had thought that ghosts would act like monsters seeking revenge for their grudges from before their death. But it was different with this ghost. Except for how his form was very faint, he talked like an ordinary human.
    

    
      
        —Huh, that’s strange. This shouldn’t be possible.
      
    

    
      The ghost tilted his head in confusion. It seemed I wasn’t the only one who couldn’t make sense of what was happening right now.
    

    
      
        —Where am I? This is smaller than most dog houses. Where is Gramps Marcus, boy?
      
    

    
      The ghost finally said something I could understand.
    

    
      “Marcus… Marcus Carlenbery? Are you talking about the Sword Star?”
    

    
      —Tsk, tsk. The ghost clicked his tongue discontentedly. That title is too fancy for a beginner like him, but yeah, that’s the guy. Where is he? He’s supposed to be around here.
    

    
      I was dumbstruck. The Sword Star is a beginner?
    

    
      Since I had killed Yoo Soo-Ha, the Fire Emperor, the Sword Star would continue to be the Rank 1 Hunter far into the future, yet the ghost sitting in front of me was calling him a beginner. 
    

    
      Who in the world was he? And why could I suddenly see this ghost? To answer my questions, I flipped the silver Skill card over and read the Skill description.
    

    
      
        
          Sword Constellation
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: A+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: He is from another world and managed to clear the ninety-ninth floor of the Tower in his world. However, he was brought to his knees right on the verge of reaching the Tower’s hundredth floor. Due to his regret, he failed to find eternal peace and became a Guardian instead. He can’t physically influence the world, but he is able to talk to you.  He has abundant experience and is incredibly skilled, so ask him for advice!
      
    

    
      
        ※No one can perceive your Guardian except for you.
      
    

    
      
        ※The Skill has been copied from Hunter Marcus Carlenbery.
      
    

    
      I was speechless.
    

    
      
        —Hey, where is Gramps? Hey, hey!  Are you ignoring me? I used to be famous back in my day! Blinking was enough to make most warriors crawl on their knees, so don’t you ignore me!
      
    

    
      Oh my god. It looked like I’d duplicated the Sword Star’s Guardian.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 9: The Reason He Talks To Himself (3)

    
      I explained to the Guardian how I duplicated him, but he still went wild.
    

    
      
        —Take me back to Gramps right now!
      
    

    
      My studio was small even for me alone, but now it had a ghost flying around in it. It was like a three-meter-long mosquito was flying around my ears. My human rights were being threatened.
    

    
      “Oh, for crying out loud! I told you, I can’t bring you back even if I want to!”
    

    
      
        —You said that you copied me using your Skill, so you should be able to cancel it too! Don’t you know what a refund is? Refund! What are we, cavemen? We have to be able to get a refund!
      
    

    
      “For the last time, I can’t cancel it!”
    

    
      
        —Arghhh… Gramps Marcus! Your teacher got kidnapped! Your one and only teacher got kidnapped by some loser off the street!
      
    

    
      The Guardian started crying his eyes out while hanging upside down.
    

    
      
        —Ahhhhhhh, this is your fault, Gramps Marcus! This disaster happened because you treated your teacher like shit! This is why I always told you to treat your teacher with more respect. Your teacher is worth more than this!
      
    

    
      “Excuse me…” I massaged my aching temples. My fear of seeing a ghost for the first time in my life was already gone. Who cared? Anyone would get a headache if the ghost were this noisy.
    

    
      “Let’s please live peacefully. Okay?”
    

    
      
        —What do you mean, live peacefully?! I’m already dead!
      
    

    
      “Ah, then rest in peace.”
    

    
      
        —What a son of a bitch. I’m already sad because I’m dead, and you want me to die one more time. People, look at this bastard over here! We’ve only just met, but look at how he already treats me!
      
    

    
      “Whoa.” I gaped. Today was the first time in my life I got to see a ghost, but I hadn’t seen anyone who talked this much—this fucking much—either. And I now realized why the Sword Star had been constantly talking to himself in the pub like a headcase... Yeah, he never stopped talking, but most of his words were similar.
    

    
      
        “Shut up.”
      
    

    
      
        “Be quiet.”
      
    

    
      
        “You’re too noisy. I’ll take care of it, so leave me alone.”
      
    

    
      Ninety-nine percent of the things he said to himself were to tell someone to be quiet.
    

    
      “It’s only natural he would keep talking if he has a ghost like this beside him…”
    

    
      
        —Huh? Are you trash-talking me to my face? How old are you? You should treat me with respect like the elder I am, brat.
      
    

    
      “Shit.” My shoulders drooped. I could feel my doomed future already. “I have to spend my entire life running away from the Sword Star, but I got a ghost instead of a Skill that can help me.”
    

    
      
        —Huh? What do you mean you have to run away from Gramps?
      
    

    
      The Guardian tilted his head in confusion.
    

    
      
        —You won’t be able to find a Hunter with a kinder heart than Gramps Marcus. Though he’s my student and I have to admit that he’s a geezer. Oh, yeah—never mention his grandchildren in front of him. He’s usually calm and all, but his lid seems to flip whenever those kiddos are mentioned. 
      
    

    
      “I’m already very familiar.” I sighed. “He has that Skill—what do you call it? The one that  shows him how many times someone’s committed murder.”
    

    
      —Oh, are you talking about the Detective’s Wise Eyes? That’s a useless Skill, the Guardian answered right away.
    

    
      It looked like the Guardian seemed to know all of the Sword Star’s Skills. So the name of the Sword Star’s kill count Skill seemed to be Detective’s Wise Eyes. 
    

    
      
        —So what? The only purpose it serves is to find out if someone’s an assassin or not. Besides, a higher count doesn’t guarantee that they’re actually an assassin.
      
    

    
      “4091 times.”
    

    
      
        —Hmm?
      
    

    
      “The kill count above my head is 4091.”
    

    
      —Umm… You wouldn’t happen to be delusional, would you? The Guardian crumpled up his face in disbelief. He was a ghost, but it looked like his expression changed more often than most living people. 
    

    
      “I think I actually will be if I spend one more day with you. You’ll drive me nuts with your babbling.”
    

    
      
        —No, I mean… you’re a complete beginner.
      
    

    
      The Guardian’s voice became a little serious.
    

    
      
        —You’re a beginner of beginners. It looks like you haven’t even learned how to use aura. There’s no way a guy like you killed 4091 people. I managed to clear the Tower’s ninety-ninth floor and even I didn’t kill that many people.
      
    

    
      “It’s because I didn’t kill 4091 people.”
    

    
      
        —Huh?
      
    

    
      I shrugged. “I only hunted down one very bad guy who will be called the Fire Emperor…”
    

    
      I explained the whole situation to the Guardian. After getting killed by the Fire Emperor, I had been incredibly lucky and copied his time regression Skill. I didn’t have any other method to get revenge on him, so I had decided—and actually done it—to go back over four thousand days.
    

    
      —...What? You killed yourself over four thousand times just for revenge? the Guardian asked. 
    

    
      “Yeah, I did.”
    

    
      The Guardian was silent. In contrast to his look of disbelief earlier, he was looking at me contemplatively. He seemed so serious that I couldn’t believe that he was the same ghost who almost shook my seven-square-meter studio with his yelling. It took a long time for the Guardian to break his silence.
    

    
      
        —Hey.
      
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      
        —What is your name?
      
    

    
      “It’s Kim Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      —Okay, Gong-Ja. Why did you choose Gramps Marcus, out of all the people in the world? the Guardian asked, picking his words carefully. 
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      
        —As soon as you finished getting revenge on Fucker character, you decided to copy Gramps’s Skill. Why did you do that?
      
    

    
      “...Isn’t it obvious?” I replied drily. The answer was blindingly obvious. “I should get the strongest person’s Skill first, and he’s the best Hunter of the century.”
    

    
      
        —So it’s because you believe it’s the fastest way to become strong, is that it? 
      
    

    
      “Yup, that’s right.”
    

    
      
        —...You’re giving me the honest answers to my questions because there’s no risk of me telling someone your secret. It’s already said in the Skill Card that no one can perceive me except you. Am I right?
      
    

    
      “Well, yeah.”
    

    
      Silence fell upon my studio once again.
    

    
      —Hmm. The Guardian flew around me with a very serious look. On my left side, he got a look at my face, and then he measured my height from the right. 
    

    
      I frowned, wondering what the heck he was doing.
    

    
      
        —Let’s see. Hmm. Your physique can be improved with training. You have the tenacity of a bloodhound. And you also have the desire to become better. You’re still in your right mind, so you know when to be clever… I see. Mmm… With material like you…
      
    

    
      
        What is he talking about?
      
    

    
      Judging from the way he kept talking to himself, it seemed that the Guardian was indeed the Sword Star’s teacher. Like teacher, like student.
    

    
      He flew right in front of me.  
    

    
      —Hey, Kim Gong-Ja, he said.
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      
        —Go kill some monsters.
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I hunted some monsters.
    

    
      “Are you satisfied now?”
    

    
      I had nothing to do in my studio even if I stayed cooped up inside, so I headed to a hunting ground at daybreak. Besides, I had other business to take care of. Since I regressed by one day after getting killed by the Sword Star, I had to hunt Yoo Soo-Ha again today.
    

    
      —I knew it… I’m right. The Guardian nodded.
    

    
      “What do you mean, you’re right?”
    

    
      
        —Before I died, I was called the Sword Emperor. 
      
    

    
      It was still early dawn, so no one was around in this remote hunting ground as I listened to the Guardian.
    

    
      
        —I’m not from around here. From your perspective, I’m from another world. Anyhow, a Tower showed up in my world, just like the one here. And I cleared the floors faster than anyone else in my world.
      
    

    
      “Was all that build-up just to brag?”
    

    
      —Yeah. Well, I still failed to clear the hundredth floor of the Tower in my world. That’s written in your Skill Card, isn’t it? That’s what actually happened. The Guardian chuckled.
    

    
      
        
          Sword Constellation
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: A+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: He is from another world and managed to clear the ninety-ninth floor of the Tower in his world. However, he was brought to his knees right on the verge of reaching the Tower’s hundredth floor. Due to his regret, he failed to find eternal peace and became a Guardian instead. He can’t physically influence the world, but he is able to talk to you. He has abundant experience and is incredibly skilled, so ask him for advice!
      
    

    
      
        ※No one can perceive your Guardian except for you.
      
    

    
      
        ※The Skill has been copied from Hunter Marcus Carlenbery.
      
    

    
      
        It’s still remarkable to think about.
      
    

    
      The Fire Emperor used to be a legend for clearing the fortieth floor until I had regressed. However, the Guardian in front of me had cleared the ninety-ninth floor, a height no human had ever reached before.
    

    
      
        —When you’re as good as me, one look is enough for me to see if a Hunter will be a smash hit or just get smashed by life. That’s why I asked you to hunt monsters, Gong-Ja.
      
    

    
      “Aha.” I smiled bitterly. “So you were trying to see if I’m good with the sword?”
    

    
      There were many novels about a protagonist who wasn’t aware of their gift. One day, they suddenly fell off a cliff or met a legendary martial artist in seclusion and awakened their true power.
    

    
      “Tsk, tsk. You wasted your time.”
    

    
      Unfortunately, that was the type of luck I didn’t get to receive.
    

    
      “I have zero talent for combat. Zero. Nada. That is why I’m chasing after other Hunters’ Skills. If I were gifted, I wouldn’t be a Class F Hunter right now.”
    

    
      —What the hell are you talking about? You’re talented, the Guardian said with a furrowed brow.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      
        —It’s actually remarkable.
      
    

    
      This wasn’t the reaction I had expected. 
    

    
      “Come on. You’re trying to tease me, aren’t you?”
    

    
      
        —I don’t joke about this kind of stuff.
      
    

    
      The Guardian quietly shook his head. 
    

    
      
        —Yes, your gift isn’t in martial arts. Your movements are clumsy, and your physique is mediocre at best. From the looks of it, it’ll take you very long to learn how to use aura through ordinary methods. Regardless, you have a very rare gift.
      
    

    
      His eyes were serious.
    

    
      
        —You don’t fear death. I’m actually surprised by the fact that you aren’t scared of it at all.  
      
    

    
      He stroked his chin.
    

    
      
        —Killing yourself over four thousand times must have erased your fear. That’s what I think is happening here. You may not have noticed it, but you’re being very reckless when you charge toward monsters. People normally hesitate at least a little because they’re scared of dying or getting injured, but you just throw yourself out there.
      
    

    
      “Umm… Does that count as a gift?”
    

    
      —Of course. There is more to talents than what you’re born with. People can acquire a new gift as they live. Among those gifts, overcoming the fear of death is the hardest one to build, but you’ve already done it. That’s incredible.  
    

    
      I was a little taken aback. No one in my life told me this. Even I had never thought this way. I was just angry at how the Fire Emperor had treated me like a bug… I was so furious that I had blindly killed myself 4090 times.  But the Guardian was telling me that it was my gift. 
    

    
      
        —Let me ask you one more question.
      
    

    
      “...What is it?”
    

    
      
        —You said that Gramps Marcus killed you. How did you feel at the time?
      
    

    
      I recalled my last death. It hadn’t been more than a couple of hours, so I could remember the night sky, moon, and that soundless slash. They made me feel…
    

    
      “...I thought it was a beautiful attack.”
    

    
      
        —Hahahahahaha! 
      
    

    
      The Guardian threw back his head and roared with laughter. His laughter was so loud that it seemed to fill up the empty, dimly lit hunting ground. Only after a long time did the Guardian stop laughing.
    

    
      
        —Interesting.
      
    

    
      The Guardian’s eyes sparkled. 
    

    
      
        —You copy Skills, not steal them. In other words, Gramps Marcus has another me as his Guardian. I’m curious to see who will become a better Hunter: you or Gramps. 
      
    

    
      The Sword Constellation—the ghost who used to be called the Sword Emperor for clearing the Tower up to the ninety-ninth floor—the man who was now my Guardian looked straight into my eyes and held out his hand. 
    

    
      
        —Let me help you become as strong as—no, a lot stronger than Gramps Marcus! Let’s conquer the Tower!
      
    

    
      I realized that I had found myself a partner.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 10: The Headstart(1)

    
      What would make for the most annoying morning? It could be a phone alarm set last night which was especially loud today. Perhaps it was the hair that got too oily overnight. Or it might be the irritating fact that today was another work day.
    

    
      
        —Wake up! Get off your ass right now! 
      
    

    
      “Ah, would you please be quiet…”
    

    
      
        —I’m going to sing you my favorite song from back home until you wake up. Keep in mind that I learned how to use the Soundwave Strike before I died. It only took me one verse to make thirty soldiers’ heads explode!
      
    

    
      Everyone was wrong. The worst way to start a day was with the endless chattering of a ghost who failed to find eternal peace.
    

    
      
        —Do you know what time it is? It’s time to get up already!
      
    

    
      “What time is it?” I squinted at my smartphone lock screen, which showed me that it was 4:01 A.M. in a fancy font. “It’s still four in the morning, Mr. Crazyhead!”
    

    
      
        —No, no. Even bugs are already up and wriggling. You’re weaker than bugs, so you should get up earlier.
      
    

    
      “You’re just bored because you can’t sleep!”
    

    
      
        —I don’t know what you’re talking about. 
      
      The Guardian avoided my eyes.
    

    
      “Wow. This is why the Sword Star always wakes up at four in the morning and trains! It’s not because he’s diligent. It’s you, talking his ears off!”
    

    
      
        —Fine, I woke him up because I was bored. Are you happy now? But it’s good for you to regularly train early in the morning. You know what? You should be grateful to me, honestly. Get on the floor and bow to me.
      
    

    
      “I-I want to kill you…”
    

    
      
        —Hehe. But you can’t because I’m already dead. If you have a problem with that, you can die!  Oh, yeah. you can’t stay dead, can you. You’re practically a zombie. From now on, I’m going to call you Kim Zombie, not Kim Gong-Ja.
      
    

    
      “Shit.”
    

    
      The ghost in my tiny studio just kept yapping. I couldn’t bear it and ended up putting on my jogging suit and headed outside for the sake of my mental health. It was still dawn, so the sky was dark as I jogged. The Guardian floated beside me.
    

    
      “
      
        Huff, huff…
      
      ”
    

    
      —
      
        Zombie, I told you this before, but you have zero gifts except for your dogged tenacity. I usually like to train people from scratch, but you have zero basis to scratch from because it’s somewhere down in the abyss.
      
    

    
      It had already been three days since I had copied the 
      
        Sword Constellation
      
       from the Sword Star. Meanwhile, I had hunted Yoo Soo-Ha one more time and actively avoided the Sword Star. At the same time, I had been training according to the schedule that the Guardian had made for me.
    

    
      
        —You technically have the gift of an abyss. Gosh, isn’t it cool? I envy you! 
      
    

    
      “
      
        Huff
      
      ... I’m running… 
      
        Huff.
      
       Don’t interrupt me…!”
    

    
      
        —What I’m saying is that you need a special lesson, but it’s going to be expensive. In order to get the lesson, you need to be ready.
      
    

    
      The Guardian grinned.
    

    
      
        —Let’s go and win ourselves the lottery, Zombie.
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The guild called the Merchant Association, also known as the MA, was led by the Countess, the Rank 3 Hunter. Since she was the only one who could export and import goods from the outside world, she was a one-man company. With her ability, the MA was the leading guild in the Tower’s economy. It was one of the reasons why the MA was the only guild that could issue lotteries in Babylon, the Tower’s first-floor city.
    

    
      “Excuse me.” I tapped on the desk. 
    

    
      “Yes, Mr. Hunter. How may I help you?”
    

    
      “I’m here to collect my winnings for the lottery.”
    

    
      “Ah, you must have won the MA Happy Lottery!” The desk assistant with a cat-eared hat clapped in delight.
    

    
      “Yeah, one thing led to another.”
    

    
      “Congratulations!” The desk assistant bowed and gave me a business smile that resembled a sunflower in full bloom. 
    

    
      
        —Hey, I’ve always been curious about this. Why do they wear cat-eared hats?
      
    

    
      
        The guild leader has cats of her own,
      
       I told the Guardian. 
    

    
      
        —Even if she likes cats, people normally don’t put cat-ears on other people. I bet that she’s a perv.
      
    

    
      
        Does it matter right now?
      
    

    
      I was pretty sure that the desk assistant also thought that his hat was stupid as fuck. However, he was just a desk assistant. Even if the guild leader told him to wear cockroach antennas on his head, he had to suck it up and wear it. On the bright side, he didn’t have to suffer alone. The guild uniform he was wearing was unisex…
    

    
      “Pardon me for asking, but have you checked the date of the lottery? Your winning isn’t collectible if it’s been over two years since your purchase.”
    

    
      “It’s okay. It’s from last week,” I replied.
    

    
      “I’m glad to hear it!”
    

    
      I had bought it as soon as I had gotten possessed by the Guardian. I had to win one anyway, and the Guardian kept on lecturing me about how I needed capital to start from. 
    

    
      “Then I’ll get to the identity verification process right away. Oh, by the way, which place did you win with your lottery?”
    

    
      “First place.”
    

    
      “Excuse me?” the desk assistant instinctively asked.
    

    
      “I won first place. You can check the numbers here.” I pointed to a section on my lottery ticket.  
    

    An electric sign board that said “MA Happy Lottery’s First Place Winner” was hung above the desk assistant’s head. It displayed the accumulated amount—fifty-three thousand gold—like a casino slot machine. If I converted it to the currency back home, it was around five and a half billion won[1].

    
      
        —It’s easy to earn money, right?  
      
      The Guardian hummed in the now-silent MA headquarters.
    

    
      “...The numbers have been confirmed,” the assistant fumbled, obviously bewildered. “P-please give me a moment, Mr. Hunter. I’ll go get the person in charge.”
    

    
      “Take your time.”
    

    
      The assistant hurriedly walked away. I could see some people stealing glances at me as they talked among themselves. Judging from their envious eyes, it looked like they had heard me when I said I had won first place. 
    

    
      
        —Is this okay, Zombie? Someone might shank you in a dark alley tonight,
      
       the Guardian commented, eyeing the same Hunters. 
    

    
      “I have a plan.” I shrugged. “Besides, it’s not something I can hide.”
    

    
      All of the Hunters who won the lottery were recorded, including Yoo Soo-Ha, the Fire Emperor. That was how I learned that he had won it twice in a row before.
    

    
      
        People are going to find out sooner or later, so it’s better to be done with it.
      
    

    
      The MA was the one who had to sell the lottery tickets, so they would suffer more than I would from a rumor that people who won their lottery were going to get assassinated. 
    

    
      After a moment, a man dressed in a much fancier uniform approached me and bowed. “Thank you for your patience, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja. My name is Arthur Taylor; I’m in charge of the MA lottery.”
    

    
      He was very polite, although he was still wearing a cat-eared hat.
    

    
      “My title is Safekeeper. For convenience, I would appreciate it if you could call me by my title.”
    

    
      “I’m Kim Gong-Ja. You seem to have a title that suits your affiliation very well.”
    

    
      “Haha! I hear that a lot.” The Safekeeper smiled good-heartedly. “Please follow me upstairs.”
    

    
      Although he was perfectly polite, having a title meant that he was one of the top 300 Hunters. A Class F Hunter like me would normally never be able to look him in the eyes, but he continued to be polite.
    

    
      
        —Zombie, you’re a guest worth fifty thousand gold. Of course he’s polite. You know, I’ve been thinking about it—you seem to be touched too easily. Maybe it’s because you never received anyone’s approval? Remember when I told you you had a gift for dying the other day? Your eyes went all teary. It was pitiful.
      
    

    
      The ghost killed my mood once again.
    

    
      
        Ah, please shut up. Please, 
      
      I hissed.
    

    
      
        —A man shouldn’t be easily impressed. Take after me. Think that everyone in the world exists to serve you.
      
    

    
      No matter how bad things got for me, I would never take after the Guardian or Yoo Soo-Ha. Come to think of it, both of their titles ended with the word “emperor.” Perhaps having that word in their titles meant they were all wackos. 
    

    
      “Um, excuse me, Mr. Kim. Is something wrong…?” the Safekeeper asked as he guided me upstairs. He seemed rather cautious of my mood.
    

    
      “It’s nothing,” I immediately answered, eager to quash any suspicions of my sanity. “My mind wandered for a moment.”
    

    
      “Oh, I see.” The Safekeeper heaved a sigh of relief. “You didn’t look too good, so I was worried that I’d made a mistake without realizing it. I’m relieved to hear that I haven’t offended you…”
    

    
      
        What? Is he an angel? 
      
      I wondered. 
    

    
      
        —Tsk, tsk. You’re too easy. Too easy.
      
    

    
      Ignoring the heartless ghost’s nagging, I followed the Safekeeper into a VIP meeting room. The table was already piled high with gold coins; it looked like another employee had already set everything up. 
    

    
      The Safekeeper smiled. “These are your winnings, Mr. Kim.”
    

    
      “...It’s incredible.”
    

    
      Over fifty thousand gold coins drank in the light from the ceiling and brightened up the room. Just looking at it got my blood going. I wasn’t sure if they had staged this for dramatic effect, but it was working extremely well.
    

    
      “You’re free to take all of this gold or buy a safe in the MA to store your winnings. How would you like to proceed?”
    

    
      “Mmm…” I tried to pull myself together.
    

    
      
        Money is really tempting. 
      
    

    
      However, I aimed to reach the zenith and become so famous that everyone would envy me. Money was just a means to get there.
    

    
      
        I should be the one who controls my money, not let it control me. Don’t let it happen, Kim Gong-Ja.
      
    

    
      I regained my composure and slowly nodded. “I’ll store it in the MA safe.”
    

    
      “That is a truly wise choice, Mr. Kim!” the Safekeeper quickly shouted. “That is what I personally recommend to all the winners. I understand that you would want to take it yourself, but there are always people who harbor ill intentions…”
    

    
      “And…” I paused. “...I would like to become an honorary member of the MA.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “The position of a second-class honorary member costs ten thousand gold, yes?” I approached the table and put my hand on the pile of gold. The gold coins sparkled with a seductive light, but I already knew another kind of golden light that was more tempting. For the sake of my future, I was going to invest as many gold coins as necessary.
    

    
      “I’ll pay in full right now.”
    

    
      The Safekeeper carefully observed my face. “Mr. Kim… you aren’t part of any guild yet. Is that correct?”
    

    
      “That is correct.”
    

    
      A Hunter didn’t join a guild just to hang out with other Hunters. The biggest reason was to receive the guild’s protection. Although the Hunter Management Bureau and Watchmen League existed to maintain Babylon’s order…
    

    
      
        I might get attacked the second I let my guard down.
      
    

    
      The fact that the Fire Emperor and Sword Star had killed me was proof enough of how dangerous it was in Babylon. Compared to a developed country in the outside world, this city was lawless.
    

    
      
        I shouldn’t be an idiot and walk down the Fire Emperor’s path. 
      
    

    
      The Fire Emperor had been full of himself, so it wasn’t hard to deduce what he had done after winning the lottery twice in a row. Yoo Soo-Ha wouldn’t have paid a protection fee to any guild; no doubt he’d gone off to have fun with his money since it was rightfully his and his only.
    

    
      
        That’s why people try to assassinate him.
      
    

    
      It was pathetic. There was no need to make an enemy out of the major guilds.
    

    
      “...Understood, sir.” The Safekeeper pulled out a notebook and wrote something down. “Anyone can become an honorary member of the MA with the right price. I’ll instruct one of the employees to issue you a second-class honorary member’s identification card.”
    

    
      “Oh, yeah,” I went on. “And I’m living in a cheap studio, so I would be very grateful if the MA could recommend temporary accommodations for me. Of course, I’ll pay the right price.”
    

    
      The Safekeeper noted down my requests.
    

    
      “The media will likely try to find out who won first place in the lottery. You don’t have to tell them my real name, but it would be great if you let them know I’m an honorary member of the MA.” 
    

    
      The Safekeeper stood there and gave me a dazed look for a moment. “Y-you’re very thorough, sir.”
    

    
      “It’s a dangerous world, isn’t it? I think it’s better to be safe than sorry.”
    

    
      “...It is. You’re right.”
    

    
      
        —Zombie, it looks like he was thrown off guard because he thought you were a pushover. Ah, this is fun. This is why I never get bored of watching elites flounder. 
      
      The Guardian guffawed behind the Safekeeper.
    

    
      
        What? You’re the one who 
      
      tsk
      
        ed me because I’m touched too easily. It’s romance when you do it, but it’s adultery if other people do it?
      
      
        [2]
      
    

    
      
        —Did I do that? I don’t remember, so I probably didn’t do it.
      
    

    
      Wow. How could he be like that? I should never become like him.
    

    
      
        —Well, anyhow, you seem to be doing a good job on your own. I was worried that I’d have to change your diapers too, but it looks like you’ll be fine. 
      
      The Guardian grinned.
    

    
      
        If only you weren’t a smooth talker…
      
    

    
      
        —What? You’re smiling too.
      
    

    
      That was right. Although I grumbled, I was happy. 
    

    
      
        Of course, I’m just getting started.
      
    

    
      I had died 4090 times to go back 4090 days. It was time to enjoy the privileges of a returner that I hadn’t gotten to enjoy because of my revenge on the Fire Emperor.
    

    

    
      1. About four million USD ☜

    

    
      2. The raw is 웬 내로남불입니까. It’s a Korean saying about double standards. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
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        —Zombie, do you know what’s most essential in lessons? 
      
    

    
      “What I want to know is when you’ll stop calling me Zombie. The sooner the better, by the way.”
    

    
      
        —It’s the tuition fee.
      
    

    
      After I finished my business in the MA headquarters, I headed outside. It was noon, so the streets were lively with people out to have lunch. Retired Hunters, who now ran restaurants and general stores, were out searching for customers. 
    

    
      Of course, business was slow in many of those shops. The owners just sat by their doors and vacantly stared into the air. Successful people tended to accomplish more feats in life, but those who often faced losses only saw more failures. It was the cruel but immutable truth in both the outside world and Babylon.
    

    
      
        —And you got the fee just now, so what do you need now?
      
    

    
      “Mmm, a good tutor?”
    

    
      
        —No, no. You have one right in front of you, 
      
      the Guardian said without so much as a twitch. 
    

    
      
        —The answer is good textbooks! You need textbooks that will help you get stronger more quickly.
      
    

    
      “Textbooks…”
    

    
      
        —Yeah, I’m talking about martial arts manuals or elixirs. But you won’t understand martial arts manuals even if you read them, which leaves you with raking up fuck-off expensive elixirs. 
      
    

    
      I knew he was right, but he had a way of saying it in the most annoying possible way.
    

    
      
        —Keep in mind that I don’t let my students work with cheap elixirs. There’s a guild called the Alchemist Office, right? The one where doctors and pharmacists join? Go to one of their shops and only get elixirs made by their best Chemists.
      
    

    
      “Huh.”
    

    
      
        —There’s a place where Gramps Marcus often goes. I know where the shop is, so don’t worry. Once we clean out their elixir aisles…
      
    

    
      “H-hold on a second.” I lowered my voice because some pedestrians were walking past me.
    

    
      
        —Hmm? Why?
      
    

    
      “...Aren’t those elixirs really expensive?”
    

    
      
        —Yeah, they are, but they’re really good. The seller sets the price, but people still buy them. Though your jaw will probably drop once you hear the price. Do you want to know how much it roughly costs? 
      
      The Guardian snickered. 
    

    
      “...Let’s hear it.”
    

    
      The Guardian whispered the price, which was an eye-opener. It cost way more than I’d even imagined.
    

    
      “I can only buy around four elixirs even if I use all the money I have right now!”
    

    
      
        —Hehe. They give you a discount if you buy several elixirs at once, so you’ll probably get around five of them. The guild really knows how to run a business. This is why doctors who know the taste of money are the scariest. 
      
    

    
      “I-it’s too expensive…”
    

    
      Oh my god. I had been imagining the rosy future I was going to have with the first-place lottery winnings, but I was going to be poor again immediately.
    

    
      
        —Well, I understand you’re reluctant to use up all your hard-earned money at once, but what can you do about it? The tragedy is caused by your lack of gifts, so think of it as your destiny. Mmm…?
      
    

    
      The Guardian’s expression turned serious.
    

    
      
        —Gong-Ja, hide.
      
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      
        —Quick.
      
    

    
      Even his voice was serious. I automatically hid behind the closest cover, a metal dumpster that reeked of rotten food; it was used to throw away leftover food from nearby diners.
    

    
      “Why are you suddenly telling me to hide?” I asked with a furrowed brow.
    

    
      
        —Be careful. It’s Gramps Marcus.
      
    

    
      Trying not to make a single sound, I peeked around the dumpster at the street.  The Sword Star, the current Rank 1 Hunter who had 
      
        Detective’s Wise Eyes
      
      , was walking down the street with his white hair tied behind his back.
    

    
      
        It’ll be a real problem if he sees me.
      
    

    
      My heart pounded hard. The Guardian seemed to notice how tense I was and stopped yapping like he usually did. The two of us quietly hid behind the dumpsters, following the Sword Star with our eyes.
    

    
      Fortunately, it seemed the Sword Star didn’t notice me because he continued on his way. As always, he was talking to himself.
    

    
      “...Again? You’re noi...”
    

    
      The Guardian frowned as he saw the building the Sword Star entered.
    

    
      
        —Ah, damn it. Tsk! It won’t work. That’s the Alchemist Office’s best shop. 
      
    

    
      “The best shop?”
    

    
      
        —That shop is run by the best Chemist, so they have the best elixirs. Ah, for real?! All Chemists are crooks compared to him. We really have to get elixirs from there…! 
      
      The Guardian bit his fingernails. It was my first time seeing this ghost genuinely upset.
    

    
      I fell into contemplation. 
      
        It’s too risky to go to the same shop as the Sword Star, but I do need a good Chemist.
      
    

    
      When I searched for High Rankers on my smartphone, I got a list that started from Rank 1.
    

    
      Rank 1: Sword Star / Guild: None.
    

    
      Rank 2: Black Witch / Guild: Black Dragon (Leader).
    

    
      Rank 3: Countess / Guild: Merchant Association (Leader).
    

    
      Rank 4: Inquisitor / Guild: Pantheon (Leader).
    

    
      Rank 5: Viper / Guild: OJP Sect (Leader).
    

    
      Rank 6: Babel Linguist / Guild: Late Bloom (Assistant Leader).
    

    
      Rank 7: Broadband Communicator / Guild: Retrospective Newspaper (Assistant Leader).
    

    
      Rank 8: Paladin / Guild: Watchmen League (Assistant Leader).
    

    
      ...
    

    
      “She isn’t there,” I blurted.
    

    
      
        —What? Who’s not there? Your goddess of luck? 
      
      the Guardian questioned, finally sparing his fingernails from his teeth.
    

    
      “No, quite the opposite, actually.” I was overflowing with luck. “It might cost a lot less than I thought.”
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      “We’ll only have to spend pennies to get the best-quality elixirs.” I grinned. “I know a very good Chemist.”
    

    
      I left the downtown area and then headed to a remote alley in a poor neighborhood. In the dark alley, some Hunters observed me, their eyes shining with greed. Due to a lack of money, the worn-down neighborhood these people lived in was close to being a slum. 
    

    
      
        —...A good Chemist actually lives here? 
      
      the Guardian asked, his voice thick with disbelief.
    

    
      “She isn’t just a good Chemist. She’ll be legendary.”
    

    
      
        —Drop the bullshit. Why would she stay in a place like this if she’s that skilled?
      
    

    
      “Don’t believe me if you don’t want to,” I snorted. 
    

    
      The Hunters in the alley clicked their tongue and looked away, mistaking me for a madman because of my mumbling. Although a slum like this was usually very dangerous, the residents rarely messed with crazy people. 
    

    
      I held back my laughter. 
      
        What would happen if they found out my wallet is full of gold?
      
    

    
      It was obvious that they would lose it and throw themselves at me like a bunch of jackals. Since I had no obligation to kindly show them the truth, I just headed deeper into the alley. It was tinged with the smell of rotten corpses.
    

    
      Just then, I heard a high-pitched scream. 
    

    
      “P-please, at least give me back my lab equipment!” a young woman shouted. 
    

    
      “Are you freaking kidding me?!” an angry man shouted back. “My boys and I already gave you more than a couple of warnings! Look where it got us!”
    

    
      “It’s been half a year since you failed to pay the money on time. It’s about time you made it up to us.”
    

    
      I followed the voices. When I reached the intersection of the maze of alleys, I found an old shop in a relatively open space. The people were fighting in front of it.
    

    
      “I-if you also take my equipment… I really have no way of putting food on my table…”
    

    
      “Ignore her. We don’t need to hear her excuses. Take them all!”
    

    
      Bulky gangsters loaded machines onto their handcart. A woman in her late twenties, who seemed to own the old shop, clung onto the handcart.
    

    
      “A week!” she pleaded. “Give me one more week, please. Actually, if you can just give me five more days—”
    

    
      “That one week became a month, and then half a year!”
    

    
      Some of the gangsters shoved the handcart, sending the shop owner tumbling helplessly to the ground. Despite the scrapes on her knees, she still reached out for the handcart.
    

    
      “I-I haven’t finished making that potion…!”
    

    
      “
      
        Sigh. 
      
      How did I get involved with a crazy Chemist like you? Lady! Listen to me! Never get involved with the potion-making business again! I mean it!”
    

    
      The gangsters pushed away the hand cart deep into the alley, leaving behind the shop owner, the nearby residents, and me. Lost in despair, the shop owner absentmindedly sat on her knees, staring at the ground. On the other hand, the spectators were busily whispering among themselves. 
    

    
      “
      
        Tsk, tsk.
      
       I knew that the shop would go out of business someday.”
    

    
      “Her potions are too expensive. What kind of health recovery potion costs forty gold a bottle?”
    

    
      “She’s young, so she thought business is easy…”
    

    
      After hearing bits of the spectators’ whispers, the shop owner quickly looked up.
    

    
      “Wh-what do you mean expensive! My prices are barely profitable!”
    

    
      She was quite a mess. Her long hair was greasy like she hadn’t washed it for days. Her glasses looked very old, enough to be an antique. Even her voice was extremely thin; it felt like her voice could shatter a glass window, instead of it being as clear as glass. 
    

    
      “I’m the only Chemist in Babylon who sells potions that are as high quality and as cheap as mine! Y-you should thank me for setting up a shop in this shabby neighborhood. Yes, that’s right!”
    

    
      “Urgh, she’s still in her own little world.”
    

    
      “Let’s go. I can’t believe it. It’s not like she’s actually achieved anything…”
    

    
      The spectators shook their heads. 
    

    
      “Oh… W-wait. Since you guys are here, why don’t you try out my health recovery potion…? You only need one of my special health recovery potions to revive a dying Hunter.” 
    

    
      “No, I won’t!”
    

    
      The shop owner belatedly tried to sell her products to the spectators, but it was no use. She had lost everyone’s favor long ago with her words and actions, so the spectators just walked away, swearing at her. 
    

    
      “It’s really good… I’m not lying…”
    

    
      In the end, the shop owner flopped down onto the ground.
    

    
      
        —Hey. That loser isn’t…the legendary Chemist you were talking about, right? 
      
      the Guardian quickly asked.
    

    
      “What if she is?”
    

    
      
        —I’d be seriously worried about your head. Killing yourself over 4000 times must have messed with your brain. I’ll introduce you to the best therapist in Babylon.
      
    

    
      I laughed quietly. “I think you should’ve started worrying about me when I saw a ghost. She’s the legendary Chemist I talked about. Don’t worry.”
    

    
      
        —No, you freak! She’s the legendary loser! 
      
    

    
      Ignoring the Guardian’s scream, I strode toward the shop owner.
    

    
      “Excuse me.”
    

    
      The shop owner looked up questioningly.
    

    
      She seemed even more like a beggar once I got a closer look at her. Both her top and bottom hung on her as if she had gotten them from a clothing donation box. Only her white lab coat made her recognizable as a Chemist. 
    

    
      “Are you open for business?” I asked. 
    

    
      Yes, she wasn’t a beggar. An ordinary Chemist was certainly not the right description for her either.
    

    
      “If you are, I would like to order some potions.”
    

    
      She was the Master Alchemist, a Chemist who was going to become the Rank 5 Hunter. Although she was currently outside the rankings, she would without a doubt make it someday.
    

    
      “They’re a little complicated to make—can you do it?” I asked.
    

    
      “Ah, yes, yes! Of course! I can make you anything! “ The Chemist’s face brightened up.
    

    
      Complicated potions meant expensive potions. Her shop was on the brink of going out of business, so she must feel like someone had pulled her back from the edge of a cliff.
    

    
      “But how complicated are the potions you’re looking for…?”
    

    
      In the future, I would never be able to order from this Chemist, no matter how rich I was, but it was different right now.
    

    
      “Well, I think they would cost around twenty thousand gold in total.”
    

    
      The Chemist’s jaw dropped to the ground. Who cared if she looked a little like a beggar? In my eyes, the Chemist looked like a goose who was going to lay me eggs of pure gold!
    

    
      I beamed. “So…can I make an order now?”
    

    
      I was going to become her first regular customer.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
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      “I-it’s shabby… but please come in. It’s really shabby…” The Chemist awkwardly showed me into her shop.
    

    
      She wasn’t being humble. The inside of the shop was a chaotic wreck that looked like a storm had passed through it. Glass fragments were scattered all over the floor and collapsed bookcases lay on top of piles of books. The specks of dust in the air rounded off the ensemble.
    

    
      
        —Wow. 
      
    

    
      The Guardian clapped.
    

    
      
        —Before I died, people always used to tell me that I should clean more, but I have to hand it to that young lady. What excellent hygiene. Zombie, do you really want elixirs made by that lady?
      
    

    
      “Umm, are you really going to give me an order of twenty thousand gold…?” 
    

    
      The Guardian and Chemist asked at the same time as if they had planned it.
    

    
      I smiled bitterly. “I can pay upfront if it’s difficult to trust me.”
    

    
      “N-no need…” The Chemist stopped fidgeting after a moment.“...No, I think upfront payment is better if possible.”
    

    
      Her face was as red as a tomato, ashamed of the fact that she was making such a request. It looked like her financial situation was so bad that it was difficult for her to protect her dignity.
    

    
      “You can take as much money as you need from my vault. I’ll tell the employees at the MA.”
    

    
      “As much as I need…” the Chemist blankly repeated.
    

    
      “Yes, but my money isn’t endless. I would appreciate it if you keep the budget within twenty thousand gold,” I told her.
    

    
      “Oh, s-so what kind of potions are you trying to order…?”
    

    
      The Chemist looked happy and nervous at the same time about having such an enormous budget.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but I won’t create narcotics. It’s a matter of principle, so…if you’re here for narcotics, I’ll have to turn you down…”
    

    
      “Oh.” 
    

    
      
        Though she’s clumsy in many ways, she really is going to be the Master Alchemist in the future, 
      
      I thought to myself.
    

    
      Not many people could turn down a deal that would bring them tens of thousands of gold, especially if their business was on the brink of ruin, yet the Chemist set down her foot when it came to narcotics. She looked very feeble, but she took pride in her work.
    

    
      “Haha, they’re far from narcotics, so don’t worry.”
    

    
      “Ah… I-I’m glad to hear it.” The Chemist smiled sheepishly. “What kind of potions are you ordering?”
    

    
      “Hmm.” 
    

    
      I looked at the Guardian, who had been silent and grouchy since entering the shop. Only after I gave him the eye did the Guardian let out a sigh and break his silence.
    

    
      
        —
      
      Phew
      
        . Fine. I really don’t think that lady is a skilled Chemist, but I’ll tell you the recipe.
      
    

    
      I felt like he could have given up sooner and saved everyone the trouble. 
    

    
      
        —Listen up: it needs a rabbit-pig’s liver, a balloon cat’s eyes, a desert wyrm’s shell…
      
    

    
      “So here are the ingredients: a rabbit-pig’s liver, a balloon cat’s eyes, and…”
    

    
      “Ah, please wait a moment! I-I’ll write them down!” The Chemist jotted down the ingredients and formula.
    

    
      It required twenty-three ingredients. The Chemist’s expression grew more serious as the list got longer.
    

    
      
        —That’s the last ingredient. Mixing them depends on her skills.
      
    

    
      “Those are all the necessary ingredients.”
    

    
      The Chemist bit her fingernails as she examined what she’d written in her notebook. “If you mix these together…it’ll heighten your reflex to the limit, but by calming your nerves. It’s done by tensing them. No, I guess the right description is awakening them.”
    

    
      
        —Huh?
      
       The Guardian quickly turned to look at the Chemist. 
    

    
      “This is a very high-quality formula,” she continued to mumble. “Ah, I might be mistaken since all I have are the ingredients… These ingredients need to be as fresh as possible and should be brewed at the same time, yes? They aren’t dried or refined in advance?”
    

    
      
        —Yeah, that’s correct…
      
    

    
      I nodded. “You’re right.”
    

    
      “I knew it! It’s very weak, but desert wyrm shells are poisonous,” she exclaimed. “One way to neutralize it is to consume a rabbit-pig’s liver. Depending on the method, the effect is…!”
    

    
      The shy, stammering Chemist became lively and talkative, verging on chirpy. It turned out that she was one of those people.
    

    
      
        She’s still stumbling her way through this world but she’s good at what she does.
      
    

    
      People like her gave everything they had to the field they loved, and would accomplish remarkable feats someday. I liked experts like her, but I had a feeling that the conversation wouldn’t end at this rate.
    

    
      “How long do you think it’ll take?” I interrupted.
    

    
      “Oh.” The Chemist blinked, slowly realizing that she had been lost in her own world. She quickly bowed. “I-I’m sorry! It’s been a while since I saw a beautiful formula like this one, so I didn’t even realize what I was doing…”
    

    
      “It’s okay. How many days would it take though?” 
    

    
      “With enough money…f-four days will be enough. It usually takes less, but I have to get new equipment and tools…”
    

    
      “I can wait that long.”
    

    
      I smiled. Before my regression, it took at least a year to get a potion from her. Waiting four days didn’t even count as waiting.
    

    
      
        —Zombie, I can’t say I’m fine with this yet. Many guys out there may be smooth talkers but don’t have the skills to back it up. That’s why there’re so many crooks out there. Ugh, I’m dead certain you’ve thrown your money down the drain!
      
    

    
      The Guardian continued to grumble even after I finished talking things out and went outside the shop.
    

    
      “So where did you learn that combination?”
    

    
      
        —I made it myself by drinking all sorts of poison. It’s the best elixir out there. Without me, you won’t be able to get that elixir no matter how hard you try!
      
    

    
      I chuckled. “The Chemist called it high quality, and it only took her one look to see the true worth of it, so trust her. She may not look like it now, but she’ll be the leader of the Alchemist Office in ten years.”
    

    
      The Guardian pursed his lip. He already looked threatening, but his pursed lip made him look like a giant toad.
    

    
      
        —You were trash-talking me just now, weren’t you.
      
    

    
      “Are you going to point fingers at anyone now?” I asked, feigning innocence. He was annoyingly sharp.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Four days passed by quite quickly. Meanwhile, the Chemist didn’t hold herself back from taking as much gold as she needed from my vault. An employee from the MA came by and asked me if it was alright, but I told him to let her. It didn’t matter how much it cost if it meant I was getting 
      
        the
      
       Master Alchemist’s elixirs. 
    

    
      
        —Zombie, do you want to make a bet?
      
    

    
      “What is it now?”
    

    
      
        —That lady will just run away with your money. I’m sure of it. I don’t know about the rest, but I have a great eye for people. The lady had the face of a grand thief! Just kill yourself, Kim Zombie! Kill yourself four times so we can go back to four days ago!
      
    

    
      Of course, a ghost couldn’t have a good eye for people.
    

    
      At lunch on the fourth day, the Chemist came to my room with boxes of elixirs.
    

    
      “I-I’m sorry. I wanted to deliver them sooner than this, but I began to mix some stuff and it took me longer than I expected.”
    

    
      “No, it’s fine. You told me it was going to take four days, and here you are. ”
    

    
      The Chemist brought three boxes of elixirs in total. If I took them three times a day, it would last thirty days. However, I would have only gotten two days’ worth of elixirs if I had gone to the shop that the Guardian had recommended to me. This result was fifteen times better than what it would have been with his original plan.
    

    
      
        And it’ll be more effective than the elixirs from the other shop. This is how you use money.
      
    

    
      I smiled contently.
    

    
      “Umm…”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “I-I know it’s strange to ask you this now, but why did you make such an expensive order to an obscure Chemist like me?” The Chemist’s fingers fluttered. “I-I can guarantee my skill, though. I believe that only I and one other person in Babylon can understand your combination and properly concoct potions based on it… But people think I’m just a freak…”
    

    
      “Mmm…”
    

    
      The reason why I chose this Chemist in front of me to create my elixirs was that she was the genius of the century. She was going to be the leader of the Alchemist Office, so I also wanted to build a relationship before it happened.
    

    
      
        But that isn’t the only reason.
      
    

    
      Before my 4090-day regression, when the Fire Emperor had set a fire in the slum, the woman in front of me had arrived at the site before everyone else. She put her High Ranker title to good use and took charge of the firefighting effort. As she had helped me, the Master Alchemist had quietly raised concerns.
    

    
      
        “...I don’t like the Fire Emperor.”
      
    

    
      
        “Something doesn’t feel right about him…” 
      
    

    
      
        “Although I know it’s not polite to talk badly of him, I still think Miss Saintess deserves someone better.”
      
    

    
      She had recognized the true colors of the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      
        It had to have been her gut feelings, not based on evidence.
      
    

    
      Even if that was the case, the Chemist had an eye that was astute enough to recognize a psychopath. She was skilled and kind enough to immediately come running to the site of an accident. I would be losing out if I didn’t get on her good side.
    

    
      “You look like a good person,” I said.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “I helped you because you look like a good person. Well, you would have made it on your own without my help, but good Hunters like us should be successful so that we can help each other in the future. It’s unfair if only wacky psychopaths get to thrive. I don’t want that to happen, so let’s do our best.”
    

    
      I told her what I truly felt without a speck of lies. Actually, I couldn’t be more honest than I was right now. The rest depended on how the Chemist took my words. 
    

    
      She stared at my face for a moment. “...You’re right. Yes, you need to be successful first to change the world. Thank you, sir! I won’t give up, like you told me!” the Chemist said, clenching her fists. It sounded like she had found her resolve. “Feel free to call me whenever you need to make an order again. I’ll always prioritize your orders!”
    

    
      “I’m glad to hear that.”
    

    
      We exchanged a handshake and a smile before we said goodbye. Unfortunately, my smile didn’t last long.
    

    
      
        —It’s been a while since I’ve seen a Hunter who called himself good. And it’s my first time to see someone who didn’t say anything about it.  Hey, are you two nuts? Tsk, tsk, tsk. Both of you are out of your mind.
      
    

    
      “...I know it was cringe, so let’s just get on with my training.”
    

    
      On the next day, we headed to a hunting ground. My bag was loaded with a sleeping bag and elixirs. One difference from usual was that I was on the third floor, not the second. The third floor was a little high for a Class F Hunter like me because goblins, orcs, and other monsters that were too much for me to handle roamed the area.
    

    
      I watched them from afar. “What do I do now?”
    

    
      
        —Drink an elixir first.
      
    

    
      I nodded and gulped down the elixir from my thermos bottle without question.
    

    
      “Mmm…” I expected it to taste like ginseng essence, but it was pretty ordinary. It smelled like lemon and actually tasted rather pleasantly of honey.
    

    
      I gasped.
    

    
      My heart beat harder than usual. At first, I thought I was mistaken, but I wasn’t—my back was drenched in sweat immediately. It was amazing…I could feel every drop of sweat running down my back.
    

    
      
        What?
      
       I frowned.
    

    
      It wasn’t just my sweat. I could feel the texture and pressure of the air around my fingers, and even the ground I was standing on. A blink of an eye seemed to take thirty seconds. 
    

    
      “This…is…”
    

    
      
        —It’s because of the elixir.
      
    

    
      Only the Guardian’s voice sounded normal; the rest of the world moved at a crawl.
    

    
      
        —It slows down your perception time to an extreme level. Well, it’ll be easier to understand as something that gives you as much time as necessary. I hate to admit it, but that lady is quite skilled.
      
    

    
      It was horrible. I could feel every strand of hair on my body as if I was covered in hundreds of thousands of ants. Even the movements of my veins were clear to me. If I didn’t know it was an elixir, I would have mistaken it for poison.
    

    
      
        —Can’t you feel it?
      
    

    
      “Feel…what?”
    

    
      
        —It’s moving around your heart.
      
    

    
      There was definitely something there, flowing. I had never felt it this clearly in my life. It wasn’t my blood. It was much softer and thinner than my veins; however, it was clear that it was slowly circulating within me, centered around my heart.
    

    
      
        —That is your aura. Every Hunter in the Tower has an aura of their own, but they just carry on with their daily lives without realizing it exists. The deciding factor of a fight is how much aura a Hunter can draw on, 
      
      the Guardian said.
    

    
      His quiet laughter lasted over twenty seconds inside my head. Although he probably only laughed for a split second, my perception of time made it stretch. It was so exhausting that I would lose consciousness if I let my guard down even for a second.
    

    
      
        —You normally get used to the flow of your aura by meditating in the lotus position or training on your own. But that’d take too long.
      
    

    
      Through the swarm of sensations, I could feel that something huge was approaching me.
    

    
      I heard a footstep, stretched unnaturally long like the Guardian’s laughter. When I managed to look up, I saw a giant orc walking toward me.
    

    
      
        —If a person lacks talents like you, you have to make up for it through pain.
      
    

    
      Fuck.
    

    
      
        —Now, draw up your aura unless you want to get hurt, Kim Zombie! Someone like you has to train through real combat! You won’t stay dead even if you die, so who cares if it ruins your body?
      
    

    
      “You…freaking ghost…!”
    

    
      
        —Hmm? You know, I have trouble hearing a loser who can’t even use his aura. 
      
    

    
      Once again, the Guardian burst into manic laughter. 
    

    
      
        —Does it hurt? You can kill yourself if you don’t want to do this. Oh, wait. It’ll increase your kill count. With over four thousand, Gramps Marcus will be so much nicer to you, won’t he?
      
    

    
      Ah, my partner was a true villain.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 13: Do You Have A Skill Too? (1)
Grrrrrr!
Maybe the orc didn’t roar. It probably just growled for a moment, but to me, it sounded like a roar ringing around my ears for a good fifty seconds!
“Urgh…!”
It felt like my brain was going to be shredded at impossibly slow speeds.
—Hey, focus! the Guardian snapped at me.
—Don’t let low-level monsters like orcs scare you! An orc is freakishly strong, but its attacks are very straightforward. As long as you know where the attack is coming from, you can dodge or counter it. It’s a piece of cake.
“That’s…easier said…than done…!”
—It’s coming.
The orc swung—no, was swinging its bat. Although it was slow, the orc was clearly aiming for my head. Unless I did something about it, my head was going to be crushed in less than twenty seconds.
“Fu…ck!” I leaped to the side with all my might, but it didn’t work out like I had thought.
I’m slow as a slug!
Even though it only took one step to dodge the orc’s attack, taking that one step took too long. It was frustrating as hell. I was sure I could avoid it! I knew which direction the attack was coming from!
—You can dodge it. Don’t give up. Use the aura around your heart and strengthen your foot! Push more of your aura to the right foot! Come on!
Shit. I know you’re a ghost, but did you really have to be just all talk?[1]
I was sensing my aura for the first time in my life, so how in the world was I supposed to focus it in my foot? It was really easier said than done, but…I didn’t have any other choice. I had to do it somehow. Even though it was true that I didn’t fear death, I hated the idea of getting my head crushed by an orc’s club!
Move! I yelled at myself.
The pure flow, centered on my heart and thinner than my veins, was somehow as refreshing as a clear brook. I tried to push the sensation toward my right leg, and it worked, somewhat. I could feel my aura starting to move from my heart, but…
—It’s more difficult than you think, isn’t it?
…Yes, it was.
—That’s because your pathways for your aura haven’t been developed enough. They’re like remote trails deep in a mountain. You need to pave them into expressways to be considered an expert in aura.
I took a deep breath and concentrated on my right leg.
My heart was a clogged faucet, and my leg was a cup below the faucet. The clogged faucet dripped out aura drop by drop.
—The only reason you can sense your aura is the elixir you drank. It wouldn’t have been possible without it. Tsk. The lady has a questionable sense of hygiene but she’s damn good.
I could feel the wind beat on my skin as the club narrowly brushed past me. It left a small whirlwind behind which scattered against my leg. I would have been crushed by the orc’s bat if I had been just half a second late.
“Wh…at…happensss…?”
I was relieved that I’d managed to avoid the orc’s attack, but that feeling didn’t last long. The orc snorted in anger, upset by the fact that a weak prey like me had dared to dodge its attack. The orc immediately raised its club again.
The orc was getting ready to plow through my waist with a horizontal swing. There was no time to rest—I focused my aura into my torso.
—Hmm? What do you mean ‘what happens’?
“Once I make the trails…into expressways…!”
It was still difficult. My heart was still a clogged faucet with no signs of running like a river. My mouth burned with thirst, but only a drop of aura came out of the tap.
I hate to admit it, but he’s right.
His analogy couldn’t be more accurate; the pathways for my aura were remote trails choked by weeds. That was why I wondered, when I finally surpassed my current level…
“...What…happens!”
—Ha.
The Guardian chuckled.
—You got your head chopped off by Gramps Marcus before you could do anything, right?
Indeed, I recalled how the waxing moon had waned that night.
—That is the level of neat avenues.
The beautiful slash I had seen was just at the level of avenues.
—Gramps Marcus still has a long way to go. I’m sure I don’t have to hurt my mouth repeating the same thing for you. Zombie, I don’t give you hell because I have a trashy personality. I’m doing it for a good reason, heh.
I clenched my teeth with determination.
—Hmm?
I sucked in a breath and ducked.
The orc’s club swished right over my head. It was already the second time I narrowly avoided the orc’s attacks. I wasn’t going to let the orc attack a third time.
—Wow.
I focused my aura into my feet. 
—Look at you.
And then I flexed my legs. As I gathered my aura, I also tried to bend my knees, bunching up my legs like a coiled spring. One second, three second, five second… It was not much, but the moment I had gathered some aura, I leaped as high as I could with my dagger aimed at the front of the orc’s neck!
The monster looked down at me and made a dumb noise. I could see me and the dagger reflected in its eyes, growing bigger by the second. I stabbed its neck with my dagger, and the orc’s face contorted in pain. Its scream echoed over the empty hunting ground.
I did it.
The moment I thought it was done, I heard the Guardian’s shouting at me. 
—Don’t let your guard down just yet! Orcs have thick skin! Focus your aura at the tip of your dagger! No, that’s too hard for you—just pour out everything you have!
I did just that. I squeezed out every drop of aura from my heart and pushed it into my dagger. Every time I added another drop, the orc’s screams of pain became louder.  
Krrr. Grrrr…. Krrrr…!
The orc’s blood splashed onto my face, but I let it drip down my skin without even blinking because I was fully intent on jamming more aura through my dagger.
“Di..e…!”
For a fleeting moment, I could feel that I’d pierced the orc’s neck.
Grrr… Grr…
The orc staggered. Even that took a long time.
I was still holding onto my dagger, so I had also fallen with it when it had finally collapsed. 
I clawed for breath as I looked at the orc’s corpse.
Breathing wasn’t my only problem; my muscle aches caught up a little later and my head was spinning.
“Urgh…”
—Does it hurt? Yeah, I’m sure it hurts like hell. You haven’t even built proper pathways yet, but you still pushed yourself to your limit. There’s no way your feeble body can handle that! Serves you right! The Guardian smirked as he flew around me.
“You evil—”
—Oh, yeah. I like how you used your aura to jump. Good job on that one. You always have to be creative when using aura. Many people are mistaken about this—smart people tend to be better fighters.
That was none of my concern right now.
“H-huff..! Urgh…!”
My biggest interest was how to quell this bone-crushing, vein-bursting pain. Pain tended to subside over time, but the elixir I had consumed made the sensations stretch into an eternity.   
It hurt. It just hurt. I felt like I was going to die.
—Does it hurt so much you feel like you’re going to die?
“Can’t you…see…?”
—It’ll get better if you actually die.
What?
—Forcibly building pathways for aura nearly paralyzes you. The injury is irreversible, so it’s not something potions can fix, which basically means you voluntarily crippled yourself to kill an orc. 
“Wh…at…?”
—I already told you, Zombie. I wouldn’t have recommended this kind of training if it weren’t for your time regression Skill. Gramps Marcus also drinks elixirs, but he just sits in the lotus position and meditates. He doesn’t throw himself at monsters.
Something was fundamentally twisted with this ghost.
—But you go back in time if you die. It’s awesome! You’re fine with whatever method of training because you don’t have to suffer the consequences! Gosh, I envy you. I envy you so much. It would’ve been so great if I had a time regression Skill like you!
Wow. How could anyone be this annoying? Maybe the Guardian’s passive Skills were Smirk or Be a Dickhead. Otherwise, I had no way to explain his fundamentally twisted nature.
—But it increases your kill count when you kill yourself, right, Zombie?
“So…?”
—We don’t need to take the risk. It’ll make it even more dangerous if Gramps Marcus sees you.
I heard a loud, ominous thump behind me. I had an unnerving feeling that I’d heard the same sound not too long ago. When I turned around, I realized that I was on point: another orc, practically identical to the orc I had just defeated, was standing there, drooling.
“Sh…it…”
It was the same type of monster, but my condition wasn’t the same. Every part of me ached and I couldn’t even lift a finger. Just like the Guardian had said, I was nearly paralyzed. 
—It’s okay! So many Hunters out there never learn how to use their aura their entire lives. It only took one elixir for you to get the gist of it; at this rate, you’ll only need to die one hundred times to get the hang of it! It’s said that a journey of a thousand miles begins with a single step. You need to die first to reach one hundred deaths!
The Guardian grinned.
—Let’s go, Zombie! Start with one death!
The orc swung his club down on my head. I watched it fill more and more of my vision.
“Ah… Crap…”
My nose was broken, my skull was shattered, and my brain was crushed. I was sure that not many people would have experienced this. That was good for them because it felt like shit. The one consolation was that I heard a voice as soon as my brain exploded.
[You have died.]
The world was now normal, although it was more that my sense of time that returned to its original state.
Phew… I sighed after I found myself in a dark world. This was the place I briefly stayed in after I died and was waiting for time to be rewound. Although I was starting to get used to the place now… someone I didn’t want to get used to was also here with me, floating in the air.
—Huh?
It was the Guardian.
—Wow, what is this?
...It’s where I wait after I die. This is where I picked the Skill Cards when the Fire Emperor and Sword Star killed me. I’m calling it the Underworld for now.
—It’s super interesting. 
The Guardian looked around the dark world.
—But why am I here too, Zombie?
Who knows? It’s probably because you’re haunting me. I sighed. After a little while, I hear a voice that says “Rewinding twenty-four hours,” and I go back in time. Oh, I wonder if you’ll also—
Just as I was about to finish…
[It has been determined that your death met the requirement of the Skill activation.]
[Duplicating Monster: Orc’s Skills at random.]
...Huh?
—What?
The Guardian and I froze. We turned and looked at each other at the same time. The Guardian had a dumbfounded look on his face, and I was sure that my expression wasn’t any different from his.
[Creating Skill Cards]
Looking up at two bronze-colored cards floating in the dark world, I blankly thought, ...Monsters have Skills?
—What the hell! This is so broken! the Guardian yelled.

1.  The raw is 귀신이면서 입만 팔딱 살아서는! It’s a Korean play on words. 입만 팔딱 살아서는(Only your mouth is alive) is an expression that a person is all talk, so Gong-Ja is using the Guardian’s death as a comeback.  ☜
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    Chapter 14: Do You Have A Skill Too? (2)

    
      Regardless of what the Guardian kept yapping about, the voice told me that it was true.
    

    
      
        [Choose a Skill Card.]
      
    

    
      Two bronze cards whizzed through the air. They were moving so quickly that I was getting dizzy, but that wasn’t the most confusing thing about this situation.
    

    
      
        —It’s so unfair that he gets to copy monsters’ Skills too. No, this is a fraud! Hey, who the hell manages the Tower?! I’m a good Hunter, but you never gave me a Skill like this. Why are you giving it to a lame Hunter like him?!
      
    

    
      I frowned. Can you please be quiet?
    

    
      —Come out! This doesn’t count. Freaking hell! The Guardian floundered around angrily. It was…ugly. I had to wonder if he was really an adult; he was acting like a child who didn’t get to have a lollipop.
    

    
      Sigh. Let’s focus on the cards. I stared at the two flying bronze cards. They’re both shit-colored, so I’m sure they aren’t good Skills…
    

    
      However, my heart was pounding nonetheless. I couldn’t believe it—I got to take a monster’s Skill! I felt like I was doing something that would get me thrown into jail if I got caught.
    

    
      I’m curious. I slowly extended my hand. Let’s just choose something!
    

    
      The moment I was about to touch one, the damned ghost stuck his nose in my business again.
    

    
      
        —What? You’re going to choose that one?
      
    

    
      The butterflies in my stomach were massacred. Seriously, the Guardian was great at killing the mood.
    

    
      Yeah, it doesn’t matter what I choose, I sourly answered.
    

    
      The Guardian gave me a look from behind the cards.
    

    
      
        —What do you mean, it doesn’t matter? Since you’re milking your life with this overpowered Skill, you may as well pick the best Skill you can get. 
      
    

    
      
        Both of them are bronze-colored, so I don’t know which Skill Card is better. This is just a game of luck.
      
    

    
      
        —Huh? Why can’t you tell which is the better one?
      
    

    
      Why are we talking in circles today? I shouted, frustrated. The cards are the same color! I only see the back of them, so how fuck am I supposed to know which one is better?
    

    
      —I can see them though. The Guardian tilted his head.
    

    
      
        You can what?
      
    

    
      —I can see the front side of these cards, the Guardian continued with a straight face.
    

    
      I gave him a dumb look. What the heck are you tal…
    

    
      I trailed off, realizing that I’d ignored one important factor: location! No matter how I turned my head, the cards would move with me. I only got to see the back of the cards and had no way of knowing what was written on the front, much like how a person on Earth couldn’t see the far side of the moon.
    

    
      However, the limit only applied to me, and the Guardian could freely fly around in this dark world. Naturally, he would be able to fly to a spot where he had a good look at the front side of the Skill Cards.
    

    
      Oh my god… I mumbled. Can you really see the Skill descriptions from there?
    

    
      The Guardian frowned.
    

    
      
        —Of course I can. Do you think I’m blind or something? Ever since I was a boy, I’ve been famous for my sharp eyes. There was this kid named Gaeddong in my neighborhood; when I was five, he used his slingshot on me, but I managed to dodge it. That’s how good my eyes are. That’s actually how I managed to learn Hawkeyes later too. Hah! Do you understand how great I—
      
    

    
      
        Eureka!
      
    

    
      —What the fuck? Did you just lose your mind? Why are you shouting?
    

    
      I was too busy rejoicing in my sudden good fortune to worry about the Guardian’s reaction. 
    

    
      
        Eureka! Eureka! Eurekaaaaaa!
      
    

    
      —Maybe I called you Zombie too many times and your brain actually turned into a rotten mush. Tsk, tsk… The Guardian looked at me like I’d gone crazy.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        
          Blessing of Reproduction
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: E
      
    

    
      
        Effects: Ah, although Mother Nature gave us a home to live in, she also tested us! Orcs overcome Mother Nature’s trials by maximizing their ability to reproduce. Did an orc just die? Don’t worry, there are still nine more orcs left. You just haven’t run into them yet!
      
    

    
      
        ※However, you will always be in heat. 
      
    

    
      
        
          Shik-Shik
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: F
      
    

    
      
        Effects: “We say ’shik’ at every end of our sentences. We don’t know why we do it, shik! But why don’t you try it too, shik?” The orc holds its thumb up. “You will never get bored of it, shik!”
      
    

    
      
        ※However, shik-shik.
      
    

    
      Whoa… According to the Guardian, both Skills were insanely bad, as expected from shit-colored Skill Cards. It was hard to keep my mouth closed.
    

    
      
        —How is it? You might have gotten Shik-Shik if I didn’t stop you, Gong-Ja. Since you’re a man, you gotta try living with the stamina of an orc. Come on. Bow in gratitude!
      
    

    
      The nonsense the Guardian kept spewing was equally incredible. Everything right now was so remarkable that all I could do was be amazed.
    

    
      First, I chose to ignore the Guardian and put my brain to work.
    

    
      Hmm. If I have to pick one, Shik-Shik seems better.
    

    
      
        —What? You can’t be serious. 
      
    

    
      No, I’m on the right track. I nodded to myself. I’ve considered them very carefully, and Shik-Shik is more useful than the Blessing of Reproduction.
    

    
      
        —Hey, hey! Hold on! Think about it a little more. Keep your head cool…
      
    

    
      I watched the Guardian panic and smirked. It looks like you and I think the same.
    

    
      Before the Guardian could stop me, I snatched one of the shit-colored cards. Despite the speed at which they flew, I didn’t have any problems. It might have been different if there were many of them, there were only two Skill Cards right now.
    

    
      
        [You have chosen a Skill Card.
      
    

    
      
        [Copying the Skill.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      
        —N-no!!!
      
    

    
      
        Yes!!!
      
    

    
      The Guardian and I screamed together.
    

    
      
        [Your Hunter Class is F.]
      
    

    
      
        [You will not receive your Skill penalty.] 
      
    

    
      The dark world brightened. 
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Hmm!” I opened my eyes, feeling refreshed in my mind. “Ah, this is good. Yeah, the best way to relieve stress is a good sleep.”
    

    
      Instead of my seven-square-meter studio, I was in a hotel room big enough for one person, the accommodations the MA had recommended for me. After winning the first place lottery, I was staying here for the time being.
    

    
      
        —Shit! I thought you’d fall for it! You’re needlessly sharp!
      
    

    
      Meanwhile, the Guardian was kicking his feet at the air, frustrated that he’d failed to trick me into getting a worse Skill. Just the sight of it made me feel as tranquil as a landscape painting.
    

    
      “Hehe. Okay, I should pack my elixirs again… And show me my Hunter Status Window.”
    

    
      I had no time to waste, so I checked the status window as I headed to a hunting ground.
    

    
      
        Name: Kim Gong-Ja.
      
    

    
      
        Class: F
      
    

    
      
        Skills (4/4):
      
    

    
      
        1. I Want To Be Like You(S+): Passive
      
    

    
      
        2. Returner’s Clockwork(EX): Passive
      
    

    
      
        3. Sword Constellation(A+): Passive
      
    

    
      
        4. Shik-Shik(F): Active
      
    

    
      “Nice.”
    

    
      My Skill slots were full, but that was okay. I could just overwrite Shik-Shik with a new one, and I would use Shik-Shik as best as I could until that happened.
    

    
      
        —Gong-Ja, this got me thinking… Meditating isn’t a bad way to train either. It hurts when you die. You don’t need to train in such a painful way. Besides, inner cultivation in the lotus position is a cool way to train yourself!
      
    

    
      “Phew.” I arrived at the third-floor hunting ground where orcs were roaming. 
    

    
      
        Grrrr-shik.
      
    

    
      Keeping an eye on the orcs’ locations, I pulled out my elixir in a still-warm thermos and drank it up in one gulp.
    

    
      
        —Hey, Gong-Ja. Can’t you hear me? Let’s train in a more peaceful way. I can help you get the hang of using your aura in half a year even if you just meditate. There are no better or worse methods to train with, okay? Trust me.
      
    

    
      “Wow! It tastes good!” I said, smacking my lip. It looked like the Chemist had also considered taste. Although it was only my second time drinking her elixirs, I felt like I was already getting addicted to the flavor.
    

    
      “You know what, Mr. Sword Emperor?” I asked as I waited for the elixir to kick in.
    

    
      
        —Hmm? What? Are you going to start meditating?
      
    

    
      “I’m feeling generous today, so I’ll give you a chance to fix your habit. You call me Zombie if you feel like you’re at the upper hand, but Gong-Ja when it’s the opposite. And you’ve been calling me Gong-Ja today.”
    

    
      As soon as I finished speaking, the world around me slowed to a crawl. I could feel the faint flow around my pounding heart again. It was my aura! The Guardian’s training method was certainly effective. I was able to feel my aura more vividly than my last try.
    

    
      I calmed my breathing as I approached a huge, green monster. When it sensed my approaching presence, the orc’s ears twitched and it slowly turned around.
    

    
      
        Grrr?
      
    

    
      The orc’s eyes widened. It must be confused to see prey voluntarily walking toward it.
    

    
      
        Grrrrrrrrr!
      
    

    
      The orc held up its club. It decided to gladly accept this lucky opportunity. I, too, was quite pleased. 
    

    
      
        [The Skill Shik-Shik has been activated.]
      
    

    
      “Shi…k! Shik…!”
    

    
      The orc’s eyes widened much more than before and its club stopped mid-swing.
    

    
      “Shik… Shik? Sh…ik?” The orc tilted its head, wondering how it should deal with the fact that its prey was speaking in its language.
    

    
      Due to the orc’s limited intelligence, it was impossible for the green monster to understand what was going on, and I was smart enough to not miss this golden opportunity.
    

    
      “Shik!” I spoke in perfect Orcish like a native orc!
    

    
      The orc stopped growling.
    

    
      “Sh…ik?” it cautiously said.
    

    
      The orc was clearly getting more and more confused—so confused that it didn’t even put up a fight when I came at it. I added a drop of my aura to my blade; not too much, not too little.
    

    
      I swung my dagger and slit the orc’s throat in one smooth leap. The huge orc collapsed to the ground, blood spraying from its wound in a grisly fountain.
    

    
      “Sh…ik…? Shik…”
    

    
      It continued to shik-shik, confused and angry. Perhaps it was saying something like, “Et tu, Brute?”
    

    
      “Shik.” I smiled victoriously. I ached all over because I’d forced my aura…but I was much, much better than I had been the last time. If I only used this much aura, it was okay. I didn’t have a problem.
    

    
      
        —That’s so low! I knew you would do this!
      
    

    
      The Guardian trembled in anger.
    

    
      
        —How are you going to sleep at night after fooling a good orc like that? You never considered how the orcs would feel about this, didn’t you? Innocent orcs are harmed because of filthy humans like you!
      
    

    
      Instead of bothering to quote, “There are no better or worse methods to train with,” I sneered and replied with one word.
    

    
      “Shik!”
    

    
      
        —Arghhhhh! This is so fucking annoying! It’s irritating as hell! Why did you give such an overpowered Skill to this weasel, Tower!
      
    

    
      After a week, I started to train in the fifth-floor hunting ground.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 15: Do You Have A Skill Too? (3)

    
      A week passed.
    

    
      
        Grrrr….
      
    

    
      The Goblin King staggered, grumbling like a pot at a boil. The ruler of the fifth-floor hunting ground slowly fell to the ground, bleeding from the cut on its throat.
    

    
      “Gorr.” I looked down at the Goblin King’s body solemnly.
    

    
      For the last week, the monster in front of me had been my greatest enemy. I died so many times trying to kill this monster. Feeling like an honorable warrior who was bidding a farewell to his rival, I—
    

    
      
        —Stop fucking around, you wacko zombie, 
      
      the Guardian scoffed.
    

    
      “Ah, please. It took me six Coins to kill it. Can’t you let me just enjoy the moment?” I grumbled. 
    

    
      The number of Coins equaled how many times I’d risked my life. Since I was on my sixth Coin, I had died five times to get this Goblin King.
    

    
      
        —What? I always speak the truth. Only a wacko would get sentimental after killing one monster. 
      
    

    
      “Is that so? Mr. Sword Emperor is such an honorable man.”
    

    
      Perhaps it was noticeable from how casually I was talking to my Guardian, but I’d gotten used to using my aura now. Even as I bantered with the Guardian, the world was slow because I was on my elixir again but I was speaking 
      
        a lot
      
       faster than usual by using aura in my tongue. 
    

    
      “Gorrrrrr.”
    

    
      However, I had used an expedient to win the fight, rather than fighting the Goblin King fair and square. Scratching my head, I pulled out a shit-colored Skill Card. 
    

    
      
        
          High Society of Goblins
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: F
      
    

    
      
        Effects: A problem greatly troubled the Goblin King: “Goblin culture is too uncivilized. Every sentence ends with ‘kerr-kerr’. I cannot show my dignity like this!” Just then, a stroke of genius struck the Goblin King. “That’s right! From now on, I shall end my sentences with gorrr. Gorrr! It suits my elegance, gorr.”
      
    

    
      
        ※However, it will intensify the conflict within the race.
      
    

    
      
        ※The Skill has been copied from Monster: Goblin King.
      
    

    
      I clicked my tongue. “Goblins worry about the most useless stuff. Kerr and gorr aren’t that different from one another.”
    

    
      
        —That’s why they’re goblins. Humans aren’t any different from them though.
      
    

    
      “Pardon?” 
    

    
      
        —I was talking to myself.
      
    

    
      I was about to press him when I heard a voice in my head.
    

    
      
        [Your presence has become stronger.]
      
    

    
      It was my first time hearing the message, but I knew what it meant. Many Hunters talked about it in their interviews, and some of them actually streamed it live. 
    

    
      “F-finally!” I clenched my fists.
    

    
      I had been a Class F Hunter all my life and I was constantly worried that I might still be the same until my last day. However, after acquiring the Skills to duplicate Skills and regress in time, I had overcome numerous trials and tribulations. Finally, the moment of leveling up arrived for me too!
    

    
      
        [Hunter Kim Gong-Ja’s level has increased.]
      
    

    
      “Ah…” I marveled.
    

    
      
        [Your Skill slots have increased!]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Hunter Class is E.]
      
    

    
      I was still a Class E Hunter though.
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      My aura surged from within me, rising as fiery red streams that enveloped me before it dripped downward and disappeared.
    

    
      
        —...Is it fire? 
      
      the Guardian mumbled, his brow furrowed. 
      
        Blood? Hmm… It’s confusing. It looks like it could be either of the two…
      
    

    
      “The visual effect just now means I leveled up, right?”
    

    
      
        —It’s not just about looking cool. It’s sort of like a hint. 
      
      The Guardian scratched the back of his head.
    

    
      “A hint?”
    

    
      
        —Yeah. How your aura reacts when you level up determines the form of your aura. For example, the Fire Emperor, the guy you killed, would have had an aura of fire. I’m sure of it. 
      
    

    
      “Fire…” I remembered how the Fire Emperor had burned the Saintess to death in the slum alley. Although I never wanted to remember it again…I agreed that his aura would have been in the form of fire.
    

    
      
        —The form of a Hunter’s aura usually depends on their trauma. Well, it doesn’t have to be trauma, but it normally is. It’s like a reflection of your subconsciousness. Notable incidents, moments, and memories that impact the rest of their lives are reflected in the form of their aura. 
      
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      
        —From the looks of it, I think yours is either fire or blood.
      
    

    
      That made me wonder.
    

    
      “Then…what’s the Sword Star’s aura?”
    

    
      
        —Moonlight,
      
       the Guardian casually replied. 
      
        When he was a boy, Gramps Marcus got lost in a mountain. Since he didn’t want to die, he forced himself to get to the top of the mountain. The canopy became thinner as he got closer to the top, slowly revealing the night sky.  When he finally got to the peak, he had a full view of the sky. 
      
    

    
      
        —It got him thinking. The moon doesn’t shine on its own. It merely reflects the sun’s light, but it’s still beautiful nonetheless. He wanted to shine like moonlight by embracing life. That incident left a very deep impression on him, so he’s been trying all his life to live by that conviction.
      
    

    
      “You said he was a boy back then,” I had to ask.
    

    
      —Yup. It happened when he was twelve years old.
    

    
      “What kind of a twelve-year-old is capable of thinking that deep?”
    

    
      
        —That’s why Gramps Marcus is a natural-born geezer. Tsk, tsk. When I was his age, I was thinking about the best way to beat the crap out of a gangster that was bothering me.
      
       The Guardian nodded to himself.
    

    
      “No…I wouldn’t exactly call it normal…either…”
    

    
      If the Sword Star was a natural-born geezer, then was the Guardian born to be a bully?
    

    
      
        —Anyhow, since you’ve gotten used to the fifth floor, let’s get to the hunting ground on the sixth floor.
      
    

    
      “Oh, about that. Can we head straight to the tenth floor and work on taking down the boss monster?”
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      “I now know that I can copy monsters’ Skills and I’m somewhat familiar with using my aura. I think I’m more than ready to take down the tenth-floor boss monster.”
    

    
      The Guardian gave me a sharp stare.
    

    
      
        —Kim Gong-Ja, you’re still a greenhorn. Isn’t it too soon for you to get arrogant? 
      
    

    
      “Definitely not,” I asserted.
    

    
      The tenth floor of the Tower in my world had remained uncleared for several years, and was believed to be unassailable. Despite the difficulty, I dared to suggest clearing it, so the Guardian had every right to be concerned.
    

    
      “I’m really confident about this,” I repeated. No, I was sure that I could do it. “If I fail to kill the tenth-floor boss monster within two Coins, I’ll call you Teacher.”
    

    
      
        —Huh? Two Coins?
      
    

    
      The Guardian looked very tempted.
    

    
      
        —It took you six Coins to take down the goblins’ leader; are you seriously telling me that you’ll take the boss monster down with only two Coins? You may not know this, but I always collect my winnings no matter what it takes.
      
    

    
      “But! There are conditions.”
    

    
      
        —Huh?
      
    

    
      I raised my index finger. “Tell me all the Skills that the tenth-floor boss monster has. You can’t lie or hide their Skills, and don’t do anything to the cards either.”
    

    
      
        —Hmm… Okay. That’s fair…
      
    

    
      “And!” I grinned. “If I win, call me Mr. Gong-Ja as politely and respectfully as possible. What? Are you scared? Well, you can quit if you’re a chicken.”
    

    
      There was nothing a bully hated more than being called a chicken, and the Guardian was no ordinary bully. He was the strongest bully who had cleared the ninety-ninth floor of the Tower in another world.  A hot stream of air blew out of his nostrils. 
    

    
      —Ptoo!
      
         One overpowered Skill made a greenhorn cocky enough to mock me, 
      
      the
      
         Sword Emperor! Aaaaaaalright!!! Fine! Let’s make this bet! 
      
    

    
      “Deal.”
    

    
      
        —Deal! Kim Zombie, I guarantee that you won’t be able to kill the tenth-floor monster. You’ll call me Teacher for the rest of your life. Oh, riiiiight! You can’t even die, so you’ll have to call me Teacher forever.
      
    

    
      “Is one of your passive Skills 
      
        Delusional
      
      ? Get ready to serve your master.”
    

    
      
        —Hehehehe.
      
    

    
      “Hehehe.”
    

    
      We snickered sinisterly and glared at each other.
    

    
      The Hunters hunting goblins watched us from a distance.
    

    
      “Hey, did you see that guy? He keeps talking to himself.”
    

    
      “He’s laughing to himself now. Is there a problem with his head?”
    

    
      “
      
        Shhhh!
      
       He might look at us. Pretend you didn’t hear anything. We heard nothing.”
    

    
      …I realized I should try to not look like I was talking to myself. I clamped my lips shut and headed to the tenth floor.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Unlike the other hunting grounds, a guard dispatched from the Hunter Management Bureau was standing in front of the entrance to the tenth floor’s boss monster. He listened to my request and frowned.
    

    
      “You’re going to challenge the boss monster on your own?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      In less than two seconds, I became a crazy guy in the guard’s eyes.
    

    
      “Umm, I’m not sure if you’ve seen the news recently, but… The Black Dragon Guild made a Tower Raid Team with thirty of their elites and four High Rankers and they still failed. Hunting on your own is practically suicide.”
    

    
      “I don’t see anything wrong with my request,” I insisted. “Bureau regulations say to let all Hunters in if they want to challenge boss monsters.”
    

    
      “You aren’t wrong, but… “ The guard answered, looking troubled. “I’m sorry, but I have to record all the Hunters who enter the room. My superior in the Bureau is going to check it…and then I become the bad guy who let a Hunter walk to their death. Please cut me some slack here.”
    

    
      “Mmm…” I calmly stroked my chin, wondering what I should do.
    

    
      
        —What is this bureau? The Tower in my world never had guys like that!
      
    

    
      As expected, I was the only one who was calm.
    

    
      
        —They’re all lazy pigs! I never liked them! This is why these so-called Hunter Management Bureau and the guilds are still twiddling their thumbs on the tenth floor! They wasted too much of their energy on politics! Hey, Kim Zombie! Just beat him up and go fight the boss.
      
    

    
      
        Why would I beat an innocent person? 
      
      I silently asked the Guardian. 
    

    
      
        —He dares to stand in my way.
      
    

    
      I clicked my tongue at the Guardian. As expected from a psychopath, he treated humans as worse than mosquitos.
    

    
      “Sir.” I pulled out a pouch. “I can tell that you’re a hard-working man. You’re right, challenging the boss monster is practically suicide, but…that’s what I want.”
    

    
      “Say what?”
    

    
      “Things have been too hard for me recently…” I smiled bitterly. “My lover died a year ago, and the Alchemist Office has recently diagnosed me with a terminal illness. I have half a year at most, and I’m not sure I can endure it without my lover.”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      
        —What? What kind of shitshow is this, Zombie? 
      
      The Guardian frowned.
    

    
      Ignoring him, I softly continued, “But I’m a Hunter, although my Class is low. I don’t want to be hospitalized in the Alchemist Office until the end of my life, wondering if I’ll die today or tomorrow. If I’m going to die, I want to challenge a monster like a true Hunter.”
    

    
      “What a story…” The guard gave me a look of pity, the one people usually made after listening to a tragic story.
    

    
      “Here is the money I saved for my treatment.” I handed him the pouch, heavy with one hundred gold. “...Why don’t you take it? I have no use for it anyway.”
    

    
      “I-I can’t take that!”
    

    
      “I’m going to die anyway, so I want to do it with no regrets. Sir, please don’t record my name in the entrance list either. This is my last request as a Hunter…”
    

    
      The guard’s eyes got teary. Part of the weight on his heavy heart was no doubt the pouch full of money.
    

    
      “...Okay. Go. I didn’t see anything…”
    

    
      The Guardian was dumbstruck.
    

    
      
        —Hello? Are you two shooting a movie? Someone please tell me there are cameras rolling around somewhere.
      
    

    
      Regardless, the guard let me in. I walked across a stone path that led to a fancy mansion. It seemed to have once been owned by a noble family. I stood in front of the mansion’s gate and slowly pushed it open.
    

    
      
        The tenth floor was originally cleared by Yoo Soo-Ha, but that’s going to change. 
      
      I listened to the gate’s hinges squeal as I opened it and took a step inside. 
      
        I’ll recreate—no, create legends that are even more incredible than the Fire Emperor’s.
      
    

    
      The stage began with peals of laughter coming from all directions. At the same time, the gate I entered through swung shut.
    

    
      The place turned dark instantly and creepy laughter from beyond the darkness grew louder and louder.
    

    
      
        —Are you here to play?
      
    

    
      No one made a move, but candles glued all over the floor lit up one by one, revealing dolls everywhere. They were girlish dolls that children would play with. 
    

    
      
        —Are you going to play with us?
      
    

    
      The dolls opened their mouths.
    

    
      
        —Freeze tag? Red light, green light? Hide and seek?
      
    

    
      
        —The ice melted. The street light is gone. Hide and seek it is!
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah! Play with us! Play hide and seek with us!
      
    

    
      
        —Hehehehehe!
      
    

    
      “Alright, I’ll play.” I got into position.
    

    
      My aura, which I had spent the last week training, billowed out of me.
    

    
      I heard a voice, as if to affirm my decision.
    

    
      
        [One challenger has entered the boss monster stage.]
      
    

    
      
        [The challenger’s name is Hunter Kim Gong-Ja.]
      
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      This was the start of the Hide and Seek in the Infernal Mansion, the stage that no human managed to clear yet.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 16: The Penalty Of Trauma (1)
Ever since the Tower had appeared in this world, the Black Dragon Guild had been the best guild. The Black Witch, the leader of the guild and the Rank 2 Hunter, had attempted to clear the tenth floor’s boss monster stage dozens of times already, but had failed every time. Still, she had managed to bring back all of her Tower Raid Team members alive.
「Our abilities aren’t why we failed to clear the tenth floor. We were just a little unlucky.」
That was what the Black Witch had said in one of her interviews. However, the Fire Emperor had made an incendiary declaration after singlehandedly clearing the tenth floor.
「Winners make their own luck, you losers.」
The interview was named “Shoutout for Losers” later. Having become a group of losers overnight, the Black Dragon Guild became hostile toward the Fire Emperor... Well, that wasn’t important anymore because I had already killed Yoo Soo-Ha, eliminating the possibility of him saying anything like that in an interview.
The problem at hand was why the Fire Emperor had been the only one who could clear the tenth floor. Was it the Fire Emperor’s overwhelming power? Was there another reason? Those questions were about to be answered.
***
[Initiating the boss monster stage.]
All the candles that illuminated the mansion fell over at once, starting a fire. The mansion was alight in no time, as if the entire structure had been doused in oil. Only the dolls were unaffected by the blazing fire.
—Hehehehehe!
—You’re it, Mister! We’ll run away!
—Let’s run. Let’s run! Let’s run away from here!
There were thousands of doll girls in the first-floor lobby alone, so I assumed that there were tens of thousands of dolls in the entire mansion.
It’s one of them. I swallowed. Only one of them is the real one.
Being forced to gamble on one in some ten thousands odds was the reason why the Hunters before me had failed to clear the stage.
Everyone burned to death while trying to search for the real doll. They have ten minutes to search at most if they want to escape before they die.
The fire currently consuming the mansion was no ordinary fire; it was Hellfire, the fire of aura. 
And it’s burning up the whole mansion.
The boss monster of this floor knew how to use aura! The Raid Teams that had come before me had met one of the two endings: they had died in the Hellfire or escaped before their demise. One of the Hunters had risked his life and bet against the odds, but it was useless. He had ended up as yet another Hunter who met a gruesome, painful end in the fire. 
The stage was an unassailable sea of fire. And…that was the reason why the Fire Emperor got to clear the tenth floor.
“He certainly rides on his luck,” I muttered.
Right—the Fire Emperor’s aura was fire, the same type as the boss monster’s. To other Hunters, this mansion was an inferno, but the Fire Emperor had found it as comfortable as his own home.
“Tsk.”
To sum up, the Fire Emperor was a great match for this stage.
He would have just wandered around until he found the real one.
Yet he had the audacity to claim it was a matter of competence. I really couldn’t find any redeeming features.
—Aren’t you the Hunter who rides on luck, Zombie? The Guardian smirked at me.
I frowned. “What are you talking about? Even right now, I’m using my aura, but I’m barely holding out.”
Sweat dripped between my eyebrows. It was really hot; far more intense than any sauna and much sweatier. If I hadn’t enveloped myself in my aura, I would have already been burned to a crisp.
—Yeah. You have at most one minute left, though.
The Guardian’s assessment was annoyingly accurate.
—You might like to know that Gramps Marcus has no problem holding out here for at least thirty minutes. Do you want to know why he hasn’t tried this stage yet? It’s because he wants to get better first and increase thirty minutes to one hour.
“...Yeah, yeah. Thank you so much for telling me about the difference between the Sword Star and I.”
—Hehehe. The Guardian freely flew around the burning lobby.
The doll on the floor gave gurgles brightly, and a ghost giggled in the air. This was truly a haunted mansion.
—So what now? You only have two Coins.
“What do you mean what? I have to die first, obviously.”
—Hello? Do you seriously think you’ll suddenly have all the aura in the world if you die here? the Guardian scoffed. There are only two ways to clear this stage! You get incredibly lucky and find the real doll, or you should be a master of aura so that you can endure the mansion’s fire until you find the real doll.  But you made a stupid choice and only bet two Coins, didn’t you? It won’t work.
“Hehe.” I didn’t stop laughing even though I was drenched in sweat. “You only considered one side of this. Maybe you think you considered both sides, but there are actually three sides to this.[1]”
—What?
“Let’s see who wins after I die.”
When I had twenty seconds left until I ran out of my aura. I walked toward the closest doll. I didn’t…really have a reason for it. If I had to come up with one, it would be that it was too boring to stand around and wait for my death. Perhaps I would be really lucky and find the real one.
—Are you going to play with us?
The doll’s head twisted around, the rest of its body remaining unsettling still. Despite the fire burning everything in the mansion, the frilly dress the doll was wearing didn’t so much as sizzle, as if it were immune to fire. Movie makers should have scouted this doll for their next horror movie long ago.
“I got you,” I said, putting my hand on the doll’s head.
—Wrong! I’m not the one you’re looking for! The doll gurgled.
The doll let out a laugh—along with its lips, skin, eyes… The entire doll melted away like candle wax. Even as the fire devoured it, the doll kept mumbling like a broken record.
—It’s not me! It’s not me! It’s not me! Not! Not…me. I’m… not… It’s… It’s not me… I’m…not… It’s…not me…
“Wow…” I was speechless. A chill went down my spine even though I was surrounded by fire—it was more gruesome than I had imagined it would be. “That’s creepy. Why did the Tower have to make the boss monster stage like this?”
—No one knows the Tower’s divine will, Zombie. They even gave an overpowered Skill to a weasel like you. If the Tower was a person, they would be a perverted psychopath.
“Out of all the ways you could have said it… Ugh.”
I couldn’t grumble any longer. The moment I ran out of aura, the fire swallowed me. The first thing that melted was the soles of my shoes; next was my sleeves and then my hair.
“Agh… Arghhh! Urgrhhhhh!”
From head to toe, I was covered in fire. The fire kept burning away at me even after it had eaten away my skin and flesh. It only grew more wild when it found tastier food. As it reached my nerves, bones, esophagus, and intestines, I screamed.
—And you’re an even bigger pervert than the Tower. Wowza. I know you want to become the best Hunter in the world, but you have no problem getting burned to death? You’re a real pervert, Kim Zombie! You have my approval!
I wanted to die as soon as possible, even if it was just one second sooner! At one point, I couldn’t make a sound nor hear one after my eyes and ears had been burned away. The moment I felt like my brain became so hot that it was going to explode, I heard the voice I had been waiting for with all my heart.
[You have died.]
Shit. The freaking fire could have killed me sooner.
***
I breathed like a man who had barely managed to escape a watery grave. In truth, I only felt like I was breathing because I was actually in the Underworld, the world of darkness where I moved around like a ghost.
[It has been determined that your death met the requirement of the Skill activation.]
[Duplicating Monster: Hellfire Maiden’s Skills at random.]
And this was also my land of opportunity.
[Creating Skill Cards.]
Cards floated in the dark, empty air. Somewhat surprisingly, the boss monster only had one golden card. The rest of them shone with a silver or shit-colored light.
Now, you haven’t forgotten about our promise, have you?
—I know. Do you think I’m a guy who would go back on his word? Don’t worry. The Guardian quietly laughed. Let’s see what Skills this young lady has. 
The Guardian floated around to the opposite side of the Skill Cards to tell me what was written on them, as we had promised. He started with the golden card.
—Whoaaaa! Hey, this is a jackpot.
Infernal Barrier
Class: S-
Effects: Your unresolved grudges, your unheard voice, and your unfulfilled hope. Burn them all. 
“It’s hot.” Is that so? Turn the world into a ball of fire. “I feel like I’m going to die.” Kill everyone instead.
As long as you desire, your Hellfire will manifest within a two-kilometer radius. No one can escape this hell without your permission. No one.
※However, you must be within the barrier too.
It was a formidable Skill. 
—This is a must, Zombie. We don’t need to bother looking at the others. Pick this one.
—...Hmm? Hey, Kim Zombie. Why aren’t you saying anything?
No, it’s just…. My brow furrowed. Something bugs me, but I don’t know why.
What was wrong with me? Even though it was a genuinely remarkable Skill, something about it kept bothering me. It didn’t feel right, like an upset stomach after a meal, or the water pipes at home were broken but I didn’t know exactly which pipe was malfunctioning.
...Anyhow, read the next Skills please.
—What? I don’t think you’ll get a better Skill than this one. Don’t you have to pick this one? 
I have a specific Skill in mind, so come on. I gestured at the Guardian. 
He pouted a bit, but he continued to list the Skill Cards like I asked.
—Alright, listen up… Labyrinth Creation’s Class is A-. Next is Doll Control; this is Class B. Remote Control is Class B-. This Class C Skill is Trap Installation... 
He came to an abrupt stop before explaining the last Skill Card, one that shone silver. 
—The fuck? His lip quivered.
I grinned. I knew it.
—No, hey… Wait…
It’s okay. I can tell what it is, so you don’t need to bother reading it out aloud. I was certain that I’d gotten the Skill Card I was looking for.
[Choose a Skill Card.]
The cards flew around me like a hurricane, but I was focused on one card only. It wasn’t much of a problem.
—Hey! Gong-Ja! Hey! Let’s not do this. The Guardian also knew what I was trying to do and was dead set on stopping me. Look at this golden card! It’s Class S Skill! It’s awesome! With this Skill, you’ll be able to use the Infernal Barrier whenever you want! How cool is that!
I don’t know.
—Why wouldn’t you know how cool it is? If I were a woman, I would fall head over heels for your infernal bad boy charm! Let’s gooooo! Today is going to be day one of Kim Gong-Ja’s chick magnet liiiiife!
You should have noticed that something was wrong from the start. I chuckled. 
There was a clue.
Only one doll is real among the tens of thousands of dolls. The real doll owns the Skill, so it’s immune to fire, naturally. But why would the fake dolls be fine in the fire? I reached out and snatched the silver card.
—Arghhhh! No! No! Fuck no!
There is only one answer to this question, Mr. Sword Emperor. I flipped the silver card. 
Always Be Careful Of Fire
Class: A
Effects: Ouch, it’s hot! Your entire house will burn down if such a strong fire is left unattended. But rest assured, animate and inanimate objects you select are immune to fire. Be free from the fear of fire and enjoy a life of safety!
※However, it will make you 300% more vulnerable to water and ice. 
That was right: in the Hide and Seek in the Infernal Mansion, the tenth-floor stage, the boss not only had the ability to burn but could also prevent something from burning. I clenched my fists, rejoicing in my imminent victory.
Yes! I came, I saw, and I got it!
The Guardian lost it.
—No… No… Hic. Hnnngh. This is wrong… This is so wrong…
What do you mean, no? All I have to do is use the fire immunity Skill on myself, and I’ll have all the time in the world to search for the real doll. Then it’s game over! You’re going to be calling me Mister Gong-Ja real soon!
—Shit… Fuck… What kind of fuckery is this… This bet is a scam. It’s broken as hell…
Hahahahaha! Call me Mr. Gong-Ja!
My laughter echoed in the dark world, joined by a quiet voice that wasn’t mine.
[You have chosen a Skill Card. Copying the Skill.]
[Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
It was a cannon announcing that I was close to winning the bet between me and the Guardian. All I had to do now was to go back a day and challenge the tenth-floor boss monster again.
[Your Hunter Class is E.]
But that wasn’t it today.
[Initiating your Skill penalty.]
—Huh?
Oh, wait.
I never heard the penalty message until now because I had been a Class F Hunter. Since I was now a Class E Hunter, I was going to receive the Skill penalty for the first time in my life. What would it be?
[Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
[The penalty’s intensity level is weak.]
[The penalty’s theme is hell.]  
Huh? Trauma? I tilted my head at the unexpected word. What does it mean my killer’s trauma will be—
Before I could finish my thought, the world around me turned pure white.

1.  The raw is 이분이 하나만 알고 둘은 모르시네. 아니, 둘만 알고 셋을 모르는 건가. It’s about the Korean idiom of how one should consider a matter from various angles. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 17: The Penalty Of Trauma (2)

    
      
        [Initiating your Skill penalty.]
      
    

    
      
        [Recreating Monster: Hellfire Maiden’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      I found myself in an elegant mansion. Perhaps that wasn’t the right description. Although I was aware of my existence, I wasn’t technically here. Like a ghost, I watched everything in the third person.
    

    
      
        What?
      
       I was perplexed. 
      
        What is going on…?
      
    

    
      “S-save me.”
    

    
      I heard the voice of a boy who was shackled by his foot in a corner of the mansion’s lobby. At first, I thought the boy was seeking help from me, but he wasn’t. He was begging a man who dressed like a noble.
    

    
      “Save me, please… I’m so hungry… Food… Please give me food… Anything…”
    

    
      “Hmph. Orphans like you are a plague on this kingdom.”
    

    
      “Food…”
    

    
      “You orphans don’t work and just wander from village to village, spreading diseases. Your existence will eat away at society unless something is done about it. That is why I stand as a warden and guard, quarantining you from the kingdom.”
    

    
      A flood of memories rushed into my head. This generation had many homeless people due to a lack of food. The nobleman had gathered many orphans and trapped them in his mansion, disguising it as an orphanage. Outside the mansion, the nobleman was a rich gentleman, a great businessman, and a conscientious academic.
    

    
      “Other people may think you orphans are from a breed that is rotten to its core, but not me. I’m going to educate you.”
    

    
      Within his huge mansion, however, the nobleman was just a tyrant.
    

    
      “Only animals would devour food in front of them because they’re hungry. Yes, you were born in the streets like animals. That doesn’t mean you should grow up as animals.”
    

    
      “I’m hungry. I’m…”
    

    
      “Endure it. Endure it even if you’re hungry. Endure it to become a human,” the nobleman said with a gentle smile.
    

    
      The boy’s rib cage was visible through the holes in his clothes, but the nobleman’s smile didn’t falter for a moment. It looked like there had been or was a world in which a constant smile was a virtue; however, the mad smile only attracted another madman.
    

    
      “Repent!”
    

    
      “
      
        Ahhhh!
      
      ”
    

    
      “Oh, children of the witch! You may be Zrakua’s poison and an illness besetting our kingdom, but fear not. As my god never abandons his followers, neither will I abandon you, young sheep!” The priest raised his hammer.
    

    
      “It h-hurts… Hurts… I-it hurts…”
    

    
      “Pray!”
    

    
      This was a generation where madness was dressed as a virtue.
    

    
      The screams never stopped in the mansion.
    

    
      “I’m…hungry…”
    

    
      Neither did the hunger.
    

    
      “No… Please forgive me… Why…? No, I’m sorry. Please forgive me…”
    

    
      The torture and brainwashing went on.
    

    
      “Ah, thank you. You’re good and kind… This is your reward for enduring the pain. You kept your promise, thank you. Thank you. You’re kind, Mister…”
    

    
      Dozens, hundreds, and thousands of children arrived at this mansion, and so did death. Although they were already close to death anyway, they never imagined that the interim would be nightmarishly painful.
    

    
      The lives flashing before my eyes left me reeling. 
    

    
      
        What in the world…
      
    

    
      
        —What the fuck is this?
      
    

    
      Thanks to a certain dude, I was able to pull myself together.
    

    
      
        You’ve been watching too? I thought you weren’t here.
      
    

    
      
        —I should be asking you the same question. I’ve been watching from the beginning, but I didn’t see you until now.
      
    

    
      
        Hmm, it looks like only our consciousnesses are here…
      
    

    
      
        —I don’t give a damn about that right now. What in the goddamn are these people? Ha! Educate children into humans? How can those assholes teach other people to be human when they aren’t human? 
      
      the Guardian spat.
    

    
      
        ...This is probably what the tenth floor’s boss monster stage is made from.
      
    

    
      Right before my consciousness ended up here, I had heard a voice saying [Recreating your killer’s trauma.] My killer this time…was the real doll hidden in the Infernal Mansion, which meant that everything the Guardian and I were watching was the doll’s trauma.
    

    
      
        I never knew this, 
      
      I whispered. 
      
        Monsters used to be humans…?
      
    

    
      
        —Not all monsters were humans.
      
       The Guardian clicked his tongue.
      
         It’s mostly true only for boss monsters because their stages are created based on true incidents from other worlds. Many boss monsters used to be creatures or heroes from other worlds; it becomes more common after the Tower’s eleventh floor. 
      
    

    
      
        What? Why are you only telling me this now?
      
    

    
      
        —You didn’t ask.
      
    

    
      The Guardian answered so shamelessly that I couldn’t argue.
    

    
      
        —But it’s my first time seeing this kind of stuff.
      
    

    
      
        What kind of stuff?
      
    

    
      
        —I’m talking about what we’re watching right now.—their past. I know that boss monsters were based off of real things in different worlds, but how was I supposed to know what they went through? It’s not like I have a mind-reading Skill... Watching it makes me feel like shit, though, 
      
      the Guardian mumbled.
    

    
      
        ...It really does,
      
       I agreed.
    

    
      Incidents like this would always occur somewhere in the world. In fact, they could be worse than the one unfolding in front of me; however, knowing that was different from watching it with my own eyes. Although I wasn’t sure if it was a good or bad thing, the recreation of the doll’s trauma didn’t last for a long time.
    

    
      “F-fire!”
    

    
       A servant accidentally knocked over a candle without noticing. It happened late in the night when everyone was in their bed, so by the time someone noticed the fire, it was already too late.
    

    
      “
      
        Cough cough!”
      
    

    
      “We should run…”
    

    
      The first-floor lobby burned up first, taking its fancy chandelier with it. Next was the bedroom of the mansion’s owner; the fire found its way to his luxurious bed, the elegant curtains, and crept down the stairway to the deep basement.
    

    
      The blazing fire reached the ropes and chains in the basement. They were used to hang up the orphans, so all the brainwashed, tortured, and starved children were also caught in the fire. The fire seemed to erase whatever spell they were under.
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      The children gasped. Because of the heated shackles around their wrists and ankles, they dangled helplessly like puppets on strings. The only thing they were able to do was scream, but I could still hear them voice their grudges and resentment in my head.
    

    
      
        —I don’t want to die.
      
    

    
      
        —I’m hungry.
      
    

    
      
        —I want to live…
      
    

    
      
        —Mister, you were kind…
      
    

    
      
        —I didn’t do anything wrong. I had no family. But it was okay. I still wanted to play a little longer… It was…
      
    

    
      
        —It’s not my fault. It’s unfair. It isn’t me.
      
    

    
      
        —I’m hungry.
      
    

    
      
        —I don’t want to die.
      
    

    
      Sparks flew in the air. From afar, the only thing I could see was the burning mansion.
    

    
      
        [The trauma recreation has been completed.]
      
    

    
      
        [Ending the Skill penalty.]
      
    

    
      And I went back a day.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Even after we opened our eyes, the Guardian and I were quiet. Both of us sat on the bed in silence. I was shocked… I wasn’t sure how I should deal with this.
    

    
      
        —Mmmm…
      
    

    
      After a long time, the Guardian scratched the back of his head.
    

    
      
        —It’s really tragic. Someone should remember them, but there isn’t much else we can do.
      
    

    
      “Is that seriously the first thing you say? What’s wrong—”
    

    
      
        —Yeah, fine. I’m fucked up. 
      
      The Guardian frowned, making him look like an angry gorilla. Maybe he was part gorilla. 
      
        But truth always sucks! The tenth floor’s boss monster is just a monster now. Those children already died somewhere in their world. The dolls are just copies of them! It happened long, long ago, so what can you do about it, Zombie!
      
    

    
      
        —If it’d happened in this Tower, then yes! Kill yourself five thousand times to go back to the past and fix it! But it happened in another world and a different time. This tragedy can’t be solved even if I were alive or I were the Sword God! Impossible is impossible for a reason.  
      
    

    
      He was right.
    

    
      
        —Hunt down and kill the real doll. Then get to the eleventh, twentieth, thirtieth, fortieth, fiftieth floor and so on. Clear them all. If you’ve decided to become the strongest Hunter, then find a way to take care of your conscience on your own!
      
    

    
      He was right again, but I had to disagree this time.
    

    
      “That’s what the Fire Emperor would have thought.”
    

    
      
        —Huh?
      
    

    
      “The Fire Emperor. The Fucker. I’m talking about Yoo Soo-Ha, the first person I ever hunted.” I stood up from the bed. I tied my sleeping bag to the top of my backpack and secured my dagger to my belt. Although I looked clumsy, I equipped myself like the Hunter I was, ready to head outside my hotel room and climb the Tower. “You know what? Even if he saw the boss monster’s trauma, Yoo Soo-Ha would have found the real doll and immediately smashed its head. I’m sure of it.”
    

    
      
        —So what?
      
    

    
      “I don’t want to be like him.”
    

    
      I got to the tenth floor and fooled the guard like my last try. And once again, I stood in front of the mansion’s gate. The estate looked exactly the same as the one I had seen in the Hellfire Maiden’s trauma.
    

    
      
        —Hey! Are you a child? What are you going to do now? Not kill the boss monster because you want to be different? You have to kill the boss monster to clear the stage, Zombie!
      
    

    
      “Who said that?”
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      I put my hands on the gate.
    

    
      “Damn,” I mumbled. “I’m an idiot.”
    

    
      
        —What are you talking about?
      
    

    
      “You and I are both idiots. Goddamn it! The truth was right there, and we never noticed it.”
    

    
      
        —Are you nuts? 
      
      The Guardian frowned.
      
         It’s totally true that you’re an idiot, but don’t drag me into this. People called me a child prodigy.
      
    

    
      “The Skill Card.” I said, holding back my annoyance. “The 
      
        Infernal Barrier. 
      
       The Class S Skill we haven’t picked. Do you remember? You went all wild about how I had to pick that one.”
    

    
      
        —Hmm? Of course I remember.
      
    

    
      “Say it.” I gestured at the Guardian. 
    

    
      
        —I can’t believe it. Who do you take me for, Zombie? …Fine, listen up.
      
       The Guardian recited the Skill description with a frown.
    

    
      It looked like he wasn’t lying when he said he used to be a child prodigy. He didn’t miss a single detail of the Skill description.
    

    
      
        
          Infernal Barrier 
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: S-
      
    

    
      
        Effects: Your unresolved grudges, your unheard voice, and your unfulfilled hope. Burn them all. “It’s hot.” Is that so? Turn the world into a ball of fire. “I feel like I’m going to die.” Kill everyone instead. As long as you desire, your Hellfire will manifest within a two-kilometer radius. No one can escape this hell without your permission. No one.
      
    

    
      
        ※However, you must be within the barrier too.
      
    

    
      When he was done, I posed a question.
    

    
      “You don’t see the issue, Mr. Sword Emperor?”
    

    
      
        —Gosh, you’re frustrating the hell out of me. What in the world is supposed to be wrong!
      
    

    
      “I’m talking about the last part. No one can escape the 
      
        Infernal Barrier 
      
      without the boss monster’s permission. 
      
        No one.
      
       So how in the world did the Hunters who challenged the boss monster survive and escape?”
    

    
      
        —Ah? 
      
      The Guardian blinked. 
      
        …Huh? Fuck. You're right.
      
    

    
      Ever since the Tower had appeared in this world, the Black Dragon Guild had been the best guild. The Black Witch, the leader of the guild and the Rank 2 Hunter, had attempted to clear the tenth floor’s boss monster stage dozens of times already, but had failed every time. Still, she had managed to bring back all of her Tower Raid Team members alive.
    

    
      “It doesn’t make sense.” I slowly pushed the gates open. “It’s impossible to escape without the boss monster’s permission. That’s how the Skill is designed… It doesn’t make sense that an entire team of Hunters managed to escape unscathed without killing the boss monster.”
    

    
      
        —Then…what the heck happened? 
      
    

    
      “There’s only one damn possible conclusion!”
    

    
      The gates swung open like arms spread wide for an embrace.
    

    
      “The boss monster allowed them to escape!”
    

    
      The Infernal Mansion—the indomitable boss monster stage of the Tower’s tenth floor—was laid open.
    

    
      
        [One challenger has entered the boss monster stage.]
      
    

    
      
        [The challenger’s name is Hunter Kim Gong-Ja.]
      
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      “It should have been obvious from how Hunters were able to escape if they wanted to. The boss monster and dolls never considered Hunters their enemies.”
    

    
      
        [Initiating the boss monster stage.]
      
    

    
      “They just wanted to play with the visitors.” 
    

    
      The candles all over the mansion fell over, starting a fire. Amid the fire, the dolls stood. They couldn’t move,as if they were tied to something. The only thing they could do was to turn their heads and look at me. They opened their mouths and let out peals of laughter.
    

    
      
        —Are you here to play?
      
    

    
      
        —Are you going to play with us?
      
    

    
      
        —Freeze tag? Red light, green light? Hide and seek?
      
    

    
      
        —The ice melted. The street light is gone. Hide and seek it is!
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah! Let’s play! Play hide and seek with us!
      
    

    
      
        —Hehehehehe!
      
    

    
      The first-floor lobby burned up first, taking its fancy chandelier with it. Next was the bedroom of the mansion’s owner; the fire found its way to his luxurious bed, elegant curtains, and crept down the stairway to the deep basement… Everything burned except for the children—the dolls.
    

    
      I clenched my teeth for a moment.
    

    
      “Alright. I’ll play with you.”
    

    
      
        [The Skill 
        
          Always Be Careful of Fire 
        
        has been activated.]
      
    

    
      I used the fire immunity Skill I had gotten from my last death. The moment the Skill was activated, the heat around me vanished. I could breathe much more easily and observe the mansion’s surroundings a little more clearly.  
    

    
      
        —Huh?
      
    

    
      
        —You aren’t burning, Mister.
      
    

    
      I looked carefully at the dolls. All of the dolls looked different but were equally expressionless—yet I could tell what they felt. 
    

    
      
        —Isn’t it hot?
      
    

    
      
        —Mister, you’re strange.
      
    

    
      
        —Can you play with us?
      
    

    
      
        —Are you going to play with us?
      
    

    
      I nodded. “Yeah, I’m here to play hide-and-seek. You guys better brace yourselves. I never lost hide and seek when I was young.”
    

    
      
        —Hahahaha! You’re really weird, Mister!
      
    

    
      
        —Hide! Everyone, hide!
      
    

    
      The dozens, hundreds, thousands of dolls—no, 
      
        children
      
       laughed. Although I told them to hide, no one moved because they couldn’t free themselves from their locations.
    

    
      
        —Don’t come out, don’t come out, wherever you are.
      
    

    
      “I got you.” I began to walk around the mansion, starting our game of hide-and-seek. 
    

    
      Whenever I stroked one of their heads, the child would slowly turn its head to look at me.
    

    
      
        —Wrong! It isn’t me!
      
    

    
      The children disappeared with a smile.
    

    
      
        —It isn’t me!
      
    

    
      
        —It isn’t me!
      
    

    
      The mansion was filled with children, so I stroked their heads one by one as I walked by, making sure I got to every one of them. 
      
         
      
    

    
      
        —Hey, you’re… You’re giving them a requiem… 
      
      the Guardian mumbled.
    

    
      A requiem was made to console the deceased.
    

    
      Without answering the Guardian, I continued to walk around the mansion. Along the way, I found the chains and shackles that had been used to bind them. Whenever I encountered those bindings, I also saw children amid the fire.
    

    
      
        —It isn’t me! It isn’t me! It isn’t me!
      
    

    
      
        —No, it isn’t me! I’m not… It’s…not me… I’m not…
      
    

    
      
        —It’s…not me…
      
    

    
      After some time, I arrived at the foot of the long stone stairway that led to the basement. Children were collapsed on the stairs as if they had tried to crawl to freedom. After tagging every child on the stairs, I stood in the basement in front of the last child.
    

    
      
        —Are you going to play with us? 
      
      The last child was sitting in the innermost depths of the mansion. Hammers, icepicks, and saws were scattered around the child.
    

    
      I slowly walked toward him and stroked his hairless head. “I got you.”
    

    
      The creator of the hellish inferno had a surprisingly small head, small enough for the whole thing to fit into my hand.
    

    
      “...You’re it now, kid.”
    

    
      After a moment of silence, the child slowly turned his head. Just like the other children, he was perfectly expressionless.
    

    
      
        —You’re kind, Mister,
      
       he said.
    

    
      The doll let out a laugh—along with its lips, skin, eyes… The entire child melted away like candle wax. Even as the fire devoured it, the child kept mumbling like a broken record.
    

    
      
        —Thank you.
      
    

    
      And it kept melting. Just like how the candle flame would disappear into the wax when it reached the end of the wick, everything disappeared. The chain and shackles liquefied, along with hammers, icepicks, and saws. 
    

    
      
        —Thank you. 
      
    

    
      The fire embraced the child, erasing its hunger and all other traces of its existence. Death left no traces.
    

    
      I stood in the center of the ruins, surrounded by the empty space that once held the mansion. 
    

    
      
        [Congratulations.]
      
    

    
      
        [The normal stage has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The hidden stage has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The boss monster stage has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      The Tower’s tenth floor, which no human had ever cleared for years, was cleared today.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 18: The Penalty Of Trauma (3)

    
      
        [The champion is Hunter Kim Gong-Ja.]
      
    

    
      
        [Calculating the reward for clearing the tenth floor…] 
      
    

    
      
        [The calculation is complete.]
      
    

    
      
        [The reward will be given after you enter the eleventh floor, which will open in twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      I cleared the boss stage that had stymied everyone else. My name wasn’t even on the ranking, and I didn’t have a title of my own. The world would be flipped upside down if this went public.
    

    
      “Phew.”
    

    
      However, I couldn’t enjoy it as freely as I had hoped—I was happy and gloomy at the same time. I walked through the ashes like a lonely poet.
    

    
      
        —Hey, why do you look like shit? You even cleared the hidden objective. Even I only managed to clear a handful of hidden stages before I died. You’ll probably get a great reward.
      
    

    
      “A psychopath like you wouldn’t understand why I’m feeling down. You don’t have an ounce of empathy.”
    

    
      
        —Oh. You look like shit because you’re full of shit.
      
    

    
      It was incredible how one comment from the Guardian made my gloominess vanish. Yeah, it was impossible to become sentimental with a wacko like him.
    

    
      “...I just thought that the world is fucked up.”
    

    
      
        —Huh?
      
    

    
      “You saw it in there. Whichever world it is, fucked-up stuff like that always happens.”
    

    
      The Guardian nodded.
    

    
      
        —Well, I think humans are the same wherever you are.
      
    

    
      We stood in silence, letting time pass as we watched the mansion’s ruins. After a while, the Guardian violently shook his head.
    

    
      
        —Forget it. Forget it! Phew. This is really not my vibe! By the way, Kim Gong-Ja, you surprised me earlier! 
      
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      
        —I mean, you found your own way to clear the boss stage. It was amazing. Good job!
      
    

    
      Though I could tell that he was giving me an honest compliment in his own way, it gave me the creeps.
    

    
      “...Who are you?” I demanded, brow furrowed. “Why are you suddenly giving me compliments?”
    

    
      
        —Oh, come on. I compliment people when they’ve earned it. You solved a problem with your own abilities this time, not by relying on your luck. Besides, you’re my partner, so I should celebrate with you when something good happens to you, right?
      
    

    
      I narrowed my eyes. “You’re acting suspicious…”
    

    
      —What do you mean, suspicious? Great job, Kim Gong-Ja! You’re awesome! When the eleventh floor opens up, let’s keep this up and snatch the seat of the Rank 1 Hunter! Who cares if some people say it’s a fraud? If they have a problem with that, they should have gotten overpowered Skills themselves! The Guardian gave me a bright smile.
    

    
      What? What was suddenly wrong with him? There was no way he would act like this unless the sun was coming up from the west tomorrow or the Tower was going to collapse.
    

    
      The strange moment was dramatically interrupted.
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      
        [The tenth floor has been cleared today.]
      
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      I heard a voice, but it wasn’t coming from my head this time. The voice reverberated from the sky.  
    

    
      
        [The tenth floor has been cleared today.]
      
    

    
      
        [The eleventh floor will be unlocked in twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      Fireworks went off in the sky, announcing the beginning of a new era. Purple fireworks went off first, and then it was red, blue, and yellow. The show continued, decorating the sky with blooms in dozens of colors and thousands of streams. 
    

    
      “Ah…” I blankly looked up at the sky.
    

    
      The fireworks in the air didn’t disappear even after they went off. Each spark moved like a serpent, slowly transforming the fireworks into something new.
    

    
      
        [24:00:00]
      
    

    
      
        [23:59:59]
      
    

    
      The glittering clock began the countdown to the next floor opening. The Guardian and I stood side by side and watched the sky.
    

    
      —This is where the real story begins, the Guardian mumbled.
    

    
      I nodded. “It looks like it.”
    

    
      
        —I watched this firework show before I died.
      
    

    
      “I’ve seen it too.” I clenched my fists. “But back then, I was at a bar on the first floor. I was just an extra in this story. I floundered for a long time because I didn’t know what happened and lost my chance and stayed a Class F Hunter all my life… Damn, I was a real idiot.”
    

    
      —Heh. The Guardian giggled. So how does it feel to be promoted from an extra to a main character?
    

    
      Rather than answer, I pulled out my smartphone to check people’s reactions in Hunter-related online communities.
    

    
      —wut. wtf is this firework show?
    

    
      —There’s fireworks going off on the first floor. Is this only happening on the first floor?
    

    
      —no, it’s also loud and bright as hell here. i’m in the third-floor hunting ground. 
    

    
      As expected, the firework show in the broad daylight set all the online communities on fire. 
    

    
      —Did anyone hear a voice just now?
    

    
      —It said the tenth floor’s been cleared. Is this fr?
    

    
      —did the Black Dragon Guild do it?
    

    
      —they didn’t make any announcements what’s going on?
    

    
      —Their next expedition is in two weeks. I saw it on the Hunter Management Bureau’s announcement channel.
    

    
      —It’s definitely not the Black Dragon Guild! Look at this photo! All their executives are in a cafe near Babylon Bank intersection 
    

    
      —Who cleared the floor?
    

    
      It didn’t stop.
    

    
      —Breaking News: The tenth floor has been cleared.
    

    
      —The identity of the guild who cleared the boss remains unknown.
    

    
      —The Black Dragon Guild remains silent despite the Tower’s announcement.
    

    
      Dozens of posts were made by the second. It wasn’t just happening in the Hunter-related communities—the fire quickly spread elsewhere. The media in Babylon quickly published one-line news flashes, while tabloids were busily starting other fires.
    

    
      —who did it if it wasnt black dragon?
    

    
      —I don’t think it’s the Pantheon. I’m praying in the Pantheon, and I saw the Inquisitor gather up his priests. It’s insane here.
    

    
      —Right! It must be the Sword Star!
    

    
      —the Sword Star def cleared it on his own no cap
    

    
      —oh lol yeah that’s possible
    

    
      The fires remained contained in the communities they started in at first. Some communities believed that it was the work of the Pantheon. The Sword Star, Countess, Viper, and Paladin were also mentioned—basically, every High Ranker was proposed as the hero who cleared the tenth floor. 
    

    
      —WTH are you talking about? The Sword Star is drinking milk in a bar.
    

    
      —^He’s really at the bar. See the photo.
    

    
      —Viper is teaching his student at his dojo.
    

    
      —What’re you talking about?
    

    
      —bro the paladin is working in babylon plaza
    

    
      —I asked the Sword Star. He says it isn’t him.
    

    
      —No wait that doesn’t make sense here.
    

    
      —An MA executive here. I can’t tell you guys my real name and title, but it isn’t the MA.
    

    
      —Why is no one saying they did it?
    

    
      —wtf
    

    
      The fires soon came together into one big question:
    

    
      —Then who is it?
    

    
      —No one knows who cleared it?
    

    
      —Who is the Hunter that cleared the tenth floor?
    

    
      —Who in the world…
    

    
      I turned off the screen and answered the Guardian’s question from earlier.
    

    
      “How do I feel?” I was smiling. “I feel awesome.”
    

    
      It was the first time in my life I’d felt like this. Although no one was saying my name, I could instinctively tell that this was how it felt like to stand at the top.
    

    
      “I feel like the entire world is mine.”
    

    
      —Right? The Guardian grinned. But that’s just an illusion right now. You don’t have the world. You’ve only cleared the tenth floor. Still, you aren’t completely delusional since you’re closer to the top than anyone else in your world, Gong-Ja.
    

    
      “I know. “ I turned my head. “All that’s left to do is really get to the top.”
    

    
      I could see someone running up the stone pathway that led to the Infernal Mansion. It was the guard I had tricked into believing I was terminally ill.
    

    
      “Huff, huff…! Huffffff. Mr. Hunter...!” The guard was drenched in sweat. It looked like he had sprinted the entire way here. He stopped in front of me, panting. “W-was that…y-you, Mr. Hunter?”
    

    
      “I’m not sure what you’re talking about.”
    

    
      “I-I’m talking about the tenth floor clear!” the guard yelled. “I’m in charge of the stage today…and you’re the only one who challenged the stage today.  So… I-it’s chaos right now. The bureau keeps calling and demanding an answer…!”
    

    
      “Hmm.” I looked at the guard.
    

    
      Even as we spoke, something in his pocket kept vibrating. It was probably his smartphone receiving a call. Just like he said, it must be madness in the Tower.   
    

    
      I smiled. “What are you going to do if I actually cleared it?”
    

    
      “Eh?”
    

    
      “If I’m really the Hunter who cleared the tenth floor, what are you going to do about it?”
    

    
      “U-um, I…” The guard fumbled for words, bewildered. “I didn’t get to check your license…so I need to do it now.”
    

    
      “Huhhhh? Sir, that doesn’t really sound right. You took a hundred gold from me. I don’t think that counts as an accident.”
    

    
      “W-well—”
    

    
      “I appreciate your hard work, though.” I patted the guard’s shoulder a couple of times.
    

    
      The guard gave me a blank stare as I walked right past him and began to make my way down the stone pathway. After a moment, I heard his desperate cry from behind me.
    

    
      “P-please wait, Mr. Hunter! You can just give me your title! No, please tell me your title at least! Otherwise, my seniors in the management bureau will beat the hell out of me!”
    

    
      “I don’t have a title,” I answered without turning around. “Have a great day—oh, don’t follow me, though. If you do, I’m really going to run away.”
    

    
      Fortunately, the guard didn’t follow me, not that it was a problem even if he did. He was exhausted after climbing his way up to the mansion, so I could easily lose him.
    

    
      —Hey, look at his face. He looks like he saw a ghost. The Guardian cackled at the guard. Good job, by the way. That’s how you increase your value. Yes, that’s right; you should hide your identity and make the others come looking for you. I didn’t teach you, but you’re doing a goo—
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Emperor.”
    

    
      
        —Hmm? What?
      
    

    
      I stood in front of the teleportation stone installed at the entrance of the tenth floor. 
    

    
      “I just realized something.”
    

    
      
        —Realize what?
      
    

    
      “I realized why you’re suddenly showering me with compliments,” I remarked as I made a reservation to be teleported to the first floor. “It’s because of our bet.”
    

    
      The Guardian stiffened.
    

    
      “I remember now. You promised to call me Mister Gong-Ja if I managed to clear the boss monster stage within two Coins. And, uh-oh, I actually did it. Wow, Mr. Sword Emperor is in trouble.”
    

    
      —Hey, Gong-Ja... That’s wrong. The Guardian pulled a long face. You and I, we’re partners…and partners are supposed to be equal. I’m the one who cleared the ninety-ninth floor, and you will be the future challenger of the one-hundredth floor. My partner! My friend! How cool is that!
    

    
      I beamed. “From now on, if you want to talk to me, you can start your sentences with Mister Gong-Ja. Forever.”
    

    
      The Guardian descended into the pits of despair.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 19: Do You Fancy A Cup Of Coffee? (1)

    
      “Who in the world cleared the tenth floor?”
    

    
      “I’m checking the news, but I got nothing. They’re all tabloids…”
    

    
      “Maybe the Black Dragon Guild is hiding it on purpose to be dramatic…”
    

    
      “Ah, I’m telling you it’s the Sword Star!”
    

    
      Babylon, the city on the Tower’s first floor, was in an uproar. People were overjoyed by the news. The unassailable tenth floor had been cleared! However, the identity of the one who had done the deed remained a mystery. Even the people on the patio of the cafe I was in were talking about it. How would they react if they found out that the guy next to them was the person they were talking about?
    

    
      “Mmm. It’s sweet,” I said, sipping on my caramel macchiato.
    

    
      The cafe located opposite the MA headquarters was Babylon’s one and only Starbacks. No one could leave once they entered the Tower, but they had managed to build a franchise cafe in this place anyway. I really respected their entrepreneurial spirit. The Tower also had franchises from the red-nosed clown and the plump grandfather mascots. Ah, human greed was truly amazing!
    

    
      “What do you think, Mr. Sword Emperor? Isn’t victory really sweet? Frankly, I feel like even an espresso would taste sweet to me.
    

    
      “Hmm? Are my earphones not working? That’s strange. I can’t hear your answer.” I pulled out one of my earphones and tapped on it a couple of times.
    

    
      Actually, my earphones made no sound. It was a simple decoy because, without it, I would look like a crazy guy who was talking to himself. It worked quite well, judging from how no one in the cafe took me for a weirdo.
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Emperor? Oh, Mr. Sword Emperor. Hey, Mr. Psychopath! Excuse me, Mr. Crazyhead?” I heckled in a sing-song voice. 
    

    
      
        —...Yeah.
      
    

    
      “
      
        Phew.
      
       I can finally hear you. You had me worried there for a second—I thought you had a problem with your ears. 
      
        Tsk, tsk.
      
       You shouldn’t make me, the great Gong-Ja, worry if you have a heart.”
    

    
      “Oh, riiiiiight. You don’t have a heart, you’re a ghost!  I forgot! I’m so slow. Come to think of it, Sword Emperor, can we talk casually now? You’re supposed to serve me, so it’s a little weird if I speak to you formally.”
    

    
      —
      
        Fu…ck… I’ve never been humiliated like this… An emperor… They called me the emperor of swords. How did I end up in this disaster after my death…
      
       The Guardian floated on the other side of my table, trembling.
    

    
      “I’m joking, of course. I’m joking. Even if you call me Mr. Gong-Ja, you’re a senior Hunter with much more experience than me, so I can’t do that. Well, nothing is technically stopping me from being casual with you, but I’ll keep calling you Mr. Sword Emperor because I’m a man of manners. How does that sound? Do you like it?”
    

    
      
        —Just kill me! 
      
      the Guardian cried. 
      
        Get a new Skill and overwrite the Sword Constellation! Then everything works out, you shit! Just kill me already!
      
    

    
      “What? What are you talking about? We’re partners. Partners for life! No one in the world kills their best friend. We’re together forever.”
    

    
      The Guardian sobbed.
    

    
      
        —Forget it…  I’m not going to say anything. Gramps Marcussss, I want to go back to you…
      
    

    
      I looked up at the sky, enjoying my extra-sweet coffee.
    

    
      
        [22:32:50]
      
    

    
      The countdown in the sky showed that one and a half hours had already passed. It was about time they came…
    

    
      
        Meow.
      
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      A brown cat ambled toward me. She was too well groomed to be a stray, not to mention the two gold coins dangling from her neck. I nervously considered my next action.
    

    
      
        She’s the Goldcoin Cat.
      
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      
        The Goldcoin Cat. She’s really famou— Oh, yeah. That isn’t a thing right now.
      
    

    
      The cat wasn’t ordinary. In five years, she was going to become a famous mascot.
    

    
      
        ...I didn’t expect a tycoon like her to come all the way over here herself. I guess I should pretend I don’t know anything.
      
    

    
      Maintaining my composure, I looked at the cat.
    

    
      “Are you lost?”
    

    
      
        Meow.
      
    

    
      The brown cat rubbed her head against mine. It left me a bit dumbstruck. If I hadn’t known her identity, I would have thought she was a real cat who happened to be rather friendly.
    

    
      “Do you want to stay with me until your owner comes to look for you?”
    

    
      
        Meowwww.
      
    

    
      I picked up the cat and put her on my lap. She immediately curled up like that was exactly what she was aiming for. She even meowed again and let out a yawn. 
    

    
      
        I did hear that she’s obsessed with cats, but she’s quite the actress.
      
       I stroked the cat’s head, amazed.
    

    
      
        Meoooow.
      
    

    
      After I spent a while listening to the cat purr, a group of Hunters entered the cafe. One of them spoke first.
    

    
      “Excuse me. Is your name Kim Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      “Mmm.” I gave them a quick scan and noted their expensive gear, which indicated that their guilds hadn’t sent nobodies. They may not be the leaders, but they were at least executives of their guilds. Yet they were here at Starbacks.
    

    
      I pulled out my identification card and showed it to them. “I wondered how long it would take. Exactly one and a half hours.”
    

    
      Seeing my identification card made the Hunters’ eyes widen. They hurriedly pulled out their smartphones and made calls.
    

    
      “Yes, I found him!”
    

    
      “He’s at the cafe across the street from the bank…”
    

    
      “No, the other guilds are here too… Yes. Yes! Understood, Colonel.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry, ma’am. I’ll never lose him to a different guild!”
    

    
      I pleasantly watched the calm before a storm.
    

    
      
        I feel like a VIP.
      
    

    
      
        —Well, most guilds would be hellbent on recruiting you. No one managed to clear the tenth floor until you did. And you did it alone. That makes you a real VIP.
      
    

    
      
        You have a point. The guy who cleared the ninety-ninth floor calls me Mr. Gong-Ja and serves me with respect. It would be weird if I wasn’t a VIP.
      
    

    
      
        —Fuck! Fuck! Fuckkkkk!
      
    

    
      The Hunters finished their calls one after another, all looking nervous. I quietly waited for one of them to step up.
    

    
      A blonde Hunter with a large physique made the first move.
    

    
      “I’m the Human Resource Team manager of the Watchmen League, Mr. Kim,” he said. “I’m sure you already know that the Watchmen League is the most honorable guild in Babylon. If you join my guild—!”
    

    
      “Give me a moment please.” I held up my hand, interrupting him. “I’m really sorry for cutting you off, but I would like to make two things clear before we begin anything. First of all, don’t mention my name to the media.”
    

    
      I slowly looked around at the Hunters. I was sure that none of their Classes were lower than mine. Before the regression, I wouldn’t have dared to look them in the eyes, but I now had no reason to feel intimidated.
    

    
      I had the glory of clearing the Tower’s tenth floor! That was a reputation that no one could belittle, regardless of their Class. And the more capable Hunters were, the more they valued feats of strength. If they were competent officers, then they wouldn’t treat me lightly.
    

    
      “I’ll never sign a contract or make a deal with any guild who leaks my identity to the media. Please remember that before we continue.”
    

    
      “Umm…” Another Hunter raised her hand. “H-how long does that condition stand, though? The reporters from the Retrospective Newspaper are hovering around every guild looking for answers… Mr. Kim, I’ll be honest. The guilds can try hiding it, but we can’t guarantee your anonymity.”
    

    
      “Well, I’m not asking you to do it forever.” I pointed at the sky, drawing the Hunters’ eyes. 
    

    
      
        [22:25:31]
      
    

    
      “Please keep the news embargo until that countdown hits zero.”
    

    
      “Oh! Yes…we can make it work.”
    

    
      The Hunters heaved a sigh of relief. 
    

    
      
        I have to hit the ground running as soon as the eleventh floor opens up, so I can’t waste my time with reporters.
      
    

    
      “That’s my first condition,” I continued with a smile, “and the second is…”
    

    
      The Hunters looked at me with dark expressions, worried that my second condition would be difficult. However, I just grinned and gestured around at my surroundings.
    

    
      “This is a public place, so let’s be considerate of the other guests.”
    

    
      “Excuse me?”
    

    
      “I’m surprised you haven’t noticed that people are watching us. Everyone is confused because you guys came rushing in.”
    

    
      Indeed, most of the guests on the patio were stealing glances in this direction. They looked at the Hunters and me skeptically and were whispering amongst themselves. Some of them even held up their smartphones, seemingly trying to discreetly film everything.
    

    
      “It’s a public nuisance. I understand that it would have been hectic for all of you to find me, but it’s not like I’m going to run off anywhere.”
    

    
      “E-excuse me.”
    

    
      The Hunters belatedly came to their senses and scattered.
    

    
      “I’m sorry. I’m not at liberty to discuss what is happening, but if you would please excuse…”
    

    
      “Sir, I would like to rent the cafe for an hour. How much would it cost?”
    

    
      “Thank you for your understanding, people! If you visit the OJP Sect later, the guild will express…”
    

    
      Their work was flawless. They bowed to the guests and asked for their understanding and then borrowed the cafe from the owner. All told, it took less than five minutes to empty the cafe. We went inside to resume the conversation.
    

    
      “Alright. Let’s begin the negotiation.” I gestured at them. “State your terms.”
    

    
      Funnily enough, all of the Hunters were holding a cup of coffee after I had told them that they were being a nuisance. It was adorable.
    

    
      “...The Watchman League can offer you ten thousand gold as a signing bonus.”
    

    
      That was the trigger.
    

    
      “Ten thousand gold? Did you really have to show how poor your guild is here? Mr. Kim, please join the Adventurer Association. The guild can guarantee you twenty thousand gold as a signing bonus, plus an executive position.”
    

    
      “Why don’t you come to the OJP Sect, Mr. Kim? The guild specializes in raising combat Hunters in the most classic way. You’ll immediately be appointed as an instructor and receive a signing bonus of twenty-five thousand gold.”
    

    
      “That kind of position comes with cumbersome duties. Why don’t you think about this, Mr. Kim? The Pantheon offers you an honorary position, but it would be great if you could take charge of advertising the guild in and outside the Tower. The signing bonus will be thirty thousand gold, but separate bonuses— “
    

    
      “The Hunter Management Bureau! The bureau would like you as a promotional ambassador!”
    

    
      The cafe became rowdy with the HR managers’ voices. I could understand their desperate attempts to win over me, though. Major guilds would be feeling pressured by the Sword Star; he was the Rank 1 Hunter and he didn’t join any guilds or even work with anyone! Because of him, people couldn’t help but wonder if it was necessary to join a guild. Perhaps a Hunter was better off standing alone after all…
    

    
      
        But the Sword Star is a special case.
      
    

    
      Regardless of what the truth was, it badly affected the guilds’ image.
    

    
      
        And now they have a new hero who’ll be as popular as the Sword Star. 
      
      I smiled. 
      
        They’ll use any means necessary to recruit me.
      
    

    
      It was obvious that each of the recruiters were under strict orders to keep me out of the hands of the other guilds.
    

    
      “T-the Watchmen League…can offer you thirty-six thousand gold—”
    

    
      “If your guild is too poor for this, why don’t you just stay put? Please?”
    

    
      “This is never going to finish if you only raise the price by one thousand gold at a time. Can’t you read the room here?”
    

    
      “The Alchemist Office—”
    

    
      “The MA will give you fifty thousand gold,” a charismatic voice interrupted, catching all of the Hunters’ attention. Their eyes turned to the cat on my lap. She meowed and used her fluffy hind paws to leap into the air. By the time she landed nimbly on the floor of the cafe, her paws had turned into human feet wearing shoes.
    

    
      “Your signing bonus will be fifty thousand gold. I’ll give it to you right now if you want.” The woman turned around. The two gold coins on her necklace bumped into each other with the distinctive clink of metal. “And you’ll be the MA’s assistant leader. How does that sound? Fifty thousand gold and becoming the MA’s assistant leader.”
    

    
      She was the Countess, the Rank 3 Hunter and leader of the Merchant Association. She had the ability to transform. She must be over forty years old, but looked like she was in her twenties. Well, she was the richest Hunter in the Tower, so she must be drinking top-quality elixirs of eternal youth every day.
    

    
      Although she was a tycoon the likes of which the old me would never have been able to meet, I maintained my composure and gave her a smile.
    

    
      “Hmm, now it sounds like a negotiation.”
    

    
      The first round of bidding was complete.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 20: Do You Fancy A Cup Of Coffee? (2)

    
      “Hmm, you’ve got guts.” The Countess smirked. “A cat turned into a human, but you don’t look surprised… You aren’t like most youngsters nowadays. Oh, that was a compliment.”
    

    
      “Thank you. I’ve gotten used to these things because I can see ghosts and stuff.”
    

    
      “Hahaha! You can even afford to joke now?” The Countess produced a fan and fanned herself. “You’re incredible.”
    

    
      I wasn’t joking though.
    

    
      “Uhh….”
    

    
      “Ummm…”
    

    
      The Human Resource Team managers had been screaming about my signing bonus until not too long ago, but right after the Countess had shown up, they now only exchanged glances. Only the Countess was laughing now. The blonde Hunter with a large figure cautiously said, “Um, excuse me, ma’am…” 
    

    
      “You’re excused.”
    

    
      “Isn’t…a fifty thousand signing bonus and the MA assistant leader position too much? I-it is remarkable that he cleared the tenth floor, but we don’t know…how great…a Hunter he actually…is…”
    

    
      The Hunter trailed off into silence. Not because he suddenly lost the ability to speak, but because the Countess was looking at him. Her mouth was hidden behind her fan, and she was smiling only with her eyes. The Hunter closed his mouth, belatedly realizing that everything he said was meaningless. After all, he was talking to the Rank 3 Hunter, who was in a whole different league.
    

    
      “Are you done?”
    

    
      “...Yes, ma’am.”
    

    
      “Then bring your superior before you embarrass yourself any further. I’m sorry, but it’s pointless to talk with you—well, I don’t really mind if one of you can bet more than fifty thousand gold. Make yourself comfortable if you can,” she told them, an elegant way of suggesting they get lost.
    

    
      If someone as high up as her told middle management to get lost, then all they could do was get lost. One by one, the HR managers stood up and left the cafe. It took ten minutes for new Hunters to walk into the cafe, carrying the metaphorical batons passed by the HR managers.
    

    
      “That MF! God fucking damn it!” 
    

    
      The first person to enter was the Viper, the Rank 5 Hunter and the leader of OJP Sect.
    

    
      “Hmm. She got a drop on us,” the Inquisitor, leader of the Pantheon and the Rank 4 Hunter remarked. “I guess I was too complacent.”
    

    
      “Calling it complacent is wrong. Our job today is to prevent chaos from spreading among Hunters, not welcome the new hero. The Countess went too far,” the Paladin commented. She was the Rank 8 Hunter and assistant leader of the Watchmen League. Behind her was the Black Witch, who was the Rank 2 Hunter and led the Black Dragon Guild.
    

    
      Whoa. I didn’t show it, but I was impressed. Heroes assembled.
    

    
      Every one of them was a High Ranker, someone I had only ever seen in their interviews and the newspaper articles about them. They were now moving right before my eyes and sitting at my table. Once again, I realized how high my value was.
    

    
      “Welcome, all of you.” The Countess rested her chin on her palm and gave them a beautiful smile. “I don’t know how long it’s been since we were last gathered. I feel like it was only yesterday we cleared the second floor. Time flies. We’re old now.”
    

    
      “Shut up before I cook you into a butterfly stew, mofo.” the Viper growled. He was a middle-aged man who wore an eyepatch over one of his eyes. Apparently, it covered the scar he had gotten after challenging the Sword Star. He was also known for clearing the second floor. 
    

    
      “I heard on the way you offered fifty thousand gold and to make him assistant leader. Did your brain turn into an animal’s after spending all those days cosplaying as one? I don’t care about you throwing your money in the air because there’s nothing new about your shit, but why in the hell would you make him assistant leader—”
    

    
      “Now, now!” the Inquisitor interrupted, beaming. “Let’s make our orders first! It’s very rude to stay in a cafe without ordering. We’re ensuring the Tower’s order as the major guilds’ leaders, so we should set an example! I’ll get a mocha.  What about you?”
    

    
      “Oh, I would like a hot americano.”
    

    
      “I want a cold latte.”
    

    
      “...Hot hazelnut latte. Add an extra shot, and make it grande.”
    

    
      The guild leaders had their orders ready and took care of it with minimal fuss. The Viper was the only one who didn’t go along.
    

    
      “What? Coffee?” he demanded. “Hey, the whole world turned upside down because the tenth floor is cleared. Are your brains pickled in caffeine—?”
    

    
      “It’s an espresso for you, Viper, isn’t it? Alright.”
    

    
      “You fucking sycophant—!”
    

    
      “Sir! I’d like to make an order!” the Inquisitor yelled, ignoring the Viper.
    

    
      “Y-yes…?” The Starbacks barista standing behind the counter flinched. He went pale when he realized that he had to make coffees for the High Rankers.
    

    
      The Inquisitor beamed at the barista, his blonde hair fluttering. People from all over the world were gathered in the Tower, so he was responsible for preventing religious conflicts. He was also known for speaking to everyone with respect, even the terrorists that he tortured.
    

    
      “I would like to get one iced mocha, one hot americano, one iced latte, one hot hazelnut latte, and one espresso. Can I get the first three tall, but the hazelnut latte grande with an extra shot and the espresso to be in doppio!” the Inquisitor rattled off. 
    

    
      “Yes! Yup. Yes…!
    

    
      “Oh, yeah.” The Inquisitor slowly turned his head. “What would you like to order, Mr. Kim?”
    

    
      All five people watched me carefully, gauging my reaction. Amusement, belligerence, joy, coldness, and nonchalance. Each of their eyes contained different emotions.
    

    
      The Guardian spoke up.  
    

    
      
        —Don’t chicken out. Think of them like they’re nothing! They are nothing. You were killed by Gramps Marcus, right? None of them are better than Gramps Marcus.
      
    

    
      I know. I knew it very well. They’re just trying to bring me down a notch.
    

    
      And all of this was part of their little charade
    

    
      I shrugged. “Can I see a menu, sir?” I asked the barista.  
    

    
      “Pardon?” 
    

    
      “I had a caramel macchiato earlier, so I don’t really feel like having another coffee. I want to look at the menu first… Hmmm, on second thought, it’s fine. Can I have hot chocolate if you have it?”
    

    
      “Ah, okay.” The barista nodded. 
    

    
      I needed to show them composure.
    

    
      
        They didn’t run into each other here by coincidence. 
      
    

    
      Even the Human Resource Team managers from different guilds had arrived at the cafe together, just like their leaders. Could that really be a coincidence?
    

    
      
        Hell no! Their plan is to use their numbers to confuse the hell out of me. 
      
    

    
      They were only pretending it was a coincidence. It was a classic gangster move.
    

    
      
        Well, these Hunters are much scarier than ordinary gangsters…
      
    

    
      The tension was so thick that I could cut it with a knife.
    

    
      
        This is nothing compared to getting burned to death.
      
    

    
      In other words, their pressure wasn’t even lukewarm in comparison. If all of this had happened before the Fire Emperor killed me… I would have been scared shitless, but not now. It wasn’t scary at all for one very simple reason.
    

    
      
        They can kill me if they have a problem with that.
      
    

    
      I would be fine even if they killed me!
    

    
      —Yes, I told you that you have the advantage! The Guardian nodded fervently. Scowl at them! Taunt them into killing you already if they are going to do it. Sit up straight! They’re a bunch of losers who can’t keep you dead! They shouldn’t call themselves High Rankers! 
    

    
      
        Umm… Thank you for taking my side, but I’m not canceling our Mr. Gong-Ja arrangement.
      
    

    
      —Ah, shit...! The Guardian clutched his head in despair.
    

    
      The Inquisitor’s eyed me curiously “Hmm, interesting. I found no notable history before you cleared the tenth floor. It’s like you became a different man… I guess you never know where life will take you!”
    

    
      “He does have some notable history.” The Countess smiled with her eyes, covering the lower part of her face with her fan. “This young man has recently won my guild’s lottery. He’s lucky as well as bold. I’m not sure how he did it, but judging from the fact that he cleared the tenth floor, he’s also skilled. Luck, courage, and skill. Any youngster with these three elements will always thrive.”
    

    
      The Viper looked at them across the table and sighed. “Phew… That’s why I told you guys to just recruit him! Don’t rely on cheap tricks! Tsk. I knew this act wouldn’t work at all… He cleared the tenth floor, so he can’t possibly be that naive. “
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter.” The Black Witch, the leader of the Black Dragon Guild, broke her silence. “Just because a monk wasn’t able to save face, doesn’t mean Buddha is also disgraced. We’re all busy people, so let’s lay out the blame later.”
    

    
      “Cough…”
    

    
      “Mr. Kim.” The Black Witch looked at me with eyes that were as dark as ink. “I’ll be honest. Which guild are you planning to join? If you’re going to be like the Sword Star and not join any guild, tell us in advance—we need to discuss how we shall deal with the media.”
    

    
      “What if I’m going to join a guild?” I tilted my head.
    

    
      “An intense recruiting war will start,” the Black Witch calmly answered. “We’ve been stalled on the ninth floor for far too long… I guess that’s an understatement. We’ve just been embarrassing ourselves. But thanks to you clearing the tenth floor, we now have an opportunity to advertise the Tower’s value to the outside world.”
    

    
      “An opportunity…”
    

    
      “Yes, an opportunity to bring more people from the outside world, not just refugees.”
    

    
      The barista came over with a tray full of coffee. The guild leaders quietly received their coffee. No one said anything.
    

    
      The Black Witch took a sip of her hazelnut latte and then put it down before she continued, “Above all, once the eleventh floor opens, the Hunters in Babylon will be inspired. Even the realists who forgot about their adventurous spirit will want to step outside the first floor and peek at the eleventh floor; everyone wants to explore the unknown world waiting for them “ 
    

    
      I nodded. “It’ll help the food shortage.”
    

    
      The Black Witch stopped for a moment, surprised by my answer. “...You catch on quick. Yes, it’s getting difficult to meet our food demands by selling goods from the ninth floor and below.”
    

    
      “I’m keeping the trade route to the outside world open all day.” The Countess smiled. “But it’s not like I’m as vigorous as I used to be. It’s getting tougher as I age.”
    

    
      “We need new products,” the Black Witch continued. “We have to attract adventurers to the world beyond the tenth floor so we can search for goods that can only be found there.”
    

    
      “Plus, you will need a means of advertisement so that you can announce the beginning of a new era. And that’s me,” I speculated.
    

    
      “...Yes, that would be an accurate assessment.”
    

    
      That was precisely what was going to happen in the future. It was also the reason why major guilds couldn’t kick around the Fire Emperor, despite how full of himself he was. He used to be a hero and the icon of a new generation, regardless of whether or not they liked it.  In order for the Tower’s society to grow, people needed a hero like them!
    

    
      
        But the Black Dragon still tried to assassinate the Fire Emperor.
      
    

    
      I remembered the conversation I heard in the slum alley.
    

    
      
        “Who ordered you to kill me? Was it the witch from the Black Dragon Guild?
      
    

    
      The Saintess had slowly nodded. Unless she had been lying, the witch in front of me had actually tried to assassinate the Fire Emperor, although I would never know why she had done it…
    

    
      We’re going to get along great. A person who hates the Fucker can’t be a bad guy! I joyfully thought.
    

    
      The enemy of my enemy is my friend, as it was said, so I felt a sense of camaraderie with her.
    

    
      “I understand what you’re saying,” I said. “Any guild that successfully recruits me also becomes the symbol of the new era, while the other guilds will end up as sidekicks.”
    

    
      “Correct.”
    

    
      “That makes me feel a little bad...so here’s how we’ll settle this.”
    

    
      When the Hunters waited for me to continue, I pulled out my cards.
    

    
      The Black Witch tilted her head in confusion. “Cards? Are you seriously suggesting you’re going to pick your guild with a card game?”
    

    
      “Yes. I’ll join the guild of whoever wins this poker game. I don’t need a signing bonus or a high position.” I grinned. “But! If I win, I will join all of your guilds at the same time. Oh, I’ll be an ordinary member, but I want to be treated equal to all of you. You get to use my image, and I get to be treated like the major guild leaders. How does that sound?”
    

    
      The guild leaders’ expressions changed.
    

    
      “Hahahaha!” The Countess threw back her head. “You only cleared one floor and yet you want to be treated like us?”
    

    
      “Yes. That is, if I win in the poker game with all of you.”
    

    
      “Intriguing. I like it.” The Countess put down her coffee cup and looked around. “How about the rest of you?”
    

    
      “I’m good with it too as long we aren’t using any tricks!” the Inquisitor answered first.
    

    
      “...Let’s not use any Skills either. If you do, you guys will have too much of an advantage. Whoever gets caught using their Skills will automatically be eliminated,” the Viper suggested. 
    

    
      The Paladin nodded in agreement. “This is better for me. My guild is poorer, so I’ll inevitably lose if we start bidding. I won’t suffer any losses even if I’m defeated in this game, but winning would be a jackpot.”
    

    
      “Okay,” the Black Witch agreed, rounding off the group. “I accept your offer.”
    

    
      After the deal was struck the High Rankers and I detailed the rules. The rules themselves were rather simple, but the High Rankers examined the cards very thoroughly to see if I had rigged them in any way.
    

    
      While the cards were distributed, I said, Mr. Sword Emperor. You really hate calling me Mr. Gong-Ja, don’t you?
    

    
      —Huh…? The Guardian, still wallowing in despair, blankly looked up. 
    

    
      
        Here’s what we’ll do.
      
    

    
      
        —Do what…?
      
    

    
      
        You only have to call me Mr. Gong-Ja until the end of this game.
      
    

    
      —Seriously? I can? The Guardian’s eyes as big as saucers.
    

    
      Yeah, sure, I told him, the ends of my mouth rising. In return, tell me all their cards.
    

    
      —Yes! Yes! Woohoo! Hell yeah! God damn. The Guardian hopped ecstatically. You’re like the reincarnation of Confucius! So generous! Don’t worry one bit. Mr. Gong-Ja, I’ll tell you if they’re pulling a fast one on you as well as their cards!
    

    
      Now, let the game begin.
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    Chapter 21: Do You Fancy A Cup Of Coffee? (3)

    
      
        —Mr. Gong-Ja! His hand is a straight. You better fold this one.
      
    

    
      “I’ll fold this round.” I dropped my cards on the table. 
    

    
      
        —Oh, he’s bluffing with a pair! Silly him. Silly! I think you can just call this round and kill him. Hehehe.
      
    

    
      “Call.”
    

    
      
        —Look what she’s got here! She has a two pair, but—uh-oh—your two pair is better! Gosh, this is so much fun. Let’s go, Mr. Gong-Ja! She’ll see who’s going to win!
      
    

    
      “I’ll raise.”
    

    
      
        —Whoa, he seems to be aiming for a full house. Don’t worry, Mr. Gong-Ja. I took a peek under the table just now to see the cards, but she’ll never get a full house even after the last card is revealed. Trust me on this one. Let’s go!
      
    

    
      “All in.” I smirked.
    

    
      After around thirty poker hands, the Viper was shaking from anger, his face bright red underneath his eyepatch.
    

    
      “Fuck! This is a fraud!” He sprang to his feet,
      
         
      
      rocking the table.
    

    
      The other Hunters picked up their cups as if they’d seen it coming, preventing their coffees from being tragically spilled all over the table.
    

    
      
        Hmm. Impeccable reflexes, 
      
      I noted, impressed by what I‘d just witnessed. 
    

    
      “It doesn’t make sense! We’ve already done this over thirty times, but he didn’t lose even once! Bluffing doesn’t work either! I don’t know if it’s a passive Skill, but he’s definitely using one! I’m sure of it! This whole game is rigged!”
    

    
      “Do you have proof of that?” I sipped on my hot chocolate, although it was lukewarm chocolate now. Well, it had a charm of its own like this. “Who knows? Maybe I’m a poker master. I’m deeply hurt if you’re accusing me without any proof. Besides, I want to be on your good side. I’ve always respected you.”
    

    
      “Hey, is he really a Class F Hunter?” the Viper yelled, looking around at his fellow Hunters. “There’s no way he’s actually F! I bet he bribed the bureau guys to lie for him! That smug face belongs to a Class B Hunter at least!” 
    

    
      “Wow! How did you know I’m not a Class F Hunter?”
    

    
      “Yes! I knew—”
    

    
      “I actually became a Class E Hunter yesterday. I was so busy clearing the tenth floor that I didn’t get to report to the bureau.” I smiled. “I’m flattered you have such a high opinion of me. By the way, I think you’re out of chips, sir.”
    

    
      “Errr….” The Viper staggered toward the table where the eliminated competitors gathered and watched the rest of the game like.
    

    
      “Welcome, Mr. Viper!” The Inquisitor, the first one to drop out from the poker, beamed at him. “I thought it was about time you were eliminated, so I ordered you another espresso! No need to be polite. Help yourself!”
    

    
      “I don’t like espressos…”
    

    
      “Yes, I know that! But being picky is bad, so overcome it!”
    

    
      “Goddamn preacher…” The Viper slumped into his chair with a morose expression.
    

    
      Three Hunters had survived until the end. I and the Black Witch were two of them. To my surprise, the Paladin was still at the table, too.
    

    
      “Hmm.” The Paladin frowned at her cards.
    

    
      She was known for her uprightness and fairness. In fact, her entire wealth had been donated to orphanages. She was also working as the assistant leader of the Watchmen League, which had been founded to maintain order in Babylon, the Tower’s first-floor city; in the outside world, she would be similar to a police commissioner.
    

    
      “I lost.” The Paladin put down her cards and sighed. “I was quite confident with my poker face. Mr. Kim, do you happen to have a mind-reading Skill?”
    

    
      “Well, it might be a mind-reading Skill or it could be x-ray vision. Why don’t you make a guess?”
    

    
      “...It’s so hard to deal with young Hunters nowadays.” The Paladin smiled bitterly. After a bow, she walked toward the dropout table.
    

    
      “Hey! You shouldn’t give up that easily!” The Viper huffed and puffed. His mouth was dirtied by smears of espresso. “You should go after him like a tenacious hound regardless of whether it works or not! Are you going to let that conman rob you?”
    

    
      “Conman? You’re too harsh on our new hero.”
    

    
      “It’s obvious that he’s using a Skill!”
    

    
      The Paladin shrugged. “I knew that when we started.”
    

    
      “Huh? What?”
    

    
      “It would be strange not to notice. There’s no way a rookie Hunter would have suggested a poker game with us relying on raw luck. The challenge itself is a declaration of how confident he is that he can win without us discovering what kind of Skill he was using. And we accepted the challenge.”
    

    
      The Viper gaped at her. “I-is that so?”
    

    
      “Mr. Viper… It’s good that you’re dedicated to your training, but try to analyze the situation every now and then.” The Paladin looked down at the Viper with eyes filled with pity. “From the start, we had nothing to lose. Although a win would be a huge boon…it’s still good even if we lose. The rookie Hunter said that he’ll join all of our guilds. That’s a good outcome in its own way.”
    

    
      “B-but what about our pride!? He’s a greenhorn, so how can we treat him—”
    

    
      “Does your pride feed you?”
    

    
      The Viper couldn’t refute that.
    

    
      “It feeds you an espresso. Drink up, Mr. Viper!” The Inquisitor put the espresso cup into the Viper’s hand.
    

    
      “Damn it…”
    

    
      The last two survivors were the Black Witch, the Rank 2 Hunter, and me.
    

    
      “This is good,” the Witch remarked as she examined her cards.
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “I finally have a chance to talk with you.” The Black Witch raised the stakes. She was probably trying to provoke me. “I’m from Ukraine, or somewhere that used to be Ukraine, to be more accurate. After losing my family in a civil war, I’ve been living abroad all my life. As you may already know, there’s nowhere good for a woman to live alone.”
    

    
      “You’re right.” I boldly raised the stakes higher.
    

    
      The Black Witch hesitated for a moment but tapped the table a couple of times, signaling that she would accept my challenge.
    

    
      The Countess, who had been acting as the dealer after she was eliminated from the game, revealed the cards.
    

    
      “What are you trying to say, though?” I stroked my chin, pretending to ponder. “It’s difficult to find people in the Tower who don’t have a sad story, especially those who entered earliest. I’m an orphan myself.”
    

    
      My hand had a single pair.
    

    
      “...This place is like home to me,” the Black Witch answered. 
    

    
      Her hand was a flush.
    

    
      “I’m from Ukraine. The OJP Sect leader is from China, and you’re from Korea… But none of that matters in the Tower and people don’t ask. We made it that way.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      “Yes. Thanks to the Tower’s blessing, we can understand what everyone else is saying. We’re equal contenders here. It’s more fair than it is in the outside world, at least.”
    

    
      It looked like I was going to lose if I tackled her head-on, but I calmly raised the stakes.
    

    
      “The outside world people seem to treat this place like a garbage can.”
    

    
      “A rose can sprout even in a garbage can.” The Black Witch gestured to call the round without a second thought. “Mr. Kim. Once the countdown in the sky hits zero, all the media will be publishing a ton of articles about you. Your life will be completely different than what it has been until now. I hope you can deal with the change wisely.”
    

    
      “That’s good,” I answered. 
    

    
      The Countess flipped another card onto the table.
    

    
      “It’s not something to be proud of, but I like attention. That’s pretty much all there is to me. I want people’s praise, their respect, and their envy. I mean it.” 
    

    
      My hand was two pair now.
    

    
      “...You’re honest. You seem to be completely different from the Sword Star,” the Black Witch commented.
    

    
      Her cards were still a flush, meaning that I was at a tremendous disadvantage.
    

    
      “All in.”
    

    
      The Black Witch stared at me.
    

    
      “I’m confident.” I looked up from the cards and met the Black Witch’s eyes. “Let me use this chance to make one thing clear: I’m not hoping to receive the same treatment as you guys just because I cleared the tenth floor. The twentieth, thirtieth, fortieth, fiftieth, and hundredth floor—I’m going to clear them all and conquer the Tower, no matter how long it takes.
    

    
      “I can tell that you guys treasure the Tower. I respect that and I don’t want to fight you guys, but I’ll still consider you my competitors.”
    

    
      I was going to build a legend that would capture everyone’s mind; always the one who climbed up to the highest floor in the Tower, the greatest hero out there. People would remember me, praise me, envy me, and feel jealous of me.
    

    
      “I want to see the world beyond the Tower, not inside it.”
    

    
      That was why I was going to climb the Tower.
    

    
      “To be honest, I don’t really have time to attend to these refugees and food shortage issues. But if you need my reputation to solve the matter, use it. Do it as many times as you want, but help me climb up the Tower.”
    

    
      I wanted to feel the sensation of reaching the zenith. I only got to taste it once after I had cleared the tenth floor, but…I already felt addicted. It was just that incredible!
    

    
      “...
      
        Phew.
      
      ” The Black Witch broke her silence with a sigh. “I was wrong. You’re exactly the same as the Sword Star.”
    

    
      She used both hands to push her stacks of chips into the pot, which collapsed into a pile stretching into the center of the table. She was all in.
    

    
      “Is it a compliment?” I asked.
    

    
      “No, I’m insulting you. You two are both incredibly greedy.”
    

    
      The last cards were flipped. Her hand was still a flush, while my cards were a full house.
    

    
      “That 
      
        is
      
       a compliment.” I grinned. “Thank you.”
    

    
      I was victorious.
    

    
      “Then as we agreed, I’ll expect treatment equal to all of you.”
    

    
      “Can I expect you to fulfill your duties since you’re also enjoying the rights?”
    

    
      “Pardon? Oh, isn’t it a Hunter’s duty to climb the Tower? Don’t worry. I’ll continue to do my best.”
    

    
      The Black Witch smiled bitterly. “You have awfully thick skin for a rookie Hunter…” 
    

    
      
        —Yeah, thick skin indeed, Zombie. If having thick skin was a Skill, yours would have been a Class S Skill.
      
    

    
      
        ...You’re seriously calling me Zombie right after the game is finished?
      
    

    
      
        —Of course, you zombie! Mr. Gong-Ja, my ass! Zombie! Zombie! Zombieshit! I never knew how tragic it was to call you by your proper name, Zombie! I’ll never make a bet with you again, weasel! 
      
      The Guardian flew around ecstatically.
    

    
      
        You’re so ugly…
      
    

    
      I silently clicked my tongue at the Guardian. How could an emperor of swords be that ugly?
    

    
      “Are you going already?” The Black Witch asked as I stood up from my seat.
    

    
      “Yes, I am. The eleventh floor opens soon, so I need to get ready. I don’t want to fall behind.”
    

    
      “We don’t know what kind of place the eleventh floor is. How are you going to prepare for it?”
    

    
      
        Hmm. It wouldn’t be a bad idea to give them a hint. 
      
    

    
      Since I was now of equal standing with them, I decided that it would be useful to make them indebted to me.
    

    
      “It’s role-playing,” I said.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “The theme from the eleventh to the twentieth floor is role-playing,” I repeated.
    

    
      The Black Witch and all of the other Hunters gave me an intense look. It was only natural—the slightest hint could give a Hunter an advantage, so the information I gave them was invaluable. 
    

    
      “The hint was my reward for clearing the tenth floor.”
    

    
      That was a lie. I hadn’t received it since it was going to be given after the countdown in the sky hit zero. However, I had the knowledge of the future, so I knew what was going to happen and had no reason to not use the knowledge.
    

    
      “This is all I know.”
    

    
      “...Okay. Thank you for sharing your information.” The Black Witch nodded. “I’ll make sure to pay you back for this later.”
    

    
      Her remark made me look forward to the future.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      After a good sleep in my hotel room, I headed outside. The plaza was in a festive mood.  Hunters celebrated the fact that the tenth floor had been cleared after years. Some bars gave out free beers and those who were confident flaunted their singing skills in the plaza.
    

    
      However, the one unanswered question continued to bother people.
    

    
      “But who really cleared the tenth floor?”
    

    
      “There still hasn’t been an official announcement yet…”
    

    
      “Some people saw the guild leaders gathering in one place.”
    

    
      “Have you seen the Sword Star’s video? His frown was really scary. ’It’s not me.’”
    

    
      “Then who in the world is it?”
    

    
      As I listened to the conversations of the people next to me, I had to hold myself back from laughing.
    

    
      
        I’m right next to you.
      
    

    
      
        [00:02:09]
      
    

    
      I was among the crowd, right in the center of the festival. Nearly a day had passed since the tenth floor had been cleared. Meanwhile, the countdown in the sky continued to tick down, slowly but surely. 
    

    
      Some Hunters raised their free beer while others looked at the sky and talked about the mysterious champion. They were like people counting down to the new year outside the tower.
    

    
      
        [00:00:10]
      
    

    
      “Ten!”
    

    
      No one asked them to, but when the countdown in the sky reached ten seconds, the Hunters began counting out loud.
    

    
      
        [00:00:09]
      
    

    
      “Nine!”
    

    
      
        [00:00:08]
      
    

    
      “Eight!”
    

    
      Seven, six, five…  The Hunters’ synchronized shouts shook the plaza slightly. It wasn’t a new year, but everyone’s eyes were filled with anticipation for a new era.
    

    
      
        [00:00:04]
      
    

    
      “Four!”
    

    
      I pulled out my smartphone and checked the news. It looked like the news embargo about me was still intact, because there weren’t any articles about me.
    

    
      
        [00:00:03]
      
    

    
      “Three!”
    

    
      Just three seconds before the countdown hit zero, Babylon’s general news website released a flood of articles. Maybe they were hoping to publish an exclusive even one second before the other newspapers.
    

    
      
        [00:00:02]
      
    

    
      “Two!”
    

    
      I checked the news.
    

    
      —
      
        Breaking News:
      
       The person who cleared the tenth floor is an unknown rookie Class E Hunter!
    

    
      —
      
        Breaking News:
      
       The real name of the man who cleared the tenth floor is Kim Gong-Ja. He comes from Korea…
    

    
      —
      
        Breaking News:
      
       The Hunter who cleared the tenth floor joined all of the Five Guilds at once.
    

    
      —
      
        Breaking News: 
      
      The Black Dragon Guild officially announces their welcome for the new hero…
    

    
      
        [00:00:01]
      
    

    
      “One!”
    

    
      I met the new era with a smile.
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    Chapter 22: Welcome, Heroes! (1)

    
      
        [00:00:00]
      
    

    
      “Zero!”
    

    
      The Hunters broke out into cheers as the countdown hit zero. In the plaza, thousands of them threw their hats in the air. It looked like a cloud of dandelion seeds taking flight in spring. 
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      
        [The tutorial has been completed today.]
      
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      
        [The tutorial has been completed today.]
      
    

    
      Before the hats landed on the ground, the voice in the sky declared the end of the prologue and the beginning of the main story.
    

    
      The Hunters clamored excitedly. I couldn’t remember the last time I had seen this many Hunters so enthusiastic. Many of those in the plaza were old or middle-aged Hunters who had retired and set up shops; some of them lingered around the second-floor hunting grounds and had given up on climbing the Tower any further. But at this moment, at least, all of them were Hunters.
    

    
      “Eleventh floor! Eleventh floor! Eleventh floor!”
    

    
      “Open up the eleventh floor!”
    

    
      “Hey, the news is up… Ummm…”
    

    
      In response to their fervor, the light that had formed the countdown burst. It was so bright that the Hunters were forced to shut their eyes. They could barely look up at the sky between their fingers. I was no better off.
    

    
      
        [Greetings to the warriors who climb the Tower.] 
      
    

    
      
        [Congratulations for crossing the Infernal Mansion’s river of grudges.]
      
    

    
      A huge person was floating in the sky. An angel or a goddess seemed to be the apt description for her. Her white dress, radiant with holy light, fluttered. It was a divine sight that deserved to be prominently depicted on the wall of a temple.
    

    
      “Whoa…”
    

    
      “She’s pretty.”
    

    
      Hunters all over the plaza ooh-ed and ahh-ed. Most of them were mesmerized by the beautiful goddess in the sky. The Guardian maintained his rationality, though.
    

    
      
        —Get a hold of yourself, Zombie. That isn’t a goddess. That’s just part of the system to explain the quest to you guys.
      
    

    
      He was the Sword Emperor who had cleared up to the ninety-ninth floor of the Tower in his world. Hence, he wasn’t deceived by the holy sight in front of him.
    

    
      “...Is she some sort of an NPC?” I asked.
    

    
      
        —Yup. Even if there was a goddess, 
      
      that’s
      
         just a pre-recorded video of her that plays after anyone clears the tenth floor. Tsk, tsk. People are pathetic.
      
    

    
      It made me wonder.
    

    
      “How are you so sure?”
    

    
      
        —Huh? That’s because—
      
    

    
      
        [Warriors! There is a world under attack by the nefarious Demon King and which desperately needs your help. You will be summoned to the world as heroes on a quest to save humanity. Should you wish to accept this mission, say “Send—]
      
    

    
      Before the video finished speaking, someone leaped into the air.  
    

    
      An agile Hunter jumped onto the roof of a building and used it as a stepping stone to reach higher buildings. After a three-, five-, and seven-story building, he finally reached the roof of the plaza’s bell tower, and then he used it to go even higher.
    

    
      He was Marcus Carlenbery, the Sword Star.
    

    
      The Rank 1 Hunter’s sword split the sky and the goddess in half. It was quick and beautiful, but it all happened so fast that no one could do anything but gape.
    

    
      “Huh? Huh…?”
    

    
      The strike only left its mark for a moment. Like a cut in the ocean, the video of the goddess was restored in no time and the goddess in the video went on with her beauty untouched.
    

    
      
        [Should you wish to accept this mission, say “Send me,” and you will take the great step to the eleventh floor, warriors.]
      
    

    
      The video of the goddess still glowed, yet it wasn’t holy anymore. A god cut in two was no longer a god.
    

    
      “Hmm.” The Sword Star landed back on the bell tower’s roof. He was wearing a black suit, just like the day I had first seen him in the bar. This time, though, his expression was sour. He watched the sky for a moment before he looked down at the now-silent plaza. 
    

    
      
        —Well, that’s what I did in the past. See? It’s an NPC, 
      
      the Guardian commented.
    

    
      I was dumbstruck.
    

    
      
        ...Do you always have to check it yourself? 
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah. I can’t understand those who don’t have to do that. When something big shows up in front of you, don’t you want to cut it down? Isn’t that what every human wants?
      
    

    
      
        Phew.
      
    

    
      They were wackos indeed. That was probably why they were student and teacher. 
    

    
      I enhanced my vision and hearing with aura to watch the Sword Star, taking caution to avoid meeting his eyes.
    

    
      “Send me,” he murmured.
    

    
      The same kind of light that the video of the goddess emitted enveloped the Sword Star. After a moment, he vanished. The only thing left on the Italian-style rooftop was white streaks of bird poop.
    

    
      “Hahahaha!”
    

    
      A burst of laughter in the silent plaza caught the Hunters’ attention. They turned and saw that it belonged to the Inquisitor, the Pantheon’s leader.
    

    
      “He got the drop on us again! Ah, what a marvelous day!” The Inquisitor beamed. He took off his priest hat to bow to those who were looking at him. “Then let’s all meet on the eleventh floor! Please send me!”
    

    
      The white light shrouded the Inquisitor and he shortly vanished as well. The Hunters vacantly watched him disappear. Belatedly, they realized that the Sword Star and Inquisitor were ahead of them on the eleventh floor. That set off a chain reaction of hasty shouts.
    

    
      “Uhh… 
    

    
      “S-send me!”
    

    
      “Send me!”
    

    
      “Send me!”
    

    
      Whenever one of them said the words, a pillar of light arose from the ground. Soon there were tens of thousands of them, drowning the plaza in light and brightening the sky.
    

    
      
        [Warriors.]
      
    

    
      The quiet voice from the video continued its message.
    

    
      
        [While climbing up the Tower, your faith will be tested from the eleventh to the twentieth floor.]
      
    

    
      The “goddess” clasped her hands against her chest as if she were praying to someone.
    

    
      
        [...You will find your answers. The answers you find will tell you who you are. That is how you will learn about yourselves...]
      
    

    
      Not many people were paying attention to the message anymore. Most of them were desperate to not fall behind; the few people left in the plaza were busy filming the goddess.  
    

    
      “It’s a shame,” someone mumbled. It was the Paladin, the Watchmen League’s assistant leader.
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “Think about it. Although we don’t know who built the Tower, they must have put in a tremendous amount of work for us, including this message. But no one cares.” The Paladin sounded bitter. “It was supposed to be something people admired for a little longer. Actually, the Tower’s existence and the fact that we have our Skills are miracles in their own right…but we’ve already got too used to them on the tenth floor.”
    

    
      “I didn’t expect you to be sentimental.”
    

    
      “I majored in music in the outside world.” The Paladin smiled wryly. “Does it make me seem more attractive?”
    

    
      “Oh… It sounds like you’d have a hard time making a living.”
    

    
      “Oof. Right where it hurts.”
    

    
      We quietly laughed. Naturally, the Guardian interrupted the moment. 
    

    
      
        —Be careful, Zombie. She’s suspicious. 
      
    

    
      
        What now?
      
    

    
      
        —There’s no way she would talk to an ugly man like you unless she had something to gain. You don’t have the looks or the personality. They’re both shit. Yes, I know what she is now! She’s a wicked con woman!  I’m sure of it!
      
    

    
      This dude was seriously… No, I shouldn’t waste my energy.
    

    
      “Excuse me, ma’am!”
    

    
      Just then, people with cameras on their backs approached us. They didn’t seem to be reporters—more like online streamers.
    

    
      “I-is the man next to you Mister Kim Gong-Ja, the Hunter…?”
    

    
      “Oops.” The Paladin looked slightly annoyed. “I seem to have attracted too much attention. I’m sorry, Mr. Kim. I’ll head to the eleventh floor first.”
    

    
      “...Wait a minute.” I had a sneaking suspicion that she was up to something. “Is this why you came to talk to me?”
    

    
      The Paladin looked guilty. “Haha. I have a way to tell if someone is being sincere.”
    

    
      Sincere? Did she mean that she was confident she could figure out what kind of person I was? 
    

    
      The Paladin scratched the back of her head like a mischievous child caught after pulling a prank. “I wanted to know what kind of a person you were, so I came to talk to you. I would appreciate it if you considered it a way of showing my interest.”
    

    
      “So what kind of person do you think I am?”
    

    
      “Hmm. Well, let’s say the answer is in your heart. Send me!”
    

    
      The Paladin left, throwing me to a horde of reporters and streamers. Wow, she wasn’t even subtle about the fact that she was running away.
    

    
      
        —See? I’m right. I’m always right!
      
    

    
      
        Shit. Be quiet, 
      
      I snapped at the Guardian. 
    

    
      After the Paladin disappeared, more streamers and reporters swarmed me.
    

    
      “Hunter Kim Gong-Ja! Please give us a comment!”
    

    
      “Is it true that you cleared the tenth floor’s boss monster stage on your own? Many rumors say that your simultaneous enrollment to all the major guilds is just part of their plan!”
    

    
      “The official announcement declared that you’re Hunter Class E. Many people question the accuracy. Can you confirm if the official announcement is co—”
    

    
      “What is your relationship to the Paladin of the Watchmen League? You two looked very close. Are you two well-acquainted personally?”
    

    
      “Hunter Kim!”
    

    
      
        Whoa. So this is the famous Hunter’s “Let me shake your hand!”, huh? It’s the sign of a celebrity Hunter, but there’s just no end to it…
      
    

    
      I now understood why the Fire Emperor had been so annoyed by reporters. For a moment, I wondered how I should answer. I decided to keep it short.
    

    
      “I’m also going to clear the twentieth floor.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Have a great day, everyone. Send me.”
    

    
      White light emerged from below me.
    

    
      “Ah. W-wait! Mr. Kim Gong-Ja!”
    

    
      “No! Get him!”
    

    
      “Please answer a few more questions—!”
    

    
      
        I’m sorry. I think staying mysterious is the best choice for me. 
      
    

    
      Right before the light fully enveloped me, I listened to the apparent goddess’ voice for the last time.
    

    
      
        [Those of you who climb the Tower, may luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The light around me slowly died out, revealing…a vast battlefield.
    

    
      
        Grrrrrr!
      
    

    
      
        Roarrrrr!
      
    

    
      Goblins, orcs, ogres… Hideous monsters were swarming from beyond the horizon. I had seen them in the hunting grounds below the tenth floor, but there were too many of them now. They blanketed the battlefield like a swarm of ants.
    

    
      “Stop them!”
    

    
      “I-it’s impossible! There’s too many of them!”
    

    
      “Don’t back down! The empire is doomed if we lose this harbor!”
    

    
      Only a handful of people were opposing the army of monsters. Judging from their armor, their civilization seemed to be somewhere between the ancient and medieval eras. 
    

    
      These human soldiers were desperately holding positions in the harbor. They had positioned themselves with their backs to a deep river, deliberately leaving them no room to retreat.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “What in the world is going on…?”
    

    
      “Whoa! E-everyone, be careful! Arrows are coming from all directions!”
    

    
      The Hunters had been dumped onto the battlefield without warning, so it was understandable for them to be looking around blankly. Up until now, they had been hunting monsters in safely prepared hunting grounds. They had never experienced an actual battlefield, but this was going to be their daily life now that they were above the tenth floor.
    

    
      
        The tutorial is over, 
      
      I thought.
    

    
      Every floor was a battlefield in which they had to risk their lives every day.
    

    
      Someone approached the bewildered Hunters. He didn’t seem to be an ordinary soldier given his splendid armor.
    

    
      “My, my! You’re here to save the empire! Thank you, heroes!” the man—the general—exclaimed.
    

    
      “Heroes?” the Hunter mumbled. “What is he talking about?”
    

    
      “Idiot, didn’t you hear what the angel said in the plaza earlier? They’re under attack from the Demon King. That’s why we’re playing heroes here.”
    

    
      “Please be quiet! The people in the back can’t hear him!”
    

    
      “Whoa, is this for real? Are those soldiers real humans or NPCs…”
    

    
      “Would you please be quiet over there!”
    

    
      More Hunters continued to arrive as they spoke. They pushed each other away to make some space, but more people showed up in the newly created space. It was chaos.
    

    
      “Heroes! Please help me and the army and save the empire!”
    

    
      Fortunately, I and some of the skilled Hunters knew how to enhance our vision and hearing using aura. While the less skilled Hunters were blanking out, we few listened to the NPC general.
    

    
      “This harbor is the empire’s last lifeline. It must be protected so that the capital can continue to receive supplies. Heroes from another world, please protect the Aegim Empire with us!”
    

    
      Just then, I heard a voice in my head.
    

    
      
        [The quest of the eleventh floor has been given.]
      
    

    
      The system window opened in front of me.
    

    
      
        
          Defend the Supply Line
        
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty level: F~A
      
    

    
      
        Goal: A disaster has befallen the Aegim Empire. Its name is the Demon King. This legendary figure has finally raised an army. The wicked and strong Demon King wishes to cut the empire’s first supply lines.
      
    

    
      
        Protect the harbor! This battle will be the first stepping stone in the Aegim Empire’s salvation.
      
    

    
      
        ※However, the twelfth floor will not be opened if you lose the battle.
      
    

    
      It was said that seeing is believing.
    

    
      “Quest…?”
    

    
      “See? The Demon King is here.”
    

    
      “I’ve never heard of the Aegim Empire.”
    

    
      The confused mass of Hunters slowly grasped the situation. They stopped talking and pulled out their weapons. Teams were formed from the Hunters who were already working together, and some of the Hunters started swinging their swords at the goblins right away.
    

    
      “I see,” the Sword Star muttered to himself as he drew his sword. He was standing in the front lines. Everyone around him was covered in blood and monsters after he had cut off the heads of around six monsters like straw puppets. 
    

    
       “...Although I don’t understand what exactly is going on, I guess the point is to take them down.” 
    

    
      The Sword Star rejoined the battle, which was enough to bring the rest of the Hunters back to their senses and kick them into action.
    

    
      “Whoaaaaa!”
    

    
      “Yes! Follow the Sword Star!”
    

    
      “You fucking goblins! I’ve chopped up thousands of you over the last six years!”
    

    
      Thousands of Hunters raised their weapons and charged into battle, followed by thousands more. The humans’ hopeless defense turned with a surge of new bodies.
    

    
      While the battle was turning into a messy melee, I remained in the rear with a smile dancing on my lips.
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      I heard a voice that other Hunters didn’t get to hear.
    

    
      
        [Welcome, Hunter Kim Gong-Ja.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your rewards for clearing the tenth floor will be given now.]
      
    

    
      My special reward had arrived.
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        [You have received the God of War’s blessing for clearing the normal stage.]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have the map of the Tower from the eleventh to the twentieth floors.]
      
    

    
      A translucent map appeared in front of me with red and blue dots scattered chaotically across it. It was like a mini-map from a game. Judging from the positions, the red dots indicated monsters, and the blue dots meant humans.
    

    
      
        —Tsk, tsk…
      
       The Guardian’s face scrunched up.
      
         Yeah, I knew you would receive an unfair reward! While we peasants are walking on the ground, you fly above everyone. Phew, fine. Ditch the training, and throw away the chance to build a strong foundation. Weasel out from everything in your life. Seriously, this Tower is really unfair. People just don’t realize it. The rich just get richer—
      
    

    
      The Guardian’s geezer grumbling cut short.
    

    
      
        [You have received the God of Mortals’s blessing for clearing the hidden stage! 
      
    

    
      
        [You can now see the names, abilities, and locations of all NPCs from the eleventh to the twentieth floors.]
      
    

    
      
        —...Huh?
      
    

    
      I wasn’t done receiving my rewards.
    

    
      
        [You have received the God of Trade’s blessing for clearing the hidden stage!]
      
    

    
      
        [You can claim one of the items on the eleventh to twentieth floors.]
      
    

    
      Two lists blinked into existence beside the mini-map. One listed the NPCs’ names and abilities, and the other had the items and their effects.  
    

    
      “Kill them! Stay calm, and keep them at a distance!”
    

    
      “
      
        Arghhhh!
      
       The g-goblins are throwing spears!”
    

    
      The Hunters were diligently engaged in the battle on the front line. The orcs howled, and the human soldiers bled. Amid the chaos and clamor battlefield, the Guardian and I were the only ones who were silent. We were at a loss for words. 
    

    
      “Ah,” I finally whispered. “This system is as good as a Game of the Year…”
    

    
      
        —What the fuck is this? A second-rate gacha has less RNG than this! 
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Each floor of the Tower had a theme. Perhaps a more apt word was 
      
        genre
      
      . From the first to the tenth floors, it had been a tutorial so rookie Hunters could get used to the Tower. Hunters had relatively safe hunting grounds and a city where they could rest without the slightest worry. 
    

    
      In contrast, the genre from the eleventh to the twentieth floor was…
    

    
      
        …the Demon King’s invasion.
      
    

    
      It could also be considered the Demon King versus the heroes. Since the Hunters were protecting a human empire, it was close to a defense game.
    

    
      
        Hunters are supposed to fight off the Demon King’s giant swarming army. 
      
    

    
      Anyhow, the important part was that Hunters were going to engage in a totally different type of battle. Monsters in the tutorial hunting grounds used to roam around alone. However, starting from this floor, they moved in groups which soon evolved into an army.
    

    
      There were only two ways to defeat the monster army the Hunters and I were confronted with.
    

    
      
        Become a one-man army…
      
    

    
      I eyed the Sword Star, who was massacring monsters with blue slashes of aura. 
    

    
      
        ...or make an army of my own. 
      
      I grinned. 
      
        I’m going to choose the latter.
      
    

    
      Since I had awesome gifts, it would be a waste not to use them. I didn’t have the necessary skills to lead an army—which was only natural since I had never done it—however, one could always make new Skills, and I had the means to create any Skills I needed.
    

    
      “Show me my status window.”
    

    
      Before I jumped into the battle, I first checked my status.
    

    
      
        Name: Kim Gong-Ja
      
    

    
      
        Class: E
      
    

    
      
        Skills (5/5):
      
    

    
      
        1. I Want To Be Like You(S+)
      
    

    
      
        2. Returner’s Clockwork(EX)
      
    

    
      
        3. Sword Constellation(A+)
      
    

    
      
        4. High Society of Goblins(F) 
      
    

    
      
        5. Always Be Careful Of Fire (A)
      
    

    
      
        ※The God of War’s blessing is in effect.
      
    

    
      
        ※The God of Mortals’ blessing is in effect.
      
    

    
      
        ※The God of Trade’s blessing is in effect.
      
    

    
      
        Good.
      
    

    
      “Hey, Mr. Sword Emperor,” I said, smiling. “Did you say a second-rate gacha has less RNG than the Tower does?”
    

    
      
        —Yeah, that’s exactly what I said, you rotten Zombie!
      
    

    
      “Let me show you why I think the Tower made a system that’s as thoughtful as a Game of the Year.” I first pulled up the NPC list that the God of Mortals’s blessing had presented me.
    

    
      
        
          Enju
        
      
    

    
      
        Social Status: Conscript
      
    

    
      
        Location: Harbor City Kungur of the eleventh floor
      
    

    
      
        
          Caria
        
      
    

    
      
        Social Status: Private
      
    

    
      
        Location: Harbor City Kungur of the eleventh floor
      
    

    
      
        
          Sorte
        
      
    

    
      
        Social Status: Serf
      
    

    
      
        Location: Panbasa Barony of the thirteenth floor.
      
    

    
      
        
          Lapa Casabella
        
      
    

    
      
        Social Status: Sergeant
      
    

    
      
        Location: Orome Barrier Valley of the fourteenth floor
      
    

    
      
        
          Dopep
        
      
    

    
      
        Social status: Blacksmith
      
    

    
      
        Location: Imperial Capital Arkmnia of the twelfth floor. 
      
    

    
      
        …
      
    

    
      The list seemed to contain hundreds of thousands of people. It was all a jumbled mess.
    

    
      “Only show me NPCs on the eleventh floor.”
    

    
      It looked like the list understood my request. It moved on its own and deleted many of the names, leaving only the NPCs on the eleventh floor, as I had asked.
    

    
      
        
          Enju
        
      
    

    
      
        Social Status: Conscript
      
    

    
      
        Location: Harbor City Kungur of the eleventh floor
      
    

    
      
        
          Caria
        
      
    

    
      
        Social Status: Private
      
    

    
      
        Location: Harbor City Kungur of the eleventh floor
      
    

    
      
        
          Corte
        
      
    

    
      
        Social Status: Sergeant
      
    

    
      
        Location: Harbor City Kungur of the eleventh floor
      
    

    
      
        
          Amargam
        
      
    

    
      
        Social Status: Conscript
      
    

    
      
        Location: Harbor City Kungur of the eleventh floor
      
    

    
      
        …
      
    

    
      I wasn’t done.
    

    
      “List the one hundred people with the highest Skills.”
    

    
      The Guardian inhaled sharply. He realized what I was trying to do.
      
         
      
      Immediately, his grumblings were replaced by a genuinely urgent attempt to dissuade me.
    

    
      
        —Hold on, Zombie!  This isn’t right. Let’s fight after you build your strength step by step. Please? Train step by step, build a solid foundation, and learn more about swordplay! That’s best for you!
      
    

    
      “I can do it later!”
    

    
      
        —Eeeekk! I know you’re a weasel, but this is too much cheating! Don’t you feel ashamed to your namesake?
      
    

    
      “Well, no, I’m fine.”
    

    
      No matter what the Guardian said, the list continued to move in response to my request. The letters dispersed and reassembled. When it was complete, I had a new list.
    

    
      
        
          Rohan Panbasa
        
      
    

    
      
        Social status: Panbasa Knights Commander
      
    

    
      
        
          Sarbas Aegim
        
      
    

    
      
        Social status: Kungur Regional Brigadier General. 
      
    

    
      
        
          Joshua Camancha
        
      
    

    
      
        Social status:  Senior Imperial Knight 
      
    

    
      
        
          Tomund
        
      
    

    
      
        Social status: Leading Shield Unit Private
      
    

    
      
        …
      
    

    
      This was it. I was almost there. While the Guardian was raging, I yelled, “Show me the top three NPCs with military command Skills!”
    

    
      
        —Arghhh! Ahhhhhh!
      
    

    
      Yes, I didn’t know how to lead an army, but that wasn’t a problem at all. I could take it from other NPCs!
    

    
      
        
          Sarbas Aegim
        
      
    

    
      
        Social status: Kungur Regional Brigadier General
      
    

    
      
        
          Rohan Panbasa
        
      
    

    
      
        Social status: Panbasa Knight Commander
      
    

    
      
        
          Sein Camen
        
      
    

    
      
        Social status: Shield Unit Colonel
      
    

    
      The list of hundreds of thousands of people had now been shortened to three people. I gave one more order:
    

    
      “Show me these three people’s locations on the map.”
    

    
      
        —You fraud!
      
    

    
      The list from the God of Mortals’s blessing turned into three green dots of light on the God of War’s mini-map. It was perfect. I now had the locations of the NPCs with command Skills. It just needed one final touch.
    

    
      “Okay. Show me my current location!”
    

    
      I turned to the Guardian. “See? The system is a perfect GOTY. It only requires basic application skills to upgrade rewards from moderately nice to super good. All of this is possible because I’ve been diligently using my brain to solve the problems I face.”
    

    
      
        —No, you didn’t! You just weaseled out of problems!
      
    

    
      “Hehe. Weaseling requires a brain too.”
    

    
      I was ready and had no reason to wait around any longer. I located the nearest NPC, who was the general that had welcomed the Hunters in the beginning. He happened to have the best command Skill overall and was conveniently nearby, so I immediately went running to him.
    

    
      “General Sarbas Aegim.”
    

    
      “Hmm? Oh, you’re the hero from another world. Is something wrong?’ The general, who had been giving orders to his subordinates, turned to face me.
    

    
      He had a nice mustache. His Skill would be nice too.
    

    —Run! Run away, you idiot NPC! He’s not a hero. He’ll use you to the soul if he has to, like those guys in Yongsan![1] the Guardian screamed.

    
      The guys in Yongsan? The ghost seemed to have become Korean after living with me for the last few days.
    

    
      “I’m glad to hear that you trust me, General. But I’ll have to use that faith to ask you for a favor.”
    

    
      “Go on! My people and I never thought we were going to win, but thanks to your arrival, we now see a hope for winning this war. I’ll do anything in my power to help you.”
    

    
      “Please kill me.”
    

    
      The general’s eyes widened. “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “...I actually have a secret weapon. It’s a sort of self-offering. If I die, everyone on the battlefield will receive a divine blessing. Once the blessing is active, the empire will win without a doubt.” I tried to look and sound as resolute as possible. It was actually easier than I thought—all I had to do was remember the moment the Fire Emperor had burned me to death.
    

    
      
        —Argh! He’s lying! This Zombie doesn’t have a sacrifice Skill like that!
      
    

    
      
        Hmm? I think a loser ghost who died right before reaching the Tower’s hundredth floor should be quiet here.
      
    

    
      “W-why would a blessing work like that…? No, wait—I still can’t take the life of a hero!”
    

    
      “General Sarbas Aegim, let’s think this through: I’m going to kill myself, regardless of whether or not you help me.” I looked unwaveringly into his eyes. “This is the most sure way to help the empire. But I’m asking you to do this as a personal favor.”
    

    
      “A personal favor…?”
    

    
      “You’re the commander who is tasked to protect this harbor, and you want the empire’s victory more than anyone else. That is the kind of person whose hands I want to put my life in, rather than killing myself or being murdered by evil monsters.”
    

    
      The general’s expression turned grim.
    

    
      “We have no time! Hurry!”
    

    
      “Even if it’s for the empire’s survival, I can’t believe I have to take the life of a person who came all the way from a different world to help us…”
    

    
      
        —Hey. Hey! Do you seriously believe him? What the heck? You buy this? Out of everyone in the universe, you choose to trust Kim Zombie? Seriously?
      
    

    
      “Ahh. My world must be cursed. The Demon King was supposed to be a legend, but he has emerged into the real world. Endless swarms of monsters plague the empire, and now I have to take the life of a hero. It’s all because of the curse…”
    

    
      
        —Curse, my ass! Your peanut brain is the curse!
      
    

    
      “My goddess. Please do not forgive me…” The general let out a lamentful sigh plucked straight from a tragedy and wrapped his hand around the hilt of his sword.
    

    
      The fine blade was unsheathed.
    

    
      “...I will finish it in one strike so it’ll be painless.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      I meant what I said. I didn’t care about dying, but I hated pain.
    

    
      “Please tell me your name,” the general politely requested. 
    

    
      “It’s Kim Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “Kim Gong-Ja… On behalf of the Aegim Empire, I offer you my sincerest gratitude. You are a true hero!”
    

    
      Just like the general promised, his aura-infused sword delivered a clean execution.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Duplicating NPC Sarbas Aegim’s Skills at random.]
      
    

    
      As expected, it was possible to copy an NPC’s Skills.
    

    
      When I couldn’t feel anything anymore, I heard the Guardian screaming.
    

    
      
        —Stop dying, you little shit! Are you happy that all your Skills are freebies!?
      
    

    
      
        Even Confucius wouldn’t say no to this!
      
       I replied.
    

    
      It was time to repeat an exciting day.
    

    

    
      1. The raw is 이놈은 용사(hero/pronounced as Yongsa)가 아니라 용팔이(pronounced as Yongpari)야! It’s a Korean wordplay using the similarity of the two words’ pronunciation. 용팔이 is a derogatory word for peddlers in Yongsan Electronics Market. They used to be notorious for forcing/deceiving their customers. Their marketing strategy eventually led to their downfall. ☜
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      The saying went that there was always a bigger fish. There was also a saying that said that some Hunters wielded their swords, while other Hunters led soldiers. The second one was said by me, Mr. Gong-Ja.
    

    
      “Hey, what is that!”
    

    
      “Huh? He looks like a Hunter…”
    

    
      Hunters, who had been diligently slaying monsters, turned and stared. Looking away while standing among howling monsters was a dangerous move, but the Hunters could afford it because of the momentary respite I had created for them.
    

    
      “Hero!” the general shouted, turning slightly to look back at me. “Are you sure this is the right direction?”
    

    
      When the general shook, I also shook because we were riding on the same horse. While the general took the reins, I sat in the back. It wasn’t a comfortable ride, but it was an awesome ride—because a thousand soldiers were following the general and I.
    

    
      “Yes, I’m sure. Head straight until I tell you to turn right. Once you do that, you’ll see the Demon King’s legion-master. There are quite a lot of monsters around us, but it’ll be fine. We can wipe them out first.”
    

    
      “Ohhh! Understood! All of you, follow me!” The general held up his command baton. “The hero sent by the goddess protects us!”
    

    
      The soldiers let out a mighty roar and charged out of their defensive positions. They now marched to break through the monster army. Goblins and orcs stood in their way, but the monsters’ efforts were futile.
    

    
      “Hehe.” I snickered. Thanks to my mini-map, I could advise the general to aim for the region with the least number of monsters.
    

    
      “Ah. Turn right here, please.”
    

    
      “Yes, hero of the goddess!”
    

    
      It took more than my mini-map to earn the general’s trust, though. The main reason why this was possible was that I repeated today and had made preparations. When I had gotten the general’s Skill, I had also happened to witness his trauma. Well, that was a story for another time. Now was the time to focus on the ongoing battle.
    

    
      
        Show me my status window.
      
    

    
      
        Name: Kim Gong-Ja
      
    

    
      
        Class: E
      
    

    
      
        Skills (5/5):
      
    

    
      
        1. I Want To Be Like You (S+)
      
    

    
      
        2. Returner’s Clockwork (EX)
      
    

    
      
        3. Sword Constellation (A+)
      
    

    
      
        4. High Society of Goblins (F) 
      
    

    
      
        5. Battlefield Eyes (B)
      
    

    
      
        The new Skill I got is war-related.
      
    

    
      
        Battlefield Eyes 
      
      was a very self-explanatory Skill. Using this ability, I could instinctively understand the battlefield. It allowed me to tell where the enemy was vulnerable to being breached. It also told me if my allies could be advantageous for the battle.
    

    
      
        But the Skill wasn’t all I used to make this work.
      
       I held up a sword with a grin. It wasn’t an ordinary sword or the dagger I used to kill myself; it glowed with holy light and its pommel was sculpted into the shape of a roaring lion. When the sword unleashed a pillar of silver light, the soldiers across the battlefield were stunned.
    

    
      “The goddess has blessed us!”
    

    
      “That’s the first emperor’s holy sword. Ah, the goddess hasn’t abandoned our empire!”
    

    
      “Glory to the Aegim Empire”
    

    
      Yes, this sword, which I had chosen with the blessing of the God of Trade, was the last piece of the puzzle that I needed to lead the army.
    

    
      
        
          Lefanta Aegim’s Holy Protector Sword
        
      
    

    
      
        Rarity: Legendary
      
    

    
      
        Description: The saying, “The one who possesses the holy sword shall have the continent,” comes from the legend of the Aegim Empire’s founding emperor. In the legend, the goddess bestowed the holy sword to him. 
      
    

    
      
        However, the sword also comes with the saying “The one who has the continent will be bound by fate.”
      
    

    
      
        The founding ancestor left after choosing his successor. It is unclear if he killed himself or was murdered. The legend and history are yet to determine his true fate, and his and his holy sword’s whereabouts still remain unknown.
      
    

    
      
        Only a single line of prophecy has been left to guide everyone: “The wielder of the holy sword shall arrive on the day of destiny.”
      
    

    
      
        Whoever possesses the holy protector sword gains absolute trust and support from the people of the Aegim Empire.
      
    

    
      The legendary item was super effective.
    

    
      “Hurray for the empire! Hurray for the hero!”
    

    
      “My goddess, please protect us!”
    

    
      “Attack them! Sweep away those filthy monsters!”
    

    
      The soldiers charged with redoubled courage. From their perspective, I, with my Skill, was a true hero from their legends. Though the general NPC was their actual leader and I was just an advisor…I felt like I was their commander. It was an exhilarating feeling.
    

    
      
        Ah, this is great. Just fantastic. The sight alone is enough reward for clearing the hidden stage. 
      
    

    
      The Guardian went on a rampage.
    

    
      
        —That’s the shittiest item ever! It’s just a sturdy, flashy sword. That’s it!
      
    

    
      
        Tsk, tsk. Did you lose your sentimentalism when you became a ghost? It’s a sturdy, flashy sword that makes the NPCs on the eleventh to twentieth floors love me. Don’t you get it? NPCs aren’t just tools to give us quests! They should be used to clear them!
      
    

    
      It was just a matter of thinking outside the box, but it actually worked. While the other Hunters were shedding blood sweat and tears as they fought, I rode freely across the battlefield with the general. Whenever I brushed past the Hunters, they were left perplexed and slack-jawed. 
    

    
      “Is that…?”
    

    
      “Why does he get to be the only one who goes around with the general?”
    

    
      “Isn’t he an NPC?”
    

    
      “Hold on a second. I think he’s giving the general an order…”
    

    
      “Look at his clothes! He’s a Hunter!”
    

    
      “Who is he…?”
    

    
      Surprise, doubt, envy, jealousy… Those were the most common reactions when someone was forced to look up at someone else.
    

    
      
        Ah, this is it. Man, this is good.
      
    

    
      The thrill was intoxicating.
    

    
      
        —...You lunatic. I taught you how to use aura so that you would hone your sword skills, not enhance your hearing and eavesdrop. You’re something else, Zombie. You’re a true zombie…
      
    

    
      
        I’m just honest. I like the feeling!
      
    

    
      The human army’s charge was succeeding. Many of the monsters were brought down one after another despite their attempts to stop the humans.
    

    
      However, on the left were skilled Hunters, led by the Sword Star, massacring orcs.
    

    
      “Hahaha! What an incredible day! A new type of battle! A new era! How—”
    

    
      “Shut up! If you have time to talk, use it to kill more goblins!”
    

    
      On the right were the Inquisitor, the Viper, and the others from major guilds. The wings of the monsters’ formation broke down. The monsters couldn’t afford to spare any more of them to stop us from breaking through. Inevitably, the goblins’ heads were crushed under the hooves of the cavalry and the soldiers thrust their spears through the orcs’ guts.
    

    
      “We can win!”
    

    
      “Follow the general! Follow the hero!”
    

    
      Break through. Break through! The humans finally managed to break through the enemy’s lines, bringing them onto the doorstep of the Demon King’s legion-master, who showed up as an unusually red dot in my mini-map. I looked over the general’s shoulder and spotted the Goblin King anxiously pacing back and forth in the distance.
    

    
      “Gorr. Gorrr.” 
    

    
      
        Ha. 
      
      I couldn’t help but sneer at what I saw. 
      
        I didn’t expect the enemy commander of the eleventh floor to be a Goblin King.
      
    

    
      Since it was leading a legion of thousands of monsters, it would be stronger than the Goblin King I had killed on the fifth floor, of course. However, it was still a goblin. The Goblin King was still helpless if the cavalry charged it together.
    

    
      Above all, I had a Skill that specialized in dealing with goblins.
    

    
      
        [The Skill 
        
          High Society of Goblins 
        
        has been activated.]
      
    

    
      “Gorrr! Gorrrr!” The Goblin King held up its staff, directing the monsters around it. 
    

    
      It was similar to a human saying, “Stop them, you fools!”
    

    
      I roared at the Goblin King in perfect Goblinian!
    

    
      “Goorrrrr!”
    

    
      “G-gorr?”
    

    
      “Gorrrrrr!”
    

    
      “Gorrrr?” The Goblin King was visibly confused, which naturally made the monsters around panic too.
    

    
      The humans didn’t stop marching. The Goblin King could have used the moment to stop them, but it had lost its last chance. Only then did the Goblin King realize that it had been deceived.
    

    
      “Gorrrrr?” it sputtered.
    

    
      However, it was too late.
    

    
      “It was good gorrring with you!” I infused my holy protector sword with aura and chopped down at the Goblin King. 
    

    
      The holy sword smoothly sliced through the Goblin King’s head like a hot knife through butter. Something hard—which I assumed to be its neck bones—stopped the sword for a moment, but before it could let out a proper scream, its head went flying in the air.
    

    
      The general slowed down his horse and shouted, “The hero took out the enemy leader!”
    

    
      He wasn’t speaking to me. It was meant for his soldiers. The general focused his aura into his neck so that his voice could be heard over the chaos of the battlefield. The cavalry riding near the general immediately understood what their commander was trying to do.
    

    
      “The enemy leader is dead!”
    

    
      “The goddess’s hero has slain the enemy leader!”
    

    
      The word passed from the general to his entourage, and from his entourage to his officers. The message relayed on and on until it reached every last soldier, echoing over the battlefield like thunder.
    

    
      The regiments waved their flags and cheered wildly. This battlefield had claimed their comrades and nearly drowned them in monsters, but the soldiers could finally rejoice.
    

    
      I got off the horse and looked around. My eyes met those of a flag bearer. He seemed to have lost his arm during the battle, and held up the flag with only his right arm. However, he smiled from ear to ear and raised the dirty, stained flag higher. The warm sunlight shone down on it. 
    

    
      “Glory to the Aegim Empire!”
    

    
      We were victorious.
    

    
      “Wipe out the stragglers!”
    

    
      “Attack! Attack! Spare no monster!”
    

    
      The tide of the battle had turned completely.
    

    
      
        Krrr, krrrr.
      
    

    
      
        Howl!
      
    

    
      The monsters, who used to be like ferocious beasts, began to run away.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Look at those bastards.”
    

    
      The Hunters’ expression changed. Although all-out war wasn’t their specialty, hunting down lone, scattered monsters was a different story. The Hunters bared their fangs and went after the goblins and orcs.
    

    
      “Kill them all!”
    

    
      The hunt was on. It was a one-sided massacre and didn’t take long to come to an end. Soon, a voice was heard in our heads. It was as clear and loud as the general’s victory cry.
    

    
      
        [Stage Clear!]
      
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      
        [The eleventh floor has been cleared today.]
      
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      
        [The eleventh floor has been cleared today.]
      
    

    
      It was the sound of victory.
    

    
      “Woahhhh! Is this for real?”
    

    
      “We’re so strong!”
    

    
      “All hail the Black Dragon Guild!”
    

    
      Now the Hunters, like the soldiers, broke into celebration. Some threw their hats in the air, like they had done in the Plaza. I could see several Hunters hugging each other. 
    

    
      They advanced like an angry tide, and it took less than a day to clear the eleventh floor! It was a remarkable achievement.
    

    
      
        [Calculating the number of champions…]
      
    

    
      
        [The calculation has been completed.]
      
    

    
      
        [The number of champions has exceeded the maximum limit.]
      
    

    
      
        [Selecting the top ten champions.]
      
    

    
      The Hunters looked up and watched the light turn into a long list.
    

    
      
        
          The Quest Completion Contribution List:
        
      
    

    
      
        First Place: Kim Gong-Ja
      
    

    
      
        Second Place: Sword Star
      
    

    
      
        Third Place: Inquisitor
      
    

    
      
        Fourth Place: Viper
      
    

    
      
        Fifth Place: Paladin
      
    

    
      
        Sixth Place: Black Witch
      
    

    
      
        Seventh Place: Countess
      
    

    
      
        …
      
    

    
      Familiar names filled the list, but the increasingly loud buzz among the Hunters didn’t concern them.
    

    
      “Huh? The first place doesn’t have a title?”
    

    
      “Sword Star is in second place?”
    

    
      “Wait, Kim Gong-Ja is…”
    

    
      It hadn’t been long since the media had disclosed my name, so it was natural for the Hunters to not recognize it. However, it didn’t take long for someone from the crowd to shout, “Oh, it’s the tenth-floor champion!”
    

    
      “That’s right! The champion’s name is Gong-Ja!”
    

    
      “Wait, a Hunter the Tower hasn’t even given a title became the top champion again?”
    

    
      “Is he a martial artist who came out of seclusion…?”
    

    
      
        —Hmph. No way he is. He’s just a skilled weasel… 
      
      The Guardian pouted.
    

    
      
        Why don’t you admit that the Tower’s system is GOTY?
      
    

    
      
        —I can’t admit it! I won’t admit it! 
      
      The Guardian turned his back on me petulantly.
    

    
      It looked like he was sulky because I’d neglected my sword training. This ghost…had the tendency to value people’s basic abilities over their Skills.
    

    
      I smiled bitterly. 
      
        I’ll train my swordsmanship before I complete the twentieth floor. Don’t get too angry.
      
    

    
      
        —What? Really? 
      
      The Guardian turned ever so slightly.
    

    
      
        Yeah, of course. I’m with the Sword Emperor, so I have to learn everything you can teach me. You cleared the ninety-ninth floor, after all. I should be begging you to teach me. 
      
    

    
      
        —That is right! Man, you finally recognize my true value, Zombie. You know, the stages were a little different from those of your Tower, but nothing could stop me in the Tower from my world. The eleventh floor was just a light exercise!
      
    

    
      The Guardian spun around in the air as if he’d never been sullen.
    

    
      Oh, it was so easy to please this ghost. I had no idea anyone could be this simple.
    

    
      As I watched the Guardian’s air show, the general approached me.
    

    
      “Hero of the goddess.”  
    

    
      He was covered in monster blood, but his face was clean. Maybe he had cleaned it before he came to look for me.
    

    
      “Thanks to you, we could win. Thank you. You have my eternal gratitude.” The general beamed. 
    

    
      “No, it was a team effort.”
    

    
      “Hahahaha.” The general awkwardly scratched his cheek. “I guess I was worried about nothing.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “The temple gave us a prophecy long ago. The Demon King’s legion will arrive, but heroes from a different world will also be summoned someday. Therefore, we don’t have to worry… I was skeptical about the prophecy. This world isn’t even theirs, so I believed that it was unlikely for these heroes to fight for us. But I was worried for nothing.” The general smiled. “I would like to thank you again.”
    

    
      The general held out his hand, offering me a handshake. Although we were from different worlds, handshakes carried similar meanings in both of our worlds. Perhaps this was because humans in both worlds had two hands.
    

    
      “Please keep up your great work.”
    

    
      “I’ll try.” I laughed quietly. 
    

    
      We shook hands.
    

    
      
        [Calculating the rewards…]
      
    

    
      
        [The calculation has been completed.]
      
    

    
      
        [Preparing the rewards for the top ten champions.]
      
    

    
      A light enveloped me. It wasn’t just me—pillars of light emerged from all across the battlefield. One, two, three, four… A total of ten light pillars shot into the sky.
    

    
      
        [The top ten champions will enter the twelfth floor first.]
      
    

    
      
        [The remaining champions cannot enter the twelfth floor until the top ten champions receive their rewards.]
      
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      
        [Before the top ten champions…]
      
    

    
      That was bad news for the eleventh or twelfth Hunter, but the reward system was quite fair.
    

    
      “Please protect the empire,” the general said before the light pillar covered my vision. 
    

    
      And we were summoned to the twelfth floor.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 25: The Chosen Ones (1)
—Hey, hold up. Gramps Marcus is one of the top ten champions, so you all are teleported to the twelfth floor, he’ll lose it as soon as he sees you and attack. How are you going to deal with that? the Guardian asked as the light around me became brighter.
Don’t worry. It’s fine. The worst thing that can happen is I die. 
—Kim Zombie, you… The Guardian’s eyebrows twitched, which was a sign that he was about to start nagging.
Oops.
I’m saying that it’s fine because I have a plan, I quickly added. I’m Kim Gong-Ja. The Sword Emperor-certified weasel! Trust me on this.
—You really have a plan?
Of course! It’s concrete. I’ll show you soon.
—Ahem. The Guardian crossed his arms, unsure of my answer.
Whether he liked it or not, it was already too late. The teleportation of the top ten champions had already begun, and I had no way of escaping this light. I had to face the Sword Star and deal with whatever future was waiting for me. I closed my eyes.
[The teleportation has been completed.]
When I opened my eyes again, I was already on the twelfth floor. It was completely different from the eleventh floor. While the eleventh floor was the intense, messy battlefield where people fought for their very lives, the twelfth floor was the luxurious palace of the Aegim Empire.
...No. I looked around. I guess imperial politics is as intense and messy as an actual war.
The other top ten champions were teleported to the palace’s audience chamber one after another. I had never met some of them, but most of them, like the Black Witch and Countess, I had met yesterday.  They were the leaders of the major guilds for a reason.  
“Oh?”
“Hmmm.”
My eyes met those of the other Hunters. Each reacted differently. Some gave me a bright smile as if they knew I would be here first, but there were other Hunters who frowned. Evidently, they had not expected me to take first place again.
“Mr. Kim, that was marvelous!” the Inquisitor exclaimed. He was a clear case of the former. “I had fun watching your brilliant performance on the eleventh floor! I never thought about using NPCs like that. I was impressed!”
With his small stature, he looked like a puppy as he came running to me.
“Is the sword on your belt a special item? I noticed that the NPCs began to follow your lead the moment after they saw it. Is it your reward for clearing the tenth floor?”
“Well, yeah…”
“I knew it!” The Inquisitor looked up at me, brimming with positivity. “You used the reward from the tenth floor to achieve the greatest results on the eleventh floor. You’re pretty resourceful, aren’t you!”
“Ummm, well, it’s not that special…”
“People will be jealous of you, Mr. Kim. They’ll treat you like a Hunter who just got lucky, but ignore them all! All your achievements are built on your skills!”
Is he an angel? I wondered.
—Hey, Kim Zombie! Idiot! the Guardian yelled all of a sudden. His voice was urgent, different from his usual teasing tone. Be careful! Behind you…!
Before the guardian could finish speaking, an incident broke out. The first one to react was the Inquisitor.
“Hmm.” His smile vanished for the first time and his eyes narrowed. He pulled on my wrist, causing me to lose balance and stumble a step toward him, allowing him to push me behind him and take my original position.
“Divine Formula: Carnal Body.”
I heard a loud clang of metal hitting something hard. It wasn’t some random piece of metal—it was a sword, swung with the clear intention to kill.
“Haha.” The Inquisitor laughed, but his eyes were cold. “This is a surprise, Sword Star. When did you change your occupation to assassin?”
“Move,” the Sword Star coldly commanded. The senior gentleman in a suit was pointing his long sword at the Inquisitor and me. No, I was wrong. He was only pointing it at me.
“I’m going to kill him.”
***
A tense silence filled the chamber. My skin stung as if the air were charged with electricity. Only the Inquisitor’s remained unaffected.
“Excuse me,” he said, his cheerful tone unchanged, “but are you talking about Mr. Kim Gong-Ja?”
“Exactly,” the Sword Star answered. “If you won’t move, I’ll take one of your arms.”
The corners of the Inquisitor’s mouth rose slightly. “Now that’s quite a problem! I can’t move out of your way right now. Mr. Kim earned the recognition of not only my Pantheon but also the rest of the Five Guilds!”
“Young man, you really have no attachment to your arm, do you.”
“That’s a bit of a problem too! I still need both of my arms for a variety of purposes.” The Inquisitor tilted his head and smiled. “Can you tell me why you’re after Mr. Kim?”
“I have no obligation to do that.”
“Is there no way to make you give up?”
“No, there isn’t. Just get out of my way already,” the Sword Star demanded.
Yes, the Sword Star didn’t know about my Skill, so from his perspective, I was a butcherer who had killed over four thousand people. I could understand his reaction.
“I’ll tell you again. I’m going to kill him.”
“Hmm! Then I guess there’s no other choice.” The Inquisitor pressed his hands together. “I’ll have to subdue you here. Divine Formula: Teleportation.”
Just then, a flash of light behind the Sword Star introduced two more Hunters to the scene: the Viper of the OJP Sect and the Paladin, the assistant leader of the Watchmen League. Both Hunters, well-known for their skills in close combat, let out a shout and swung their weapons at the Sword Star.
“You flies…” The Sword Star clicked his tongue, and  immediately launched his first attack. It only took two aura strikes for the Paladin’s cheek to be scratched and the Viper to end up with a cut in his arm. Everything happened in a flash.
“Y-you’re a monster, old man! What in the hell do they feed you! Why are you still so energetic?! Get old already! Retire! Because of people like you, young people like me can’t shine!” the Viper spitefully screamed.
“You’re already over forty, too,” the Sword Star scoffed. “In the eyes of truly young people, you’re also old.”
“Don’t be ridiculous! Forty is still the prime of life. Actually, it’s the true beginning of li—”
“Mr. Viper, you are old! And you look old too!”
“Is that damn preacher really on the same side as me?”
“Phew.” The Paladin sighed. “Focus on the opponent in front of you, Mr. Viper. We’re already at a disadvantage here.”
She didn’t drop her guard. If anything, she was only growing more wary. The Inquisitor, the Viper, and the Paladin—no less than three High Rankers—were surrounding the Sword Star, but he continued to stand tall.
“We definitely are,” the Inquisitor agreed. He turned to his reinforcements, beaming. “Miss Countess!”
“What?”
“Please give me some money!”
“How much do you need?”
“Fortunately, the Sword Star hasn’t gone mad. Subduing him for a moment will suffice. I’ll need ten thousand gold, please!”
The Countess drew her fan. “The compound interest will be fifteen percent. You can make monthly payments. I won’t ask for interest in the first three months. Does that sound okay to you?”
“Hahaha! You misunderstood me! I didn’t ask you to lend me money. I asked you to give me some money.”
“Huh? Are you forcing a donation out of a merchant?”
“That’s right! You made that money with foul deeds anyway. Donate it in the Pantheon. I’ll put it to good use, and you can go to heaven!”
“You’re a worse robber than me…” The Countess shook her head but pulled out a pouch decorated with a snail pattern. She untied the golden string around the pouch’s mouth. “Withdraw ten thousand gold.”
A small fortune of gold coins poured out. The pouch was probably a very rare item. Once the Countess had made a steep hill of cold coins, she closed her pouch.
“Here you go, Mr. Priest. It’s exactly ten thousand gold.”
“Well received!” The Inquisitor clapped his hands together, smiling as always. “Divine Formula: Devotion!”
The pile of gold shone brightly, its light filling the chamber. The Inquisitor, positioned in the center, moved his hands swiftly.
“Divinity Transfer: Physical Enhancement; targets, the Paladin and the Viper. Duration is three hundred seconds for both targets. The gold will never leave your hands. The Divine Formula Incantation is completed!”
Inexplicably, the gold vanished without a trace. In exchange, the Paladin and the Viper shone with the same kind of light that the gold coins had. It resembled aura.
“Now.” The Inquisitor spread his arms. “The Paladin and the Viper are going to be significantly stronger for the next three hundred seconds, Sword Star! You’re strong, but you’re dealing with me, the Countess, the Paladin, and the Viper. It’ll be difficult to withstand attacks from all four of us!
“Besides, the Countess’s safe isn’t empty yet. Haha! To be honest, I don’t think that day will ever come! I encourage you to test it out! Which one will happen first? Will the Countess go broke first? Or will you lose your head?” 
The Countess pouted. “Why are you putting my innocent safe on the line? I just made a donation because a priest asked for one. Phew. It’s so hard to be an honest merchant in the Tower and outside…”
The Black Witch, the Rank 2 Hunter and the Black Dragon Guild leader, looked at the Sword Star.
“...Let me add that you will have to deal with more than four of them,” she announced in a cold voice. “I will fight you with them. Mr. Kim Gong-Ja and the Five Guilds have made an official treaty with all of the guild leaders present.”
The Sword Star frowned. “A treaty, you say?”
The Black Witch nodded. “Yes, that’s what I said. Mr. Kim joined all the Five Guilds. In return, we promised to treat him as equal to us, Sword Star. If you’re pointing your sword at him, it’s the same as attacking all of us. And by ‘we,’ I’m talking about the Five Guilds.” The Black Witch pulled out a handful of mirrors. “The Black Dragon Guild, the MA, the Pantheon, the OJP Sect, and the Watchmen League.”
One, two, three… A total of six mirrors floated around the Black Witch like hounds trying to protect their master. 
“Can you really handle all of us, Sword Star?” she asked.
All five Hunters leveled their weapons at the Sword Star.
Yes, even if the Sword Star is formidable, he isn’t strong enough to make all Five Guilds his enemies, I thought.
It was for this moment that I had made the treaty with the guild leaders.
The day I would become stronger than the Sword Star might come someday—no, I was going to make it happen. However, it wasn’t going to happen today or tomorrow, which meant that I needed a solution until that day came.
I suppressed a smile. Do you remember what I said on the eleventh floor?
—What?
There are two ways to deal with a powerful enemy. 
Either become a one-man army or build an army of my own.
The Sword Star is a solo player.
But I was different.
On the other hand, I already have allies.
That was why I would win a fight against the Sword Star every time, at least right now.
See? This is my plan. Applause, please.
—Tsk, tsk. Do you really have to prove you’re a weasel every time…? The Guardian sighed. However, he didn’t look too upset. He seemed quite satisfied with the fact that I had actually come to the twelfth floor with a working plan. The ghost may not show it, but he worried about me a lot.
“Mr. Sword Star.” I took a step forward, catching the attention of all the Hunters in the audience chamber. I looked straight into his eyes and offered him a composed smile. “Can we talk for a moment?”
Listen up. Gongja is talking.[1] 

1. Gongja is Confucius in Korean. It’s said that Confucius liked to talk with people because it was a chance to gain new wisdom. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 26: The Chosen Ones (2)

    
      “…You want to talk?” the Sword Star repeated. His voice dripped with disbelief.
    

    
      “Yes—I am truly perplexed.” 
    

    
      I stood in the center of the audience chamber, the twelfth-floor stage inspired by a certain empire’s palace. My voice was low, but it rang out clearly.
    

    
      “I don’t understand why you would attack me. I’m sure it’s your first time seeing me, although I’ve been a fervent admirer of your sophisticated sword arts. I’m at a loss. Why would you want to kill me all of a sudden?”
    

    
      The Sword Star’s face darkened, although I was only speaking the truth.
    

    
      
        Yeah, of course he’s angry.
      
    

    
      I understood why his expression was so tense. The night I had first met the Sword Star, though he wouldn’t remember it anymore, he had roared at me as soon as he had seen me.
    

    
      
         “I know you’re one of the Black Dragon Guild’s elite assassins.”
      
    

    
      
        “I don’t know if the Black Witch sent you or someone else, but I will not hold back anything!”
      
    

    
      He had and was suspecting me of being an assassin—an assassin whose hands were drenched in blood after killing countless people under the Black Dragon Guild’s command. Actually, his doubts may have gone even further. 
    

    
      
        Perhaps he thinks I’m a super secret assassin trained by all the Five Guilds.
      
    

    
      
        —Well, you do look really weird to other people. 
      
      The Guardian nodded.
    

    
      
        That is true.
      
    

    
      I had shown up and become a new hero when no one had expected me. Despite being a Class E Hunter, I had cleared a stage when no one could. I was now in a treaty with the Five Guilds and was promised equal standing with the leaders...
    

    
      
        I’m too suspicious.
      
    

    
      
        —Exactly. In Gramps Marcus’ eyes, you haven’t made it on your own. You’re a fake hero, created by the Five Guilds from beginning to end. Tsk, tsk. Zombie, you said your kill count is around 4090, yes?
      
    

    
      
        It’ll probably show up as 4093 now.
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah. In Gramps’s eyes, 4093 isn’t just the number of people you killed. He believes you don’t work alone, you were raised to be the Five Guilds’ minion. To sum it up…
      
    

    
      
        He thinks that’s the number of people that the Five Guilds assassinated using me.
      
    

    
      All “evidence” pointed to the major guilds, the de facto rulers of the Tower, all being in it together. Although it was just the Sword Star’s misunderstanding…he would be disgusted by the sight in front of him. 
      
        Four thousand and ninety three
      
       victims.
    

    
      If the Sword Star had been just a little less committed to justice, he would have stood down. However, he didn’t know how to compromise—though even if he had known, he still would have refused.
    

    
      “Ha. Babylon is no better than the outside world. Every day since I entered the Tower, all of you tried to seduce me into joining your guilds, but I always said no. Do you know why?” The Sword Star tightened the grip on his sword. His hands were old and creaky, but the power in his wiry muscles hadn’t aged in the slightest. A lion’s mane may thin over age, but his fangs remained sharp. “Blood ties, nationalities… People in the outside world are so bound by them that it reeks.
    

    
      “I want to show Babylon that, unlike the outside world, one can stand at the zenith with only their sword, their abilities, and their effort.” The Sword Star glared at the crowd, his sapphire eyes gleaming like the finely honed edge of a sword. “That is the hope I want to bring, which is why I didn’t join any of your gangs. This, though?”
    

    
      The Sword Star pointed his sword at the five guild leaders.
    

    
      “You are rotten to the core.”
    

    
      He was basically declaring war on the guilds. The guild leaders reacted in their own ways. The Inquisitor continued to smile as if it meant nothing to him—however, most of the guild leaders’ faces were stained with anger, humiliation, or ire. 
    

    
      “Sword Star, out of all the people in the world, you can’t…”
    

    
      “Ha! You must have gone senile already, old man! Did you already forget that you’re the only one who sat out while we cleared the fifth floor?!”
    

    
      “He has a point, Mr. Carlenbery. If you used your outside connections to help us, our food shortages would be less severe, and my MA…”
    

    
      The guild leaders clamored to air their grievances. The Hunters here had known each other since the beginning of the Tower, so perhaps they had many unresolved grudges. Their emotional outbursts quickly muddled the situation, making them forget why they were in the audience chamber.
    

    
      “If you’re the Rank 1 Hunter, you should have acted like it, but you act all high and mighty. That’s why you survived. Do you know how many Hunters we could have saved if it weren’t for your ego?” the Black Witch spat.
    

    
      “No, it isn’t just the fifth floor. If we had your help on the seventh and ninth floors, old man, we could have reduced our casualties by half!” The Viper of the OJP Sect palpably radiated bloodlust. 
    

    
      “Since you used to be part of a prestigious noble family in the outside world, you could have secured order in the Tower, unlike what it is now.” The Countess from the MA gave the Sword Star a menacing glare. “You think we’re rotten? Fine. Then you’re just an irresponsible child.”
    

    
      It was a disaster. Even after facing the guild leaders’ unfiltered spite and bloodlust, the Sword Star just frowned.
    

    
      “Be quiet,” he demanded. “All of you are adults but you talk on and on… Do you think I’m your grandfather or something? Drop it. If you have a problem with me, fight me.”
    

    
      His remark was like pouring oil into an already roaring fire. The air in the audience chamber became irreversibly hostile. Only the Guardian was impressed. He didn’t know how to read the room.
    

    
      
        —Man! That’s my Gramps Marcus. He’s my only student, alright. There’s nothing more disgusting than Hunters yapping about social connections and politics. If they have time to care about that, they should practice their sword some more! 
      
    

    
      He had a point, but…the sight rather made me sad.
    

    
      “We fight, even when there’s only ten of us.”
    

    
      The Hunters paused just as they were about to cross the point of no return, and looked at me.
    

    
      I sighed. “Even the NPCs on the eleventh floor came together to protect their empire. But look. We, Hunters, are screaming and blaming each other. Isn’t it a bit embarrassing to be worse than NPCs?”
    

    
      “…Mr. Kim,” the Black Witch said, “this matter has nothing to do with you, and it’s much more serious than you th—”
    

    
      “Yeah, I know. I know, but we’re Hunters. And we have a job to do.” I looked around the audience chamber. “Let’s focus on clearing the twelfth floor. It’s good to give hope to people. I think it’s also cool that you guys try to minimize casualties while clearing the Tower, but please focus on clearing the floor we’re on right now first.”
    

    
      I looked pointedly at the Sword Star.
    

    
      “Yes, they’re just NPCs…but their empire is in danger. And they’re asking for our help—the heroes—but we’re too busy fighting among ourselves to care about their safety in the slightest. How embarrassing is that?”
    

    
      “You…”
    

    
      I meant what I said. Besides, the Sword Star couldn’t keep threatening me here due to the clear difference in power. Therefore, my priority now was clearing the twelfth floor. That was it. I didn’t really care about the complicated emotional or political conflicts between the Hunters.
    

    
      “A hero isn’t anything special. It’s just a person who solves a problem that others can’t. We already cleared the eleventh floor, so let’s take care of the other stages too.”
    

    
      Fortunately, the Paladin, the Watchmen League’s assistant leader, stepped up and took my side. “Mr. Kim is right. We got too worked up. I still don’t understand why the Sword Star attacked Mr. Kim, but it’s clear that this isn’t the time to fight among ourselves. “
    

    
      Although the Paladin tried to mediate, no one let their guard down. The Sword Star, Viper, Countess, and Inquisitor were all ready to attack at the slightest provocation. Words…weren’t enough to persuade them because of the distrust that had accumulated over the years.
    

    
      “
      
        Phew
      
      .” The Paladin sighed. It looked like she’d reached the same conclusion I had. “Fine. I guess there’s no other choice. I’ll make a bit of a sacrifice here.”
    

    
      That caught all of the Hunters’ attention.
    

    
      The Paladin quietly said, “Open my Skill Card.”
    

    
      Faint light floated up from the Paladin’s hand, revealing a silver card. Other people could not see a Hunter’s Skill Card without their permission.
    

    
      “…Paladin.” The Black Witch sounded worried.
    

    
      A Skill was a Hunter’s secret weapon, so showing their Skill Card to other people like handing them a loaded gun. That was why High Rankers were reluctant to reveal their Skill Cards. However, the Paladin did it without hesitation.
    

    
      “It’s fine. It doesn’t matter. Everyone, look.”
    

    
      
        
          Lie Detector 
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: A-
      
    

    
      
        Effects: You can tell if the target is lying or not. It works not only on humans but also on NPCs and monsters! However, what the target considers to be truth may actually be a lie objectively. It ultimately depends on you to trust the other party. 
      
    

    
      
        ※However, there is no guarantee people will trust you.
      
    

    
      
        Lie Detector! 
      
      My eyes widened.
      
         
      
      That was the Skill that the Fire Emperor had falsely claimed to have. It turns out that the Paladin had it all along.
    

    
      
        That Skill suits the assistant leader of the Watchmen League really well!
      
    

    
      The Watchmen League was a guild that maintained order in the Tower. Naturally, the Tower had many criminals. Even the Fire Emperor and the Sword Star—the former and current Rank 1 Hunters—had murdered me when no one was around. This was the kind of world Hunters lived in, so a lie detector
      
         
      
      would be incredibly useful for identifying criminals.
    

    
      “As you can see, I have the ability to tell if a person is lying, Sword Star.” She waved the card. “It’s no exaggeration to say this is the Skill that made me the assistant leader of the Watchmen League.”
    

    
      “…What are you trying to say?”
    

    
      “If you choose to believe me, you can ask any question to Mr. Kim here. I’ll tell you if he’s lying or not.” The Paladin calmly looked back and forth between the Sword Star and me. “It’s the same for you, Mr. Kim. I can vouch for your answers if you trust me. Doubt is an insidious poison, and truth is its strongest antidote. It isn’t going to be enough to recover all the trust we’ve lost, but we’ll be able to cooperate on the twelfth floor.”
    

    
      “Hmmm…” The Sword Star stroked his beard contemplatively.
    

    
      
        Woah, this couldn’t have gone better if I tried, 
      
      I thought.
    

    
      A golden opportunity had practically fallen out of the sky. It really was the perfect answer. The reason why the Sword Star had begun to suspect me was his Skill, 
      
        Detective Eyes. 
      
      It was only natural to use a Skill to resolve the suspicions created by another Skill!
    

    
      “I like the idea,” I immediately answered.
    

    
      It was better to accept this kind of offer as soon as possible.
    

    
      “…Miss Paladin, you’re the only person here who hasn’t killed any humans,” the Sword Star mused. “Okay, I’ll trust you on this, too.”
    

    
      The Paladin nodded. “I’ll take that as a yes from both of you. Then, Sword Star, you can begin asking questions to Mr. Kim. I swear on my honor and that of the Watchmen League’s to keep this questioning fair and unbiased.”
    

    
      The Sword Star glared at me grimly, as if the moment he had been waiting for had finally arrived. He looked certain of his victory. He was probably already thinking that he was about to show the world how insidious a person I was.
    

    
      
        —No… No…. Gramps Marcus… You geezer, this is why I always tell you and Zombie not to rely on your Skills too much. Those who rely on their Skills will be betrayed by them! No… No… 
      
      the Guardian lamented.
    

    
      Unfortunately, the Guardian’s voice didn’t reach the Sword Star because he was my ghost.
    

    
      
        Be quiet.
      
    

    
      “Hunter Kim Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “Yes,” I replied.
    

    
      “You murdered over four thousand people, didn’t you?” The Sword Star pointed at me with his free hand. It somehow felt like a scene from a movie where the hero listed the villain’s wrongdoings.
    

    
      I smiled. “I did.”
    

    
      “See?! You wretched people, I will use any means and find out what you’ve been using this assassin for. When I do that, I shall reveal it to the wo—”
    

    
      “He’s lying,” the Paladin said.
    

    
      “What!?”
    

    
      “He’s lying,” the Paladin calmly repeated. “Mr. Kim answered your question with yes. He lied. In other words, Mr. Kim did not kill over four thousand people. Do you have any more questions?”
    

    
      The Sword Star was silent. Meanwhile, the Paladin tilted her head thoughtfully.
    

    
      “That’s a strange question, though. Can one person kill over four thousand people? It’s impossible, to my knowledge.”
    

    
      “I-it’s because you trained this young man to be an elite assassin…”
    

    
      I beamed. “Yes, I’m an elite assassin.”
    

    
      “He’s lying,” the Paladin said again.
    

    
      The Sword Star’s jaw dropped to the ground. “M-Miss Paladin, I must have misjudged your character! I thought you’d mediate this session truthfully.”
    

    
      “It depends on you and the others to trust me,” the Paladin answered, unfazed. “Do what you want. Believe me or not. This is why I asked both of you in the beginning if you would trust me.”
    

    
      “If you’re going back on your words right now, that’s a bit—no, that’s downright craven, Sword Star. It isn’t like you.”
    

    
      “H-hold up!” The Sword Star quickly turned to look at me. “There is no way you didn’t kill a single human!”
    

    
      “Ah, yeah, that’s right. I did off someone once.”
    

    
      The Paladin nodded. “It’s true.”
    

    
      “See?!”
    

    
      “But I only killed one person,” I added. 
    

    
      “…What?” 
    

    
      The Paladin nodded again. “It’s true.”
    

    
      “The number doesn’t change the fact that I’m a murderer, of course. But, sir, my hands might not be spotless, but I can tell you this. The guy deserved to die. He tried to kill me first.”
    

    
      “It’s true.”
    

    
      “I wouldn’t say this if he tried to kill just me: he’s a butcherer. I also happened to witness him committing a murder, and whoa… God, that fucker didn’t even blink as he burned a person to death!”
    

    
      “It’s true.”
    

    
      “I can’t tell for sure, but he must have killed dozens, hundreds of people. It’s more than possible with him. That’s the kind of man I killed. You can call me a murderer if you want, but you know what? I’d kill him again if I went back in time. It’d be the first thing I do. Seriously, no one could ever be as evil as he was.”
    

    
      The Paladin slowly nodded. “It’s all true.”
    

    
      The Sword Star looked around in confusion, hoping to get some idea of what was going on. All of the guild leaders were watching him, silently wondering what in the world he was doing.
    

    
      “Hahahaha! Hahahaa!” The Inquisitor burst into laughter, his eyes teary.  “Mr. Kim Gong-Ja is the Five Guilds’ elite assassin? That’s an interesting idea. It would have been great if it was true, but unfortunately, yesterday was the first time we met him, Sword Star!”
    

    
      “That is also true, by the way.” The Paladin gestured at the Inquisitor. 
    

    
      The Sword Star’s silence stretched.
    

    
      The Guardian just clicked his tongue.
    

    
      
        —Tsk, tsk, tsk. He who lives by the Skill, dies by the Skill.
      
    

    “Well, I guess you’re done with your questions.” I gave him a bright smile. Everything Confucius said was right.[1] “It looks like both of us were having a grave misunderstanding. I’m glad they’re just misunderstandings, Sword Star. But, sir, it led you to attack me. Without the guild leaders’ protection, I would have most likely died a very unjust death. I believe I deserve an apology now. What do you think?”

    
      The Paladin nodded. “That is perfectly a valid conclusion. Apologize to Mr. Kim, Sword Star.”
    

    
      The senior gentleman turned pale.
    

    

    
      1. This is part of the joke from the last chapter. It’s said that Confucius often talked about the value of talking. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 27: The Chosen Ones (3)

    
      The Hunters watched the Sword Star. For a long, tense moment, the Sword Star’s mouth remained shut.
    

    
      “I-I… Mr. Kim…” he finally croaked.
    

    
      The Sword Star had many choices right now. First of all, he didn’t have to trust the Paladin because he had no reason to. Although the Paladin was known for her upright character, she was also a high-ranking figure in one of the Five Guilds, so he could get angry and shout, “All of you are in this together!”
    

    
      Or…the Sword Star could reveal his 
      
        Detective Eyes, 
      
      which was the Skill that showed him someone’s kill count. And then he could say, “I didn’t doubt Mr. Kim because I’m a geezer. It’s because of my Skill! It’s what my Skill told me, so what am I supposed to do? It’s only natural to trust my Skill over someone else.” Revealing his Skill wasn’t the wisest choice, but it would make for a decent excuse.
    

    
      When people were at fault, they tended to become distrustful or make excuses to justify their actions to other people.
    

    
      
        Then there are psychopaths like the Fire Emperor who would just kill other people.
      
    

    
      Distrust, excuses, or a cover-up. The Fire Emperor had proved himself to be a psychopath by covering up his crime…and just like him, the Sword Star would decide what kind of person he was by the choice he made next. It was as simple as that.
    

    
      The Sword Star’s lips moved without a sound until he came to a decision.
    

    
      “…Your name is Kim Gong-Ja, yes?”
    

    
      “It is.”
    

    
      “If you truly didn’t kill anyone innocent… No, no. That isn’t what I’m trying to say.” The Sword Star sheathed his sword, shaking his head.
    

    
      Sighs of relief wafted through the audience chamber as the Hunters surrounding Sword Star let down their guards a little.
    

    
      The Sword Star adjusted his necktie. “Let me say it again. I’m truly sorry.” The Sword Star bowed deeply. “I’m in the wrong here. I reached a hasty conclusion which turned out to be a misunderstanding. A person’s life should not be decided so hastily, but that is what I have done until now. I decided who should die and killed them as soon as possible because that is what I believed.”
    

    
      The Sword Star bowed a little lower.
    

    
      “But it won’t happen again from now on.”
    

    
      His voice was low, barely audible across the audience chamber, and thick with self-loathing.
    

    
      “Since words are cheap, I would like to say that I would do anything you want… but please don’t take my life. I still want to live so that I can reach the top of this Tower. …I made a grave mistake and it almost got you killed. But can you forgive this ugly old man so he can continue on with his life?”
    

    
      The audience chamber was utterly silent.
    

    
      The senior gentleman had many choices. He could have chosen not to trust the Paladin or used his Skill to excuse himself. However, he didn’t; instead, he admitted that he may be wrong.
    

    
      My eyes met those of the Paladin, who was stealing glances at me. She nodded without saying anything. It was only a nod, but I could tell the Paladin was saying that everything the Sword Star had said was true. He was genuinely sorry and wasn’t going to kill someone based on his 
      
        Detective Eyes.
      
       And he didn’t want to die yet, so he wanted my forgiveness.
    

    
      
        —You’re really a geezer, Gramps, 
      
      the Guardian mumbled. He didn’t say anything else, he just looked at the old man with a little regret.
    

    
      It seemed to say that he was going to let me decide if I was going to forgive the Sword Star. His silence helped me make a decision.
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Star.”
    

    
      “Speak.”
    

    
      “Teach me about the sword.”
    

    
      The Sword Star stood up straight and looked at me inquisitively.
    

    
      “It’s more…please accept my request whenever I ask you to spar. I have a swordsmanship teacher, but I don’t have a sparring partner, which is also important. I’m hoping you could be the one.”
    

    
      I had promised the Guardian on the eleventh floor that I was going to start honing my sword skills. Making the Sword Star my sparring partner would be a good way to keep that promise. It would benefit me and grow my sword skills…
    

    
      No, that wasn’t what I was trying to say. I shook my head. “I’m sorry. Let me say that again. Frankly, I can forgive you without any payback. But that would be embarrassing. I feel like I’m pretending to be more generous than you are, Mr. Sword Star. I’m not that remarkable. I’m just happy that a strong Hunter like you doesn’t consider me an enemy anymore.
    

    
      “Still, blood was almost shed because of me. It’s just as embarrassing to say ‘Okay!’ and forgive you. I just don’t want to do that, so I’m going to ask you to teach me your sword since that’s what’s most valuable to you, Sword Star.” 
    

    
      I still felt so embarrassed that I was having a hard time keeping a straight face.
    

    
      “Then I won’t be embarrassed…and you can save face, Sword Star.”
    

    
      Fuck! I couldn’t believe how embarrassing it was to speak from my heart! Oh my god. I really had to believe that the reason why the Sword Star could have candidly asked for forgiveness was because he wanted to live. He seemed like a prideful person, so it was an amazing sight. I never knew that someone could genuinely apologize and beg for forgiveness to someone’s face. I would never be able to do it. I would rather kill myself instead.
    

    
      “…Oh, my god,” the Paladin mumbled. “It’s…all true, surprisingly.”
    

    
      The audience chamber fell into a heavy silence again. Silence was silence, but the air felt totally different from earlier.
    

    
      “Uhh… For real?” the Viper blurted, breaking the silence. “He can forgive the Sword Star unconditionally, but he’s too embarrassed to act kind…? So he just wants the Sword Star to be his sparring partner?”
    

    
      “I know it’s hard to believe, but it’s true, at least according to my Skill.”
    

    
      “What? Is that rookie from a land of unicorns or something? How can he be that pure?” the Viper murmured.
    

    
      He’d better shut up before I turned him into snake soup.
    

    
      “…This is new,” the Black Witch said reluctantly. “How should I put it—I’ve only met people who clawed to get as much benefit as possible… It’s been a while since I’ve seen someone like Hunter Kim Gong-Ja. It’s a miracle that you’re still alive.”
    

    
      I wanted to scream that I’d died. I died a lot. I died over four thousand times, to be specific. 
    

    
      For some reason, the Inquisitor’s eyes were teary. “
      
        Ahhh…
      
       How beautiful this is! One side gives a most sincere apology, and the other side accepts it wholeheartedly!  Yes, people fight without end, but that is also why we can endlessly forgive each other! This is indeed a holy miracle! 
      
        Ahhh, 
      
      everyone, I…”
    

    
      “Shut up. You talk too much.”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      The Viper actually made the Inquisitor shut up with one sentence. That was a real miracle.
    

    
      “Umm, it looks like everything is sorted out and everyone seems happy. But doesn’t this mean my ten thousand gold was wasted for no good reason?” the Countess whined. No one listened.
    

    
      I sighed. I had a strong urge to drink soju.
    

    
      “Anyhow, that’s how I feel, Mr. Sword Star. Please become my sparring partner. We don’t need to do it right away, but please hang out with me when I ask.”
    

    
      The Sword Star spent a quiet moment observing me.
    

    
      “I…” His mustache trembled. “I can’t believe I’ve misunderstood such a good young man like you!”
    

    
      “Ummm…”
    

    
      “You say you want me to teach you my sword and become your sparring partner? Of course! I would love to be your sparring partner whenever you need me!” The Sword Star grabbed my hand with both of his.
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Star?”
    

    
      “Please call me Grandpa Marcus!”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “How old are you, young man? It looks like you’re less than thirty. I have a very kind granddaughter whom I left in the outside world. She has a heart of gold. If she also enters the Tower, I’ll tell her all about your charms!” The Sword Star’s eyes sparkled. 
    

    
      “No, it’s really fine…” 
    

    
      I wasn’t interested in dating. I cared more about how much my hand hurt now. The Sword Star’s grip strength was amazing—concrete proof that he didn’t win the seat of Rank 1 Hunter in a poker game.
    

    
      “What? Are you telling me you aren’t interested in my granddaughter?”
    

    
      “Umm, yes. I’m sorry, but I’m just not interested in dating at all…”
    

    
      “No! That’s terrible!” His grip tightened like a vice. “The young should enjoy the warm breeze of love. You don’t have to marry, but dating is an essential part of life! It gives you a new perspective. You can learn so many new things! Yes—above all, you can learn how ugly you can get!”
    

    
      “Ah, is that so…?”
    

    
      “Do you know how important it is to know your ugliness? Let me tell you my experience. When I was sixteen years old, I belittled everything in life, but after I met her, my other half…”
    

    
      Huh? All of a sudden, I found this old man extremely tiresome. He was also too close—close enough that I could see his blackheads. It was honestly too much. I was already hoping he would get away from me as soon as possible.
    

    
      
        —I told you he’s old both in good and bad ways. Do you know what makes a geezer? It’s when a man doesn’t listen. That’s what Gramps Marcus does. Put nicely, the man’s principles are unshakable. The downside is that it’ll be harder to gain enlightenment.
      
       The Guardian clicked his tongue.
    

    
      I didn’t know and never wanted to find out in the first place.
    

    
      “Anyhow, don’t worry, young man! I’ll take good care of you. Oh, do you need pocket money by any chance? I just left my money piled up in my vault at the MA, and it’s getting uncontrollable now.” The Sword Star was practically glowing.
    

    
      “Umm. Pocket money? I’m a grown-up, sir. I can earn my own money…”
    

    
      “It just hit me that your clothes are too old! No, this isn’t good. A man’s clothing is a reflection of his mind. I know a good tailor. Why don’t you have a suit custom-made!”
    

    
      What? Was this part of “Let me shake your hand, Mr. Famous Hunter?”  I was a fan of the current Rank 1 Hunter, so I should be happy. But I really wasn’t. I felt terribly embarrassed, honestly; it was like I was listening to my grandfather bragging about me—if I’d ever had one. It wasn’t even me who was bragging, so why was I embarrassed?
    

    
      
        What should I do? Shall I just kill myself and restart the day? 
      
      I quickly asked the Guardian. 
    

    
      
        —You’re nuts…
      
    

    
      
        [Welcome, Hunter Kim Gong-Ja.]
      
    

    
      
        [You are the Rank 1 champion of the eleventh floor.]
      
    

    
      The voice from the Tower began speaking as if it had been waiting for my fight to end.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        Ah. 
      
      I instinctively looked around.
    

    
      Most of the Hunters sighed in relief that the Sword Star had stopped fighting without any bloodshed. It looked like no one else had heard the voice yet.
    

    
      
        I’m the first! 
      
      I smiled. 
      
        I don’t know why, but little is known about the twelfth to twentieth floors. 
      
    

    
      Perhaps there had been media control. I had no way to learn about the truth now; however, before I had regressed to the past through over four thousand deaths, the information about the twelfth to twentieth floors was almost nonexistent compared to the other floors. It was as if the major guilds united to hide the truth.
    

    
      I soon found out the reason behind the secrecy.
    

    
      
        [The reward for clearing the eleventh floor will be given.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection offers you a reward.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain offers you a reward.]
      
    

    
      
        [Choose between the two rewards.]
      
    

    
      I blinked. 
      
        Huh? I have to choose one? 
      
      I hadn’t heard anything about this in the last stage.
    

    
      As if responding to my shock, two system windows appeared in front of me so I could choose. 
    

    
      
        
          Goddess of Protection
        
      
    

    
      
        Description: The guardian goddess of the Aegim Empire is moved by your devotion and has decided to appoint you to an important position in the empire. You can be the empire’s prime minister, grand general, or imperial knight commander. Once you choose a position, you will receive the abilities and fame that come with it!
      
    

    
      
        Hero of the goddess! Unite with your fellow heroes, and destroy the Demon King’s core on the twentieth floor!
      
    

    
      
        ※However, you cannot choose the goddess’s reward if you pick the Demon King’s.
      
    

    
      I nodded as I slowly read through the description. 
      
        This part is the same as what I already know. 
      
      It was role-playing! After choosing a role, Hunters would act as people of the Aegim Empire. They could be the empire’s prime minister or commander of the imperial knights. It wasn’t just a title—the Hunter who acted as the commander received the knight commander’s abilities and reputation. 
    

    
      Hunters that had cleared the previous stage with high ranks were given a reward. They could choose a special role before other people!
    

    
      
        [Listing the twelfth floor’s special classes.]
      
    

    
      
        [Prime Minister of the Aegim Empire]
      
    

    
      
        [Grand General of the Aegim Empire]
      
    

    
      
        [Finance Minister of the Aegim Empire]
      
    

    
      
        [Foreign Minister of the Aegim Empire]
      
    

    
      
        [Imperial Knight Commander of the Aegim Empire]
      
    

    
      
        [Imperial Guard Captain of the Aegim Empire.]
      
    

    
      
        ...
      
    

    
      It was a long list of glamorous titles. 
    

    
      
        Man. 
      
      I was impressed. 
      
        I only got to choose a role like Guard A…
      
    

    
      Before the regression, I had been on the twelfth floor, too. However, it was completely different back then. High Rankers had already taken roles like the imperial knight commander. Rankers also chose less important positions like a chief guard. How about now?
    

    
      
        The stage reward is fabulous.
      
    

    
      I could choose to be the empire’s prime minister and grand general. I was astonished by how different it was. I couldn’t agree more with the saying about striking while the iron was hot.
    

    
      
        …What is the Demon King’s reward though? 
      
      I turned to the second window, which had a description I had never heard of.
    

    
      
        
          Demon King of Autumn Rain
        
      
    

    
      
        Description: The Demon King is impressed with your performance and offers you the opportunity to work with it in secret. The Demon King promises you the exact same gifts as the goddess, plus one additional reward.
      
    

    
      
        Kill the rest of the top ten champions! Once you succeed, the Demon King will use its ability to teleport you straight to the ninety-ninth floor of the Tower.
      
    

    
      
        ※Only one of the top ten champions can receive the Demon King’s reward.
      
    

    
      
        ※If more than one person chooses the reward, one of them will be selected at random.
      
    

    
      
        ※If no one chooses the reward, the Demon King’s reward will vanish.
      
    

    
      I was at a loss for words. When I responded a little later, I heard two voices in my head.
    

    
      
        What?
      
    

    
      
        —Huh?
      
    

    
      It was the Guardian and me. We blinked and reread the description of the Demon King’s reward. However, it remained the same.
    

    
      
        [Kill the rest of the top ten champions!]
      
    

    
      
        [Once you succeed, the Demon King will use its ability to teleport you straight to the ninety-ninth floor of the Tower.]
      
    

    
      That was what was written on the window. 
    

    
      I looked around. The Sword Star, the Black Witch, the Inquisitor, the Countess, the Viper, and the Paladin.
    

    
      
        I…can get to the ninety-ninth floor right away if I kill all of these people? 
      
      I held my breath.
    

    
      The voice spoke once again.
    

    
      
        [Hunter Kim Gong-Ja.]
      
    

    
      
        [Choose between the two rewards.]
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 28: The Autumn Rain Is Blood (1)

    
      The Guardian and I went silent. The Demon King’s reward would send me to the ninety-ninth floor right away. I read the reward description over and over, and it kept circling in my head.
    

    
      
        —It’s a trap. Zombie, it’s gotta be a trap. Don’t fall for it, 
      
      the Guardian firmly said, trying to stop me from getting any ideas about it.
    

    
      
        I…know. It’s definitely a trap. For sure… 
      
      I mumbled in my head.
    

    
      It was obvious.
    

    
      
        There’s no way the Fucker wouldn’t have chosen the Demon King’s reward. He’s the type of person who doesn’t have a problem killing other Hunters. But…he only got to the fortieth floor, not the ninety-ninth floor, which means…
      
    

    
      I had a great example named Yoo Soo-Ha, the Fire Emperor and the psychopath of the century.
      
         
      
      I calmly analyzed what I knew.
    

    
      
        …The Demon King’s reward is definitely a trap. The Fucker would have probably chosen the Demon King’s reward the first time, but he regressed after realizing that it was a trap. I’m not sure what kind of trap it is exactly…
      
    

    
      However, my heart was still pounding.
    

    
      
        ...It’s so tempting. This is the chance to get the Skill of the ninety-ninth floor’s boss monster.
      
    

    
      Even if the Demon King’s reward was a trap, there was one big difference between the Fire Emperor and I. Unlike him, I didn’t have to defeat the boss monster. I benefited if I just walked in and got killed by it.
    

    
      
        The ninety-ninth floor’s boss monster would be the strongest, aside from the hundredth floor’s…
      
    

    
      I would be lying if I wasn’t feeling greedy.
    

    
      
        Ninety-ninth floor…
      
    

    
      If I used conventional methods, how long would it take me to get to the ninety-ninth floor? One year? Five years? A decade? It would take a lot longer than that. Even the Fire Emperor, who had been butchering people like a psychopath, had taken a decade to reach the fortieth floor. However, the reward was saying that I could skip all the waiting. 
    

    
      
        —Gong-Ja. Don’t do it.
      
    

    
      The Guardian locked eyes with me. He sounded nothing like he usually did.
    

    
      
         —Look at me. I’m the Sword Emperor. I actually got to the ninety-ninth floor on my own before I failed, and I’m telling you that this is a trap. It’s a disgusting, nasty trap. You’ll likely fail to kill all ten High Rankers. Even if you pull it off, you’ll still have problems. You’ll never surmount the ninety-ninth floor’s wall. Give up on that reward and don’t ever think about it again.
      
    

    
      I felt silent. The Guardian was very persuasive; he was the only one in this Tower who had gotten to the ninety-ninth floor. 
    

    
      
        Is that how strong the ninety-ninth floor’s boss monster is? 
      
      I asked the Guardian. 
    

    
      
        —There isn’t one.
      
       The Guardian frowned.
    

    
      
        Pardon?
      
    

    
      
        —There is no boss monster on the ninety-ninth floor. It’s much more— Ah, fuck. That suddenly reminds me of the old years. Anyhow, it’s a trap! 
      
      The Guardian sat with his back to me, like a sulky child who didn’t get to eat his candy.
    

    
      I was a bit perplexed. 
      
        What in the world is waiting on the ninety-ninth floor? You’re scaring me. This is the first time I’ve seen you react like this. Is there a Demon God or something?
      
    

    
      
        —Hmph, I’m not telling you!
      
    

    
      I stood corrected. He 
      
        was 
      
      a child.
    

    
      
        —I don’t want to admit it, but you’re doing a good job, Kim Zombie. Keep it up and you’ll clear the ninety-ninth floor eventually.
      
    

    
      I fell into contemplation. My hand unconsciously moved to the grip of the dagger on my belt. It had helped me when I had been killing myself over four thousand times. I had also used it at the time I had killed Yoo Soo-Ha. It was a cheap dagger, but feeling it helped me calm down.
    

    
      
        Alright, 
      
      I decided. 
      
        I’ll ditch this try.
      
    

    
      
        —You will?
      
       The Guardian furtively looked back at me.
    

    
      
        Yes, I’m going to choose the safest route by giving up both rewards. I’ll use this try to see how things turn out.
      
    

    
      
        —Give up both rewards…? Wait, you aren’t even going to receive the goddess’s reward? Why? Aren’t you playing it too safe?
      
    

    
      
        It’s okay. It’s a strategic retreat to guarantee my victory.
      
    

    
      As they said, haste makes waste.  
    

    
      “Excuse me, everyone,” I slowly said, gathering the attention of all of the Hunters in the audience chamber. “I have a system window about the eleventh floor’s rewards in front of me right now.”
    

    
      “Is that so? That’s good,” the Black Witch responded. Perhaps she hadn’t seen what the rewards of the goddess and the Demon King were. Her expression was blank, as usual. “I was starting to get bored waiting for the quest to arrive. Once you choose your reward, we’ll also get to pick our reward in the order of our rankings for clearing this stage. Take your time.”
    

    
      “Yes, I already made up my mind. I won’t choose any reward,” I declared in front of the High Rankers.
    

    
      The Inquisitor and the Viper—who had been playing cards—looked up. The chamber was utterly silent for one, two, three seconds…
    

    
      The Black Witch frowned. “What?”
    

    
      It was already too late though.
    

    
      
        [You haven’t chosen any stage reward.]
      
    

    
      
        [You will be unable to choose from the twelfth floor’s special classes.]
      
    

    
      
        [If you give up on your reward, you can choose a special class only after your arrival on the thirteenth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [Are you certain about your choice?]
      
    

    
      My mind was set.
    

    
      “Yes; I, Hunter Kim Gong-Ja, will not choose a reward.”
    

    
      The system windows in front of me shattered. A divine voice spoke in my head, then a gloomy one.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection questions your choice.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain laughs quietly.]
      
    

    
      The Hunters were dumbstruck.
    

    
      “Mr. Kim Gong-Ja? What in the world did you do…?”
    

    
      The Sword Star narrowed his sharp eyes; they were scanning something in the air. In terms of the ranking for clearing the eleventh floor, I was in first place, and the Sword Star was next. It was the Sword Star’s turn to learn about the rewards of the goddess and the Demon King.
    

    
      “...I see. I understand. You made the safest choice.” The Sword Star eyed me. “But did you have to give up your reward, young man? I’m pretty sure I’m worried about nothing, but I can’t help myself to tell you this. Being too cautious might hold you back instead.”
    

    
      “Thank you for your concern. However, I don’t regret it.”
    

    
      “Well. That’s good to hear…” the Sword Star grunted.
    

    
      The other Hunters watched our conversation with confusion. Without seeing the rewards themselves, they didn’t understand a single thing.
    

    
      “...I still think it’s too passive to give up the rewards. I’m sorry, young man.” He shook his head. “I’ll choose the goddess’ reward and pick the role of the Aegim Empire’s imperial knight commander.”
    

    
      The audience chamber’s door opened as soon as the Sword Star made his decision, and a group of knights in shiny silver armor marched in. When they arrived in front of the Sword Star, they went down on one knee.
    

    
      “We swear loyalty to the empire’s most honorable sword!”
    

    
      The Sword Star looked down at the knights with interest. “Ah, so this is what happens if you choose a role.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor was in third place, so it was his turn now.
    

    “Hmm? Aha?” He tilted his head in confusion for a moment before letting out a sigh of realization. “I see. I also understand it now! Haha, it’s similar to the game mafia[1].”

    
      Besides me, the Sword Star, and the Inquisitor, the other Hunters were still confused.
    

    
      “I have no idea what you people are talking about,” the Black Witch said with her brows furrowed.
    

    
      “Don’t worry! I’ll tell you!” The Inquisitor opened his arms and infused aura into his fingers, allowing him to engrave letters on the smooth marble floor. “All of you can take a look!”
    

    
      The Hunters rushed toward him and peered at the floor.
    

    
      
        
          Goddess of Protection
        
      
    

    
      
        Description: The guardian goddess of the Aegim Empire is moved by your devotion and has decided to appoint you to an important position in the empire.
      
    

    
      
        ...
      
    

    
      The Hunters began to discuss among themselves.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “The ninety-ninth floor? Is this for real...?”
    

    
      They hadn’t shown any particular reaction when they read the goddess’s reward, but their demeanor changed drastically after they got to the Demon King’s reward. Their expressions darkened, and they were visibly shaken.
    

    
      The Black Witch looked particularly grim. “This is…”
    

    
      “Yes! It’s similar to mafia! For convenience, I’ll call those who chose the goddess’s reward heroes, and the one who picked the Demon King’s reward will be called the traitor.” The Inquisitor smiled. “The biggest difference from the game is that this game is much more disadvantageous for the traitor! There are nine heroes, but there’s only one traitor. On top of that, we have the assistant leader of the Watchmen League!”
    

    
      The Inquisitor pointed at the Paladin, who was examining the writing on the floor calmly.
    

    
      “Think about it! Miss Paladin has the 
      
        Lie Detector
      
       Skill
      
        . 
      
      She’s like the Police from the game. It’s okay even if one of us chooses the Demon King’s reward! Miss Paladin can quickly find out who the traitor is!”
    

    
      “Umm… You’re right.” The Paladin slowly looked up. “That is, if all of you will trust me.”
    

    
      “In any case, this game cannot be more advantageous for the heroes! Mr. Kim Gong-Ja, I think it was completely unnecessary for you to give up the reward!”
    

    
      The Inquisitor adjusted his hat. “It’s not everyday that you get to clear the eleventh floor as the Rank 1 champion, but you still didn’t choose any reward. Hmm! That is a decision that I cannot imagine making. You have my respect. I shall choose to be the Aegim Empire’s grand general!”
    

    
      The door to the audience chamber opened again, admitting the general’s retinue. They stopped in front of the Inquisitor and saluted sharply, their red capes fluttering behind them.
    

    
      “We swear our loyalty to the empire’s most honorable flag!”
    

    
      “Ahh, marvelous. Nice to meet you!”
    

    
      The NPCs lined up behind the Inquisitor. This was the final blow that convinced the rest of the Hunters.
    

    
      “
      
        Tsk. 
      
      I hate mind games. Anyhow, what you guys are saying is that it’s better to choose any reward, right? Then I’ll choose to be the imperial guard captain,” the Viper decided. 
    

    
      “I’ll become the foreign minister,” the Paladin continued. “It looks okay.”
    

    
      “...I’ll be the prime minister,” the Black Witch said. “Please, please do not choose the Demon King’s reward. The reward will disappear on its own if no one chooses it. It’s the wisest choice. Please keep that in mind, everyone.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry,” the Countess assured her. “Well, I think it’s only right for me to choose the finance minister.”
    

    
      All of the Hunters chose a reward except for me. The audience chamber was filled with NPCs now. The imperial knights were lined up behind the Sword Star, the imperial knight commander; on the other hand, the Black Witch—now the prime minister—had civil servants behind her.
    

    
      
        —Whoa.
      
    

    
      The only empty region in the vast audience chamber was behind me.
    

    
      
        —You’re really the only one who didn’t pick a reward. Are you sure about this, Zombie? You did say you’re going to throw this try, but isn’t this overdoing it? 
      
      the Guardian asked. 
    

    
      
        No, this is the right answer.
      
    

    
      I had a feeling. Maybe it was my instinct as a Hunter. I had to know when I should rush in and dig my dagger into my prey. However, there was also a time when I had to give up and retreat. I believed it was time to take a step back.
    

    
      
        [All of the top ten champions have made a choice.]
      
    

    
      
        [The rewards have been finalized.]
      
    

    
      
        [Kim Gong-Ja, the Sword Star, the Inquisitor, the Viper, the Paladin, the Black Witch, the Countess...]
      
    

    
      The Hunter exchanged glances whenever the voice called their names.
    

    
      
        [The number of people who have given up the rewards: 1]
      
    

    
      The Hunters looked at me. I was the only one who had publicly declared I would forego my reward, and the voice was my proof. For a brief moment, the Hunters looked surprised that I actually hadn’t received any rewards.
    

    
      
        [The number of recipients of the goddess’s reward: 8]
      
    

    
      Their faces rapidly hardened.
    

    
      
        [The number of recipients of the Demon King’s reward: 1]
      
    

    
      The Hunters looked at each other.
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      
        [All of the top ten champions have made a choice.]
      
    

    
      The audience chamber became silent again.
    

    
      
        [The number of people who have given up the rewards: 1]
      
    

    
      
        [The number of recipients of the goddess’s reward: 8]
      
    

    
      
        [The number of recipients of the Demon King’s reward: 1]
      
    

    
      The silence lasted for a long time.
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The sound of the Black Witch’s teeth grinding together finally broke the silence. 
    

    
      “You fools…! I told you not to choose the Demon King’s reward, but…some idiot still chose it!”
    

    
      The Black Witch radiated bloodlust. Her expression was not so dry now; her face was painted with hatred, contempt, and anger. She glared at the crowd, her face twisted into a vicious rictus. 
    

    
      “Well, there’s no talking sense into an idiot. Fine! As the leader of the Black Dragon Guild, I promise you that although I may not know who dared to betray us yet, I promise I will bring them the most painful death imaginable.”
    

    
      “I’m surprised.” The Inquisitor stroked his chin. “The game is extremely disadvantageous for the traitor, but someone chose the Demon King’s reward anyway… The Black Dragon Master is right. It’s a very foolish choice! Haha, it also makes the choice so very human.”
    

    
      “Ah…fuck.” The Viper scratched the back of his head. “I remember. I remember it now. The tension. The air. This feels just like the time we cleared the lower floors of the Tower… Yeah, I feel a chill running down my back. People are going to die today.”
    

    
      “I agree. It feels like the time when the Five Guilds were the Ten Guilds.” The Countess fanned herself. Her tone was gentle, but her eyes were as cold as a lion’s. “Many people died at the time, didn’t they?”
    

    
      “Everyone, shut up! This isn’t time to get sentimental,” the Witch snapped. “Paladin!”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Interrogate everyone with 
      
        Lie Detector 
      
      right now. All of you! I’ll kill anyone who refuses to answer or doesn’t answer her questions on the spot!”
    

    
      Everyone knew that the Black Witch meant what she said. Her aura billowed with bloodlust, staining it pitch black. Its color seemed to reject all light. 
    

    
      The Paladin nodded. “I was planning on it even if you didn’t ask,” she agreed. “First of all, let me begin by saying that I’m not the traitor.”
    

    
      The Paladin turned and approached…me.
    

    
      “Mr. Kim Gong-Ja,” she said.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “You didn’t choose a reward, so you aren’t a suspect. It may not be necessary to question you at all, but I’ll still ask. Did you choose the Demon King’s reward?”
    

    
      “No.” I shook my head. 
    

    
      All the Hunters watched us. After a few seconds of silence, the Paladin nodded again. “It’s true.”
    

    
      Sighs of relief were heard across the chamber. Meanwhile, the Paladin went on to the next person on her list.
    

    
      The audience chamber’s floor was marble, so each footstep sounded unnaturally loud.
    

    
      “Sword Star.”
    

    
      “Go on.” The Sword Star gestured to the Paladin.
    

    
      “Did you choose the Demon King’s reward?”
    

    
      The Sword Star crossed his arms. “I swear on my honor that it was not me. Never.”
    

    
      “It’s true.”
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      “Inquisitor.” 
    

    
      “Yes! Ask me anything!” the Inquisitor cheerfully answered.
    

    
      “Are you the one who chose the Demon King’s reward?”
    

    
      “I’m sorry.” The Inquisitor let out laughter where no one did. There was something slippery about his laughter. It slid down the marble floor and bounced back from the armor of the knights and generals. “But it’s not me! I don’t want to get killed by the Black Dragon Master just yet!”
    

    
      “It’s true.”
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      “Viper. Are you the one who chose the Demon King’s reward?”
    

    
      “Fuck no!”
    

    
      “...It’s true.”
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      “Countess, did you choose the Demon King’s reward?”
    

    
      “...I didn’t choose it either.”
    

    
      “It’s true.”
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      The sighs of relief when the Hunters found out that I wasn’t the traitor were replaced with terse silence when the Hunters were declared to be honest one after another. The silence was slowly suffocating us like water filling up the chamber.
    

    
      The Paladin faced the Black Witch. All of the other Hunters had already been questioned except for her. She was the last one. The Paladin took a deep breath before she began questioning the second strongest Hunter and the leader of the strongest guild in the Tower.
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master.”
    

    
      “...Yes.”
    

    
      “Did you choose the Demon King’s reward?”
    

    
      The Witch was silent for a brief moment.
    

    
      “No… it wasn’t me.”
    

    
      The silence stretched until the Paladin slowly said, “...It’s true.”
    

    
      Total silence fell over the chamber—we practically choked on it.
    

    
      “What…? Wait… Then what?” The Viper looked around. “Who the fuck is it then?”
    

    
      The Sword Star looked at the Black Witch, who turned to the Inquisitor. However, his eyes were on the Countess, while hers were on the Viper, who gave a desperate look to the Paladin. She, however, looked at me in silence.
    

    
      Everyone was watching everyone else.
    

    
      “Why is everyone saying no…?”
    

    
      But no one answered.
    

    
      “Who the fuck betrayed us!” the Viper screamed. 
    

    
      No one.
    

    

    
      1. A party game based on deception, also known as werewolf or The Town of Salem. Similar concept to Among Us. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 29: The Autumn Rain Is Blood (2)

    Everyone was deathly silent. The only voices that we heard were those that didn’t belong to any of us.

    
      [The Goddess of Protection laments the heroes’ foolishness.]
    

    
      [The Demon King of Autumn Rain bursts into laughter.]
    

    Judging from the Hunters’ dark expressions, I assumed that I wasn’t the only one who could hear the voices.

    “...Calm down,” the Paladin forced out. Despite what she said, she was quiet for a long time as she carefully contemplated how to proceed. “Don’t panic. Yes, maybe the traitor has a Skill to hide their lie. I know it sounds ridiculous, but we might have someone here with a split personality. Everyone has a secret, don’t they? It’s not impossible…”

    “Or…” the Sword Star said, looking at the Paladin with cold eyes, “or the truth is simpler than that. You might be the filthy traitor.”

    Cold tension gripped the audience chamber. The Hunters exchanged glances sharper than swords. It hadn’t been long since the Sword Star and guild leaders had nearly come to blows. Their boiling blood hadn’t even cooled down yet, but they were already butting heads again.

    The Black Witch frowned. “Are you doubting us?”

    “Yes,” the Sword Star immediately answered. “Even if Miss Paladin isn’t the traitor, the chances of her lying to us are high. You Five Guilds leaders have been close for a long time. Aren’t you guys covering up for each other, just like how a crow hides amid other crows?”

    “Hah!” The Black Witch’s fingernails dug into her palms. “You’re seriously—”

    “I’m sure!” the Paladin urgently shouted. Both the Sword Star and Black Witch stopped quarreling and looked at her. The Paladin carefully adjusted herself. “I’m sure that it’s logically possible. Yes, I might be the traitor. But more importantly, we have to stay calm. We’ve overcome many crises together, haven’t we? As long as we trust each other, I’m sure we can—”

    “Hahaha.”

    The laughter belonged to the Inquisitor.

    “Miss Paladin, you’re naive—no, pure. Trust. Hmm. Trust. Yes, it’s a beautiful word! But it takes a long time to build it. It took us ten years for the Five Guilds to build solidarity. In other words…” The Inquisitor adjusted his mitre and brushed the dust from his clothes. “...it’s difficult for me to trust anyone other than those from the Five Guilds—and it’s too inefficient to spend another decade building a trustworthy relationship with other Hunters. Yes, I feel like it’s a waste of time!”

    “...Wait.” The Paladin’s voice and expression were heavy with urgency. She seemed nothing like the woman who had leisurely asked me if a woman with a music major was charming during the festival on the first floor. “Now isn’t the time to pursue efficiency, Inquisitor. Please—”

    The Inquisitor held his hands together. White light enveloped them. “Divine Formula: Carnal Body. Viper, you take care of the Rank 10 champion.”

    The white light spread.

    “I’ll kill the Rank 8 and 9 champions.”

    “Inquisitor! No!” the Paladin screamed.

    “Divine Formula: Teleportation.”

    The Inquisitor and Viper vanished. In the blink of an eye, the Inquisitor had moved behind the Rank 8 champion.

    “...Huh?” He instinctively looked behind him. Overshadowed by the Five Guild leaders, he’d been so far content to remain a quiet extra. No, I felt bad for calling him an extra because he was standing there for his performance on the last stage. Compared to me in the past, this Hunter had a promising future. However, that promising future was being cut short.

    “I’m sorry!” The Inquisitor gave the champion a blooming smile. Although he was unarmed, his fingers were heavily infused with his white aura.

    “Ah…?”

    Blood gushed out of the man’s body as he slowly toppled. He wasn’t an influential figure from a major guild, nor was he a Hunter with such tremendous martial prowess that he could stand alone like the Sword Star. It wasn’t even as if he was in an alliance with the guild leaders like I was—he was just a Hunter who had been a bit impressive on the eleventh stage.

    However, he died. He died all too easily.

    
      [A hero has died.]
    

    
      [The deceased hero was not the Demon King’s underling.]
    

    
      [The Goddess of Protection mourns the deceased hero.]
    

    
      [The Demon King of Autumn Rain sneers at the heroes.]
    

    The murder was done in a flash.

    The Rank 10 champion of the last stage squeaked. Luckily, he didn’t have to stew in fear for a long time.

    The Viper, teleported by the Inquisitor, swung his sword. All it took was one slash to send the poor Hunter’s head to the floor with a thump.

    
      [One hero has died.]
    

    
      [The deceased hero was not the Demon King’s underling.]
    

    Blood flowed across the marble floor.

    
      [The Goddess of Protection purses her lip.]
    

    
      [The Demon King of Autumn Rain bursts into laughter.]
    

    The Sword Star drew his sword.

    “You people have finally revealed your true colors!” The Sword Star’s expression was contorted with fury. “All of you are disgusting! Nothing about you has changed from the old times! Stop right now. Otherwise, I’ll—”

    “Divine Formula: Teleportation.” The Inquisitor disappeared.

    The Rank 9 champion had begun to flee as soon as he witnessed the Rank 8 and 10 champions’ deaths. The fact that he didn’t scream showed an abundance of caution; however, the moment he was about to escape through the door, the Inquisitor teleported right in front of him.

    The Hunter extended his hand. “Ah, h-hold on…”

    “Yes!” The Inquisitor beamed. “I’m sorry!”

    The corpse helplessly collapsed onto the floor, its hand still extended. The bloody debris of its pulverized head scattered across the chamber.

    The voice, once again, quietly announced the results.

    
      [A hero has died.]
    

    
      [The deceased hero was not the Demon King’s underling.]
    

    
      [The Goddess of Protection stays silent.]
    

    
      [The Demon King of Autumn Rain is clapping.]
    

    The Inquisitor pulled out a handkerchief and slowly wiped the blood from his face. After a couple of wipes, the handkerchief was too bloody to serve its purpose.

    “Hmm, all three of them weren’t the traitor!”

    The silence was deafening.

    “This is quite a problem. I was certain that one of the three was the traitor! This means that one of us is the culprit. The Five Guilds’ ten years of trust is going to crumble like a sandcastle today!”

    The Inquisitor dropped the bloody handkerchief on the floor. It landed on a pool of blood, floating like a paper boat.

    “I…I told you to wait…” The Paladin quivered. “I clearly told you to wait… I begged you! I begged you to be calm, Inquisitor. This is just like the last time…!”

    “I don’t understand, Miss Paladin! I am calm.” The Inquisitor smiled gently. It looked like he wasn’t done. He used his right hand to pull out another handkerchief. “I rationally analyzed that those three Hunters were the most likely suspects, but it turned out I was wrong! I’ll just be content with the fact that the most suspicious people have been eliminated. Ah, it would be a big problem if the media was watching us. Fortunately, no one filmed any of it…”

    Just then, the Inquisitor’s yet unstained handkerchief flew into the air. Before it hit the ground, something a little heavier landed—the Inquisitor’s right arm.

    “Ah,” he mumbled.

    It was fortunate that he only lost his arm. If the Viper hadn’t stopped the Sword Star’s attack, the Inquisitor’s head would have ended up on the floor, not his arm.

    “Fuck…!” the Viper cursed as he battled the Sword Star. “Hey, preacher! Give me a sign before you kill someone!”

    “Ah…” the Inquisitor looked down at the floor with a slight frown. A little later, his handkerchief landed on his loose arm, quickly turning scarlet with blood. “The problem has become very serious, haha. I can’t form Divine Formula hand seals without both of my hands. I’m sorry, everyone! I won’t be able to assist you!”

    “Do you…seriously think…that’s the problem right now…?!” the Viper panted. He was obviously struggling to deal with the Sword Star.

    Not only did the Sword Star strike the Viper with his sword, but he also poured a barrage of aura attacks onto the Viper.

    The Viper narrowly managed to block them. “Someone. Please. Fucking. Help me! I’m going to die. I’m really going to die!”

    “Mr. Kim!” the Paladin yelled—or more accurately, screamed. “I’ll entrust all of my power with you. You can even kill me if you decide it’s necessary! You are the only one who didn’t take a reward. Any one of us has a chance of being the traitor, even if it’s very small, but you’re the exception! You can’t be the traitor! So please! I beg you! Please stop the Sword Star!”

    The din of clashing swords filled the audience chamber. The Black Witch and Countess joined in and were fighting against the Sword Star. Only the Paladin was unengaged. She looked pleadingly at me, her shoulders slumped powerlessly.

    I briefly examined the ongoing fight in front of me.

    
      Sword Emperor.
    

    
      —Yeah? What?
    

    
      ...Am I destined to be loved by psychopaths?
    

    I expected a disaster. The Hunters already seemed to be on bad terms, so I anticipated an immediate execution if the traitor emerged. That was why I gave up the reward entirely.

    But I didn’t think it was going to be such an absolute disaster… I sighed.

    “Ah, that’s good. Not a bad idea!”

    The Inquisitor stood between the Paladin and me, pouring a bottle of potion on his arm to stop the bleeding. Surprisingly, he didn’t seem to be in pain at all.

    “A majority vote won’t solve anything in a situation like this. Let’s also abolish the Five Guilds system. It’s inefficient! It’s better to consolidate our power on the one person who we know can’t be the traitor.”

    “Do you mean…”

    The Inquisitor smiled from ear to ear. “Yes!” He brandished his severed arm. “I’ll trust Mr. Kim Gong-Ja to make all my decisions! Hmm, I was certain that one of the three was the culprit. I apologize for that, but nothing can be done about the past! I won’t trust my judgment until we get the traitor. I’ll do what you say, Mr. Kim!” The Inquisitor giggled.

    —Yeah, it looks like your destiny is to be loved by psychopaths. Maniacs like this are rare. I only saw one like him when I climbed up the Tower, the Guardian murmured.

    I hated my destiny. Suddenly, I have the power of the Watchmen League’s assistant leader and the leader of the Pantheon...

    
      —You’ve made it. Congratulations. Isn’t that why you gave up the reward? I was admiring you, honestly.
    

    I expected a disaster but not this. The three guys died for nothing. I should really regress later… I glanced at the Paladin, who was standing still with her face in her hands.

    “I have a question.”

    The Paladin’s sigh escaped through the gaps between her fingers. It seemed she already knew what I was going to ask. “...You’re right. He’s always been like that.”

    By “he,” she meant the Inquisitor, of course.

    “When we first entered the Tower, chaos prevailed. The issue of religion was particularly bad. Anytime someone believed in different religions, we’d have problems. Conflict broke out even over the finer points of the same religion. People continued to divide and fight against themselves. That’s when the Inquisitor showed up…”

    “And?”

    “...And he killed them all.” The Paladin sighed again. “He executed anyone who started a fight over religion, regardless of their nationality or beliefs. Murder is the only way he knows how to solve a problem…”

    “Wow.”

    I thought the Pantheon had been founded because religious organizations in the Tower had grown weary of constant conflict. That was what the media had said—but in truth, it was made possible by massacring anyone who would oppose it…

    “Save! Me!” the Viper screamed. His voice seemed to get an octave higher after every minute. “I’m going to die! Fuck! I’m really going to die! Today is going to be the day the OJP Sect’s leader dies, you shits!”

    The Inquisitor adjusted his hat with his one arm. “Hahaha. I’m aware that my poor judgment started a catastrophe. I’m ashamed to ask, but can you please stop the Sword Star in exchange for my full power as the Pantheon’s leader?”

    “Phew. You’re… Nevermind.” I shook my head. “Let’s talk about you later. I’ve got a lot to say about you. Right now, it looks like Mr. Viper is really going to die if we leave him alone, so let’s solve that first.”

    “Yes, please!”

    I turned away from the Paladin and the Inquisitor and strode toward the battle.

    
      Well, this isn’t so bad. I get to control the Watchmen League and the Pantheon, albeit briefly. Both of them are big guilds…
    

    That was how I convinced myself.

    An intense and skillful fight was tearing up the other side of the audience chamber. Actually, I wasn’t at a level where I could follow their movements with my eyes. Jumping in on the fight was suicide, but I knew the magic word that could stop the Sword Star.

    “Mr. Sword Star!”

    I didn’t get any response.

    “Mr. Sword Star! Since you heard me out today, why don’t you do it one more time? Please stop fighting so that we can talk!”

    Again, he didn’t reply. I had no other choice. I took a deep breath and gathered my aura.

    “I’ll ask your granddaughter out on a date!”

    The Sword Star froze.

    “If your granddaughter enters the Tower, yeah, sure, I’ll go on a date with her. No one knows if it’ll turn into a romantic relationship, but I’m sure she’ll be charming, considering that she’s your granddaughter. Who knows? I may become your future grandson-in-law, so I ask my possible future grandfather-in-law to please stop fighting!”

    The Sword Star quietly turned his back on the fight. After a brief silence, he said, “...I haven’t forgiven them.”

    “Yes, I know.”

    “I definitely didn’t stop because of what you said. But the battle got me thinking that I could kill these people any time I wanted, so I can find the traitor and wipe the rest out later, can’t I?”

    I wanted to ask why in the world he had to tell me that, but instead of saying it aloud, I nodded. “You’re right. You can kill them in a bit.”

    The Sword Star slowly lowered his sword.

    “Huh…? What?” the Viper, opposite the Sword Star, panted. “A-am I alive? Is it over…?”

    Nothing was over. All I did was temporarily pause the fight.

    “Everyone, please, let’s be calm.” I looked around at the Hunters. “I don’t know who the traitor is. We might never find the traitor, but that’s a problem for another time. We can overcome the crisis even if we don’t find the traitor.”

    “...How?” the Paladin asked. “The fact that someone chose the Demon King’s reward means that someone is out for our lives. We could be stabbed in the back at any time.”

    “Look at this.” I pointed at the marble floor where the three corpses—or the blood and pieces of three corpses—were scattered. However, the Inquisitor’s engraving was there as well.

    
      
        Goddess of Protection
      
    

    
      Description: The guardian goddess of the Aegim Empire is moved by your devotion and has decided to appoint you to an important position in the empire. You can be the empire’s prime minister, grand general, or imperial knight commander. Once you choose a position, you will receive the abilities and fame that come with it!
    

    
      Hero of the goddess! Unite with your fellow heroes, and destroy the Demon King’s core on the twentieth floor!
    

    “This says that the Demon King’s core is on the twentieth floor.” I looked each of the Hunters in the eyes. “Don’t focus on finding and killing the traitor. That’s a trap. Don’t fall for it. Who knows? The traitor might be terrified because the Tower’s system selected them by force. Let’s kill the Demon King first.”

    The group fell silent.

    “Once the Demon King is killed, its reward is gone. It’s as simple as that. No matter what kind of fucked-up trial the Tower puts us through, the solution will always be simple. It won’t change even if the Tower tries to turn us against each other.”

    I heard the two voices in my head.

    
      [The Goddess of Protection’s eyes shine.]
    

    
      [The Demon King of Autumn Rain clicks its tongue.]
    

    “Let’s climb the Tower, and crush the Demon King’s core on the twentieth floor,” I said with determination.

    That was my answer. It was not only for the Hunters but also for the Tower.

    A voice answered me.

    
      [Initiating the twelfth floor quest.]
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 30: The Autumn Rain Is Blood (3)

    
      
        [Initiating the twelfth floor quest.]
      
    

    
      As soon as we heard the voice, something rattled against the windows.
    

    
      Raindrops were sliding down the audience chamber’s ornate windows. Our attention immediately turned to the panes. We weren’t surprised by the sudden rain—there was something else.
    

    
      “Oh…. Ohhhh….”
    

    
      “It’s the nightmare… It’s the rain of nightmares again!”
    

    
      The rain—it was as red as blood. Perhaps it was actually blood. All of the NPCs in the chamber covered their ears and moaned in pain. It didn’t matter if they were military officers or civil servants.
    

    
      “Dear goddess, please do not abandon us!”
    

    
      “W-what? What’s wrong with them, all of a sudden…?” The Viper, exhausted from fighting the Sword Star, looked around blearily.
    

    
      “It’s the Demon King…” an NPC in armor whispered. He was curled up on the floor, trembling.
    

    
      The fear spread like a wildfire.
    

    
      “The empire is doomed…”
    

    
      “The Demon King is coming…”
    

    
      “Your Majesty… Where is our emperor…?”
    

    
      Not one NPC’s face showed a single trace of hope. Instead, they had resigned themselves to despair and lamented their fate just like any other humans. 
    

    
      The Viper swallowed nervously. “Th-this is interesting. Hey, this is all staged, right? What’s going on now?”
    

    
      “It’s the beginning of the quest,” I quietly said. “It doesn’t look like we’re going to keep fighting. If it’s difficult to incite internal conflict, the next option is to attack directly.”
    

    
      “Who’s going to attack us?”
    

    
      “Who else could it be?” I glared through the window. “It’s the very same person who tried to make us fight each other with his ‘reward’.”
    

    
      I heard laughter in my head.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain has affirmed your statement.]
      
    

    
      The rain got stronger. Its insistent knocking on the windowpanes grew violently. Dozens, hundreds, thousands of red drops assaulted the glass. I approached a window, but I couldn’t see a thing outside; the rain was now so strong that the entire window was covered in red.
    

    
      I shattered the window with the pommel of my blade.
    

    
      Red poured into the audience chamber, but I finally could see what was happening outside. The audience chamber was at the center of the palace; outside the palace was a city, which was surrounded by high walls.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain has appeared.]
      
    

    
      And beyond the walls was the Demon King.
    

    
      
        —Pitiful ones, 
      
      it whispered through barely parted lips.
    

    
      Yes, it was a whisper. A mere whisper reached past the outer walls and the many walls of the palace and entered the audience chamber through the shattered window. 
    

    
      
        —You summoned the humans from a different world and appointed them to lead your empire. You call them heroes, but do you really believe they’re your heroes? Can they really protect you?
      
    

    
      The rain poured down.
    

    
      
        —Do it. Do it as many times as you want. I say, why not? Call thousands of heroes. Summon tens of thousands of knights. They’re still humans like you. Because of your foolishness, you don’t know your end. I pity you.
      
    

    
      The whisper slipped through the endless downpour, drifting insidiously into the audience chamber, just like it did before.
    

    
      The Demon King laughed loudly, violently bouncing inside of our skulls.
    

    
      “
      
        Ah, argh…
      
      ”
    

    
      The Hunters were a little better off than the NPCs. Unlike them, we were hearing the Demon King’s laughter for the first time, so it was bearable. However, it would not be the same if we had to hear it all year long.
    

    
      
        —You people don’t see humans as people.
      
    

    
      Red dots appeared on the mini-map, my exclusive blessing from the God of War. One, two, three… It was slow at first, but the red dots multiplied into hundreds, thousands, and tens of thousands. Before long, the world was painted red to the horizon and beyond.
    

    
      
        —Let your malice consume you.
      
    

    
      Lightning bolts struck the ground, turning the world pale white. The brief light revealed that all of the red dots on my mini-map were monsters. A grand army of monsters, vastly larger than what we faced on the eleventh floor, was coming.
    

    
      The monsters opened their mouths and howled. The red rain dripped down the goblins’ disfigured faces. It seemed that the red rain was practically holy water for them. Like knights on a holy crusade, the monsters looked up at the sky and basked in the crimson downpour.
    

    
      “...I told you.” I tightened my grip on my weapon. “This isn’t the time to fight among ourselves.”
    

    
      A system window appeared in front of me.
    

    
      
        
          Imperial Capital Defense
        
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty level: A~SSS
      
    

    
      
        Goal: Heroes! You have bravely fought against the Demon King’s army and protected the empire’s supply lines. Sensing a problem, the Demon King, who can summon its legion of monsters anywhere, has personally come to the empire. 
      
    

    
      
        The Demon King’s goal is the Imperial Capital, Arkmnia, the heart of the Aegim Empire. Fortunately, the Demon King has been weakened by manifesting at such a distance.
      
    

    
      
        Stop the Demon King!
      
    

    
      
        ※However, the thirteenth floor will not be opened if you lose the battle.
      
    

    
      “...The Demon King is weakened? Seriously?” the Viper mumbled after a brief silence. He said what everyone else was thinking. “This is…unfair. How are we supposed to clear this? This quest wasn’t made to be completed in the first place. Even if everything up to the tenth floor was just the tutorial…this is too much of a difficulty spike.”
    

    
      “Stop. Let’s approach this calmly.” I turned and looked at the people in the audience chamber, both the Hunters and the terrified NPCs behind them. “We can do it. The Tower doesn’t give us quests we can’t clear.”
    

    
      “But how are we supposed to kill that many monsters…?”
    

    
      “That is why I’m telling you to stay calm.” I pointed at the NPCs. “We aren’t alone here. Did you forget about the choices you made? Mr. Viper, you’re the captain of the Imperial Guards of the Aegim Empire. So lead the Imperial Guards.
    

    
      “We Hunters can’t clear the stage on our own. Treat the NPCs like actual humans. Persuade them to rise, so you can lead them to the battlefield.”
    

    
      Yes, that was how the eleventh floor had been cleared.
    

    
      “We can’t be fighting among ourselves. Mr. Sword Star, you’re the Imperial Knight Commander. You can’t attack the Imperial Guard Captain. There’s no way a country like that can stop a foreign attack.”
    

    
      I turned to the Viper again. “Were you happy that you became the captain? You should be happy, but now that you have the privileges, you also have to carry out the duties that come with them. Whether you like it or not, you have the role of a prominent figure in the empire, so it’s time to role-play.”
    

    
      I turned to the Paladin. “Ms. Foreign Minister.”
    

    
      “Mmm.” The Paladin gave me her full attention.
    

    
      “This is the audience chamber, but I don’t see the emperor. He should be somewhere in the palace. Please take the civil servant NPCs of your ministry and find the emperor. The NPCs won’t follow our orders without their leader.”
    

    
      The Paladin nodded. “Understood.”
    

    
      “Mr. Grand General.” I looked at the Inquisitor.
    

    
      “Yes!” Despite the fact that he lost his right arm, the Inquisitor’s grin never went away. In fact, his eyes on me were sparkling with interest. “That’s me!”
    

    
      “I hate Hunters like you. I really do. Your antics earlier convinced me that I really need to get rid of you. But you’re the Grand General. We can’t afford to lose you.”
    

    
      “Hahahaha. I like you more by the minute!”
    

    
      “You gave me all of your power, so shut up and listen,” I said. I watched the map. The red wave was getting closer to the capital—not much time was left. “There will be a lot of soldiers near the walls. A tsunami of monsters is coming. There’s no way that they’re in their right minds. You’re the Grand General, so get to the soldiers and rally them.”
    

    
      “Hmm! Noblesse oblige, I see!”
    

    
      “Please protect the walls by any means necessary. We fail this stage as soon as they’re breached.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry.” The Inquisitor smiled. “I’ve never broken a promise in my life. I’ll hold the walls with my life!”
    

    
      “Okay.” I looked at the crowd. “I’ll get going first.”
    

    
      It was time for war.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      While I left the palace, the remaining Hunters from the eleventh stage were being summoned.
    

    
      “Whoa. Where am I?”
    

    
      “I like it. We’re not at that shabby harbor at least.”
    

    
      The Hunters looked around the capital streets like tourists.
    

    
      “Huh? Is this acid rain? What’s up with the color…?”
    

    
      “Get to cover! Come on!”
    

    
      “Hey, it says for our reward we’re supposed to choose a role.”
    

    
      “A role? What role?”
    

    
      The newly arrived Hunters had no idea what was going on.
    

    
      
        Well, even the High Rankers that got to the twelfth floor doubted each other enough to fight.
      
    

    
      Three of the top ten champions were dead because they were suspicious of each other. Even the front-runners were like that, so I couldn’t expect much from the Hunters who had just arrived.
    

    
      Even at this moment, the Demon King’s army was approaching.
    

    
      
        I don’t have to persuade them right now. I’ll stop the attack first using the NPCs!
      
    

    
      I ran down the street, ignoring the Hunters.
    

    
      The streets were freaking complicated. Fortunately, I had my mini map, so I had no problem finding the shortest route to the outer walls.
    

    
      Just when I got out of the street, someone showed up beside me.
    

    
      “Mr. Kim.”
    

    
      “Miss Black Dragon Witch?”
    

    
      “Call me Black Dragon Master. I don’t like my title.”
    

    
      She looked like she was using her aura in her feet to slide smoothly down the street. 
    

    
      “How did you get here?” I asked. 
    

    
      “...It’s my Skill. I can teleport to anywhere I can see.”
    

    
      What an overpowered Skill!
    

    
      
        —Hey, Zombie. Get killed by her! Her Skill is awesome! I won’t say anything this time! Die, now!
      
    

    
      “Why didn’t you go to the walls?” I asked, ignoring the Guardian.
    

    
      “I’m here to pick you up, of course,” the Black Dragon Witch nonchalantly replied. She didn’t look tired at all despite how fast she was moving. “You have a sword that works on these NPCs, don’t you? I saw it on the eleventh floor. I don’t know what sword it is, but it can boost the NPCs’ morale. The person the soldiers on the walls need to see is you, not me.”
    

    
      The Black Dragon Witch looked at me.
    

    
      “I need your agreement.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I need your explicit agreement that you want to teleport with me. Otherwise, I can’t teleport you.”
    

    
      I was a little perplexed. “Hold on. Teleportation Skills must be at least Class S. Are you sure you want to tell me the restriction? That Skill is your ace in the hole.”
    

    
      “That’s a weird question.” The Black Dragon Witch wiped her forehead. The incessant downpour kept her locks plastered to her pale skin. Her black eyes bored into me. “According to you, I’m this empire’s prime minister. Isn’t it only natural for the prime minister to use all of her cards to protect her country? We don’t have much time. Any kind of agreement will work, so get on with it.”
    

    
      I nodded. “I agree to be the subject of the Black Dragon Master’s Skill.”
    

    
      Immediately, the Black Dragon Witch reached out with her left hand and grabbed my right. Her hand was slick from the rain so she locked her fingers with mine.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “...There is one more restriction.” The Black Dragon Witch gripped my hand and whispered, “
      
        Teleport.
      
      ”
    

    
      In the blink of an eye, we arrived on the ramparts. As expected, the walls were a scene of anarchy. Despite the imminent arrival of the army of monsters, the soldiers of the empire didn’t—or maybe couldn’t—do anything. They cowered behind the walls, shivering or praying to the goddess.
    

    
      “The end is near…”
    

    
      “Dear goddess, take pity on us…”
    

    
      “Hnngh. Hoooo…”
    

    
      They were NPCs, but they behaved no differently from actual humans. Even if they looked like illusions, their fear and despair weren’t imaginary.
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master, thank you for bringing me all the way over here. I’ll take it—”
    

    
      The Black Dragon Witch sighed. “Hold on. I can’t leave just yet. All I’ve done so far is disgrace myself in front of the rookie.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “I didn’t become a guild leader by sitting on my hands.” The Black Dragon Witch took a deep breath. “...Soldiers of the Aegim Empire!”
    

    
      She released a black aura that was a little darker than the rain.
    

    
      “Rise! What are you doing behind the walls? Do you think the stones will protect you? You’re deluding yourselves! The walls that protect us aren’t these rocks. You are the walls! The soldiers of the empire! Can’t you see?”
    

    
      The curled-up soldiers, recognizing the Black Dragon Witch as their prime minister, slowly raised their heads. 
    

    
      “Prime minister...?”
    

    
      “It’s the prime minister.”
    

    
      Her remarks spread like wildfire.
    

    
      The Black Dragon Witch nodded. “Rise! I command you all to stand. The walls will fall someday, and our homes might be destroyed, but as long as all of you are standing, our Aegim Empire will never fall because you are the empire!”
    

    
      She looked completely different from her usual self. Every fiber of her being was charged with emotion.
    

    
      “Stand up!” the Black Dragon Witch commanded.
    

    
      No trace of her cold, emotionless face could be found. From atop the ramparts, she looked down at the soldiers with burning eyes. Wherever her gaze passed, the soldiers became captivated by her.
    

    
      “Get on your feet, soldiers of the empire! You are Aegim’s last bastion and the bones of the empire itself! Warriors raise your weapons! It doesn’t matter whether you hold a spear or a sword! Fight until your blades shatter and your hands bleed! Rise for the empire and for yourselves!” The Black Dragon Witch tightened her grip on my right hand and held it up. “The goddess is with us!”
    

    
      I realized what I had to do.
    

    
      I drew the holy sword and held it high. The red rain continued to pour down, but the holy sword shone brightly nonetheless. Its white radiance illuminated the soldiers even through the torrent.
    

    
      “It’s the first emperor’s sword…”
    

    
      “It’s the holy sword. It’s the holy sword that the goddess bestowed on the first emperor!”
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection has expressed her gratitude for your choice.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection has gathered every drop of her remaining power.]
      
    

    
      And there was light.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 31: The Scarlet Sword (1)

    
      On the eleventh stage, when I had Sarbas Aegim, the NPC general, kill me, I witnessed his trauma. He stood among many other people, screaming.
    

    
      
        —I pity you. You don’t see humans as people.
      
    

    
      
        No one knew exactly why, when, and where that being showed up from. Its existence didn’t need other people’s understanding.
      
    

    
      
        —You’re born as humans and yet you devour the lives of other humans. Do you try to console yourselves by claiming that this is the fate of all humans? I call that animal karma. I don’t see a reason why I shouldn’t butcher animals today.
      
    

    
      
        However, red rain, the rain of nightmares, poured down whenever that being showed up. A river of blood soon flowed across the lands.
      
    

    
      
        “Retreat!”
      
    

    
      
        “It’s the rain again…”
      
    

    
      
        “Run to the land where the rain doesn’t follow!”
      
    

    
      
        Small countries in remote regions fell first. Next were bigger countries formed by the unions of those small countries. This led to the silent fall of more small countries, those that had been relying on the bigger countries to be their walls. 
      
    

    
      
        The history of mankind was reaching its end as one nation fell after another. Every time a country fell, the land of humans got smaller. Yet the red rain continued.
      
    

    
      
        “Find a place where it doesn’t rain…”
      
    

    
      
        It went on. 
      
    

    
      
        “It’s the end. The end of the world.”
      
    

    
      
        The rain poured down.
      
    

    
      
        “Dear goddess, please don’t abandon us…”
      
    

    
      
        And it never stopped. What little land humankind could claim as their own grew smaller and smaller—the history of man was on its last page. Historians carefully sharpened their old quills. They had accepted their fate; the last thing they would write would be, “Thus, humanity has fallen.”
      
    

    
      
        Only one empire remained on the continent.
      
    

    
      
        —You pitiful humans, let your malice consume you.
      
    

    
      
        The master of nightmares. The king of all monsters. The last historians named the being “The Demon King”.
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Rain poured down, but the sky was lit as bright as day. The light from my holy sword pierced the red clouds, leaving clear skies wherever it shone.
    

    
      “Ohhh…”
    

    
      The soldiers, their faces covered in blood rain, turned their eyes to the sky when they realized that the rain had stopped.
    

    
      “Oh goddess…”
    

    
      Not all of the rain stopped. The downpour only stopped where the holy sword’s light reached, buying them a short reprieve.
    

    
      “The goddess…”
    

    
      “The goddess protects the empire!”
    

    
      However, sometimes a little thing was enough for people, especially for those who were already left with very little. To the people of the empire, their country was the pitiful scraps of what used to be an entire world. They were living the last page of their history. 
    

    
      The soldiers, generals, low-level civil servants, high-ranking officials… Everyone in the empire knew this fact. That was why no NPCs could be seen in the audience chamber. The empire’s prime minister had given up on the nation’s affairs. The grand general gave up on the military. The Imperial Guards no longer protected the empire. The Imperial Knights didn’t uphold their duties.
    

    
      Everyone had abandoned the empire—and that was probably why the Tower chose it as the eleventh stage. Just like how the abandoned children were placed in a certain mansion on the tenth floor.
    

    
      “Rise!” the Black Witch shouted.
    

    
      One after another, the soldiers staggered to their feet. Some soldiers on the walls and their spears; others grabbed their comrades’ hands and helped them up.
    

    
      “Stand!” 
    

    
      The Black Witch told them to become the empire’s last wall. Yes, they would be the walls; just like how the Demon King’s voice passed through the empire’s wall, the Black Witch’s words reached all of the empire’s soldiers.
    

    
      “Stand up!”
    

    
      “Our prime minister is here! She’s with us!”
    

    
      “The first emperor’s sword protects us!”
    

    
      Every man returned to his position. The empire’s walls stood. As the soldiers returned to their duties, spears, swords, and other weapons were returned to their hands. 
    

    
      “Get up. Get up!”
    

    
      “You’re disgracing yourselves in front of the prime minister!”
    

    
      Aides walked around and slapped the empire’s soldiers until they came to their senses. They adjusted their helmets; blood dripped off of the rims, but it couldn’t block their vision anymore. The soldiers looked toward the enemies with clear eyes.
    

    
      “
      
        Phew
      
      …” The Black Witch sighed quietly and allowed her black aura to gradually subside. A few drops of sweat dotted her forehead along with the red drops of rain.
    

    
      “...What?” The Black Witch looked at me. “Is it your first time seeing a Ukrainian giving a speech?”
    

    
      “Uh…”
    

    
      “My country has had many dictators.” The Black Witch’s lips rose slightly. It took me a moment to realize that she was smiling. “I hate dictators, but there is something to learn from them. They give great speeches.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      The Black Witch’s lips dropped. “...It’s nothing,” she said, her expression blank again.
    

    
      What? I had no idea what she was trying to say.
    

    
      
        —I think she’s just embarrassed that her archaic joke didn’t work, 
      
      the Guardian interjected.
    

    
      
        Huh? That was a joke?
      
    

    
      
        —I don’t know. It sounded like it, when you respond like that… Forget it. Zombie, don’t ever think about joining a company and sucking up to your boss. Just be a Hunter like you are right now. Okay?
      
    

    
      Although I still didn’t understand what it meant, one thing was clear: the Black Witch’s speech had given our allies a solid start for this battle.
    

    
      “What are you going to do from now on, Mr. Kim? I believe we should hold the walls.”
    

    
      “You’re right.” I glared at the red horizon.
    

    
      Countless monsters surrounded the Demon King. The Black Witch could bring me to the Demon King with her Class S Skill—however, there was no guarantee that the Demon King would be the one who would kill me. We would be mobbed by monsters in no time, and both of us were going to die. I had to find a way to be alone with the Demon King.
    

    
      “We have to bring the Hunters up while the soldier NPCs can still hold out. Then we’ll be able to fight on equal terms. Once the Demon King sends in more monsters to breach the wall…”
    

    
      “What then?”
    

    
      “Please teleport me to the Demon King.” 
    

    
      The Black Witch stared at me. “You’re going to assassinate it.”
    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    
      “Are you planning to die?”
    

    
      It was a reasonable question. I was still only a Class E Hunter. Although I didn’t have an exact measure of how strong the Demon King was, this world wouldn’t be on the brink of doom if the Demon King could lose its head to a Class E Hunter. Overwhelmed, inadequate… No words would be enough to fully describe how much of a disadvantage I was facing.
    

    
      “I’m planning to win,” I answered. But death didn’t mean defeat to me. It merely was a step on the stairway to victory. “I have a card up my sleeve too. Trust me.”
    

    
      The Black Witch sighed. “Yes, like you said, all Hunters have their secrets. I hope your secret weapon is sharp enough to work on that boss monster.”
    

    
      
        —You’re ridiculous, Goddess. Even your frantic last-ditch efforts are puny. Light, huh? Your people won’t be able to reap the fruit of tomorrow, so what is the use of your light on them? Have all these years coddling your pitiful people made you as weak as them?
      
    

    
      
        —I’ll show them light too.
      
    

    
      A deafening sound rattled the capital city.
    

    
      The Black Witch and I didn’t let our guard down. Our eyes were on the Demon King the whole time, so we knew what the sound was coming from.
    

    
      On the horizon, the Demon King slowly swung its sword. The blade slowed down the space around it, as if the Demon King was cutting through time. However, what the Demon King was actually cutting was the sky. The Demon King’s strike was like a red laser beam aimed precisely at the gates.
    

    
      With a loud explosion, a storm blew over the entire area, enshrouding the area in dust. The Black Witch and I instinctively closed our eyes. Through the thick cloud of dust, I could hear the soldiers’ screams, followed by stone crumbling.
    

    
      “
      
        Gah.
      
       
      
        Cough…!
      
      ”
    

    
      After a moment, the storm subsided a little. We immediately turned in the direction of the screams. The remaining dust prickled my eyes painfully, but I was too shocked to notice.
    

    
      The Black Witch coughed several times.
    

    
      “...Did the Demon King really get weakened?” she whispered.
    

    
      The gates were shattered. 
    

    
      
        —You pitiful things,
      
       the Demon King sneered. Its mocking laughter shook the ground and the sky, slowly blending with the rising dust cloud. The red rain continued to fall.
    

    
      
        —Do you still think you’re the empire?
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The gates weren’t the only thing that had fallen. The laser beam had cut straight through the gates and kept going, reducing the streets and the buildings lined up behind them to rubble, and ultimately, the soaring spires of the palace at the far end of the city were caught in the laser beam as well.
    

    
      A part of the palace collapsed. Like a ship that hit an iceberg, the ornate palace tipped over and slowly crumbled. 
    

    
      
        [A hero has died.]
      
    

    
      
        [The deceased hero was not the Demon King’s underling.]
      
    

    
      My ears rang. I could hear the sound of the imperial palace breaking apart in the distance, while death was announced in my ear.
    

    
      The Black Witch and I exchanged glances. 
    

    
      “...The audience chamber was there,” the Black Witch said first. “The Sword Star, Inquisitor, and the Viper probably aren’t there because they’re leading the knights, guards, and officers. You asked the Paladin to search for the emperor, so she’ll be busy doing that. That leaves…”
    

    
      The Countess, but she wasn’t the traitor.
    

    
      “...You shouldn’t have died first, you heartless girl,” the Black Witch muttered to herself.
    

    
      She didn’t dwell on it. Instead of giving a long goodbye, she shook her head several times. I assumed that it was her own way of moving past her friend’s death.
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master, if Miss Countess actually died, then the outside world…”
    

    
      “Let’s…let’s focus on the matter at hand,” the Black Witch quietly answered. The second strongest Hunter in the Tower just glared at the prey on the horizon. “Even the Demon King won’t be able to keep using attacks like that. Mr. Kim, hold the breach with me.”
    

    
      The behavior of the red dots on the mini map had changed. Unlike their movements before, which resembled an ocean wave, the red dots were now traveling in a line that led directly to the opening the laser beam had just blown open. Their formation was sharp as a spear. It looked like the monster army was trying to break through.
    

    
      “Yes, I think that’s the best course of action.” I grabbed the Black Witch’s hand.
    

    
      She nodded. “
      
        Teleport.
      
      ”
    

    
      We headed into the breach.
    

    
      The monsters were a lot closer now. Goblins, orcs, skeletons…all sorts of monsters came running toward us, howling like animals. The archers atop the ramparts released their arrows, but it was far from enough to stop the red tide. We had around two minutes before the first wave arrived.
    

    
      
        —Zombie, one minute will do. No, it doesn’t matter if you manage for only thirty seconds, 
      
      the Guardian said.
    

    
      Hundreds of monsters emerged from the cloud of dust. However, a hundredfold more monsters were approaching, creating new clouds of dust.
    

    
      
        —Hold out on your own. In order to win this war, you need to become their hope.
      
    

    
      No ally stood in my way. I was alone on the front line.
    

    
      
        —Hold out on your own. It doesn’t matter if it’s only for thirty seconds. It’s important to show them that you can stop those monsters on your own. A hero isn’t someone who survives for thirty years; it’s the person who gives thirty seconds when everyone needs them.
      
    

    
      I dropped my backpack on the floor.
    

    
      
        —Become a hero.
      
    

    
      I pulled out a bottle from my backpack. It contained the elixir made by the Chemist, who would be known as the Master Alchemist in the future.
    

    
      
        —I’ll help you.
      
    

    
      One sip, two sips, three sips… I poured the entire elixir down my throat.
    

    
      
        —I promised sword lessons until we reached the twentieth floor, didn’t I? It’s a little early, but it’s time for a practice session.
      
    

    
      My heart hammered against my chest.
    

    
      
        —Place your back foot at a slight angle.
      
    

    
      It beat in one-second intervals.
    

    
      
        —Put pressure on your front foot.
      
    

    
      My heartbeat became faster.
    

    
      
        —Look forward.
      
    

    
      I did just that.
    

    
      
        —Two goblins are at the very front. Their innate eyesight is already bad, but they’re squinting because of the dust clouds. When their vision is obstructed, creatures instinctively swing their swords wide. They’re trying to get a lucky hit, not worrying about where their enemy is. Thrust your sword before they swing their weapons.
      
    

    
      My heartbeat grew faster over time, but one second became slower and slower.
    

    
      
        —All your holy sword does is shine, but it’s perfect to temporarily blind your enemies. One second on an absolute measure doesn’t matter, but in a fight, it’s one second on their relative scale. Take away their vision and you take one second from your enemies.
      
    

    
      That was how one second for me became a little quicker than my heart.
    

    
      
        —They’re here.
      
    

    
      My sword would be faster than one second.
    

    
      
        —Let’s go, partner.
      
       The Guardian stood right next to me.
      
         It’s time to be a hero.
      
    

    
      I swung my sword.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 32: The Scarlet Sword (2)

    
      I saw a stream of blood spurt across my vision.
    

    
      
        Kieeehhhhh!
      
    

    
      A goblin screamed for a long time. Its scream didn’t die out in my time.
    

    
      
        —One down, 
      
      the Guardian counted. 
    

    
      A fan of blood arced through the air, exactly the same color as the rain.
    

    
      The drops of blood were still flying and the rain hadn’t hit the ground. And yet, the entire world was scarlet.
    

    
      I adjusted my grip on my sword.
    

    
      
        —Take care of the left one next.
      
    

    
      I swung.
    

    
      Before the first goblin died, I sliced into the second goblin. It happened in a flash. The goblins didn’t even see me coming. Blood gushed out and screams rose from my left and right. By the time one monster died, another one was dying. This repeated. 
    

    
      Another monster started screaming before the last one’s scream died out. The screaming around me never stopped. I wielded my sword like a conductor’s baton; the main instrument in this sonata of screams was also my sword. 
    

    
      
        —One second’s passed. Don’t stop. Keep your swings separate. Connect the attacks as you slay your enemies, 
      
      the Guardian said.
    

    
      I wielded my sword.
    

    
      
        —Cut from top to bottom. It’s not over just because your sword is positioned low now. This is just like music. Think about it: a low note is just a stepping stone to go higher again.
      
    

    
      Screams pierced the air.
    

    
      
        —Connect them! If your sword is at the bottom now, swing it up. Build a sequence. That’s how you connect your attacks.
      
    

    
      Another second passed.
    

    
      
        —Time is of the essence when it comes to the sword! A beginner can only control one second at least. One swing and that’s it. They are blinded by this one second, so they don’t know how to connect their attacks. Someone who’s a little more proficient controls five seconds.
      
    

    
      My enemies let out their blood; I let out my breath.
    

    
      
        —Don’t waste the time you have!
      
       
      
        Don’t waste it! It’s not over because you killed one enemy. Nothing is over. Look for where you should swing next! People let time pass by, but a swordsman should not! Don’t throw away your one second. Live your one second to the fullest.
      
    

    
      My sword flew between me and my enemies; they bled out as I finished exhaling. 
    

    
      
        —A swordsman is a man whose life is the sword.
      
    

    
      I swung my sword.
    

    
      
        —Do you think it’s easy to live one second to the fullest?  Do you really think you’re living that second?
      
    

    
      I did it again.
    

    
      
        —A man isn’t alive when he just lets the time pass by. The only time he’s genuinely alive is when he devotes his time to something. Gong-Ja, you’re a swordsman, so your life should be the sword.
      
    

    
      My sword was swung once again.
    

    
      
        —Make those seconds in your life shine brighter!
      
    

    
      A goblin clawed my arm until I bled. It made me feel lightheaded and my heart quivered. Despite the horrible pain, I swung my sword and kept looking forward.
    

    
      Endless monsters were emerging from the cloud of red dust, which meant that the amount of enmity was equally immeasurable. All of them were monsters who were out to eat my flesh and drink my blood. They charged me, stained blood-red by the rain.
    

    
      
        —Now you’ve reached ten seconds.
      
    

    
      This was ten seconds. Only ten seconds.
    

    
      
        —Burn brighter, Gong-Ja. Don’t let your life slip away. Make it shine.
      
    

    
      I clutched my sword as tightly as I could.
    

    
      
        —Show them who you are.
      
    

    
      And I roared. My voice swept over the front line, to the center of the battlefield and then the gaping breach in the walls. For a moment, the archers shrank back and the monsters swarming out of the dust cloud halted.
    

    
      
        —Fuck yes. That’s it. Now you’re looking a little less like a zombie, boy! 
      
      The Guardian giggled.
    

    
      I sprinted forward. My target was one of the goblins startled by my roar.
    

    
      Before it could react, I cut off its head. It flew through the air with its mouth agape.
    

    
      My next prey was the orc vacantly watching me kill the goblin. I stabbed its head before it could raise its club. Blood spurted out of the wound. 
    

    
      
        A little more.
      
    

    
      I used my sword to kill a skeleton.
    

    
      
        A little more.
      
    

    
      Next was another goblin.
    

    
      
        A little more.
      
    

    
      Many orcs were taken down.
    

    
      
        More! A little more.
      
    

    
      I continued to swing my sword.
    

    
      
        Look at me! Me!
      
    

    
      I was alive. When I used my sword, I was alive.
    

    
      A howling ogre surged out of the dust, swinging its huge club. Once, twice… Every time the ogre swung, a small storm followed. It pushed away the thick dust around the collapsed gate.
    

    
      Some small goblins were caught by the ogre’s wild swings and slammed into the walls with a sickening 
      
        crunch
      
      . They were reduced to a grisly pulp. The ogre had no sense of camaraderie. I was sure that it didn’t understand kinship, sympathy, or mercy either. That was why the ogre was a beast—an ugly beast. The beast howled loudly, baring its fangs. Its fury was directed solely at me. 
    

    
      
        Come.
      
    

    
      Here stood a hunter who was out for his prey.
    

    
      
        I’ll show you.
      
    

    
      The ogre took a step. A part of the castle wall which had precariously managed to remain standing crumbled helplessly.
    

    
      The ugly beast had giant feet. Whenever it took a step, the ground trembled, and some of the walls—the empire’s last line of defense—collapsed.
    

    
      
        —Set your feet, look forward, and wield your sword to kill the enemies.
      
    

    
      The task at hand hadn’t changed one bit. I threw myself at the beast.
    

    
      The huge beast took another step. That was the moment I had been waiting for. The moment its club came up to throw me out of its way, I moved my sword right in front of it. The holy sword’s white light shot into its eyes.
    

    
      However, the ogre was already too far into its swing to change the course of its attack.
    

    
      
        Why? Why did you give a Class EX Skill to a bastard like him?
      
    

    
      A moment stretched into infinity. As I avoided the ogre’s club, I thought about Yoo Soo-Ha, the Fire Emperor. I wondered…why the Tower had given him the regression Skill.
    

    
      
        It didn’t have to be a saint. All you had to do was give the Skill to a more reasonable, sane person. Then there wouldn’t have been any problem—so why? Why in the world did you have to give that Skill to a psychopath?
      
    

    
      The ogre’s club brushed right past me thanks to the holy sword’s blinding light. It gave me a brief opening, so I ran.
    

    
      
        Wait… Is that it? Yoo Soo-Ha is the only one who could conquer the Tower? Do people have to be like him to stand at the top?
      
    

    
      The ogre’s eyes widened when it realized that I was in the air. The beast tried to use its club on me again, but it was too late.
    

    
      
        Don’t be ridiculous! I’ll clear the twentieth stage instead of the Fire Emperor.
      
       
      
        Not just the twentieth stage—I’m going to do the same with the thirtieth, fortieth, fiftieth, sixtieth, seventieth, eightieth, ninetieth, ninety-ninth, and the hundredth floor!
      
    

    
      I was going to show them. All the way to the top.
    

    
      
        [Your presence has become stronger.]
      
    

    
      
        [Hunter Kim Gong-Ja’s level has increased.]
      
    

    
      My sword cut neatly through the ogre’s neck, splashing blood across the ground. The ogre’s hide was tough, but my sword was sharper. Although the ogre had vibrant vitality, it was dull compared to my aura.
    

    
      The ogre refused to die. Even in its last moments, it swung its arms. There was no need to panic. I just attacked it one more time.
    

    
      
        [Your Skill Slots have increased.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Hunter Class is D.]
      
    

    
      The ogre’s head fell to the ground.
    

    
      Its body joined it a little later.
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      The dust cloud gradually settled.
    

    
      I saw the monsters marching for the ruins of the gates. The seemingly endless wave of monsters slowed, cowed by the fall of the huge ogre.
    

    
      No sound could be heard other than the rain. The empire’s soldiers watched me from the walls, while the Demon King’s monsters were gripped by fear. 
    

    
      I stood alone. More eyes were drawn to me with each passing moment, and more of the Demon King’s creatures began to back away. 
    

    
      
        —Congratulations, you dominated thirty seconds. 
      
      The Guardian grinned.
    

    
      Someone stepped past me. I could tell who it was just from their back. They were wearing a black suit and had white hair—it was the Sword Star.
    

    
      The Sword Star sprinted past, splashing his way through puddles. The strongest Hunter drew his sword and swept it in front of him.
    

    
      One attack cost dozens of goblins their heads and just as many orcs their lower bodies, adding more red to the battlefield. One second, two seconds, three seconds… It was over quickly, but the fresh blood was darker than the rain, making the Sword Star’s impact impossible to ignore.
    

    
      He slowly turned away from his bloody painting and looked at me. His lips moved, but time was still moving too slow for me to really understand him.
    

    
      The Sword Star noticed that I was behaving oddly and smiled faintly. He added a little aura to his voice.
    

    
      “...That was splendid.”
    

    
      The Sword Star held up his sword in the rain. Its color was red, so his sword remained scarlet even after the rain washed it clean.
    

    
      “My name is Marcus Carlenbery, young man.”
    

    
      I had no words. I realized that the Sword Star was paying his respects to me in his own way.
    

    
      It was my second time listening to the Rank 1 Hunter introducing himself. My first time was when I had still been wandering on the first floor. In a remote alley, the Fire Emperor had clutched my head as he whispered to me, 
      
        “My name is Yoo Soo-Ha. Goodbye.”
      
    

    
      I had been killed on that day.
    

    
      Today, I heard my second introduction. They were different names and belonged to different people. Suddenly I felt that I was different as well. It made me realize that I now had the opportunity to do something that I never got to do the first time.
    

    
      “My name is Kim Gong-Ja, sir.”
    

    
      Today, I got to introduce myself.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 33: The Scarlet Sword (3)

    
      It rained.
    

    
      When an inferno tried to burn up an entire plain, it started from a handful of sparks. A deluge that could drown the world began from a few water drops. I couldn’t say that I was an inferno or a deluge, but I had a fistful of sparks and a cup of water in me. 
    

    
      A senior gentleman stood boldly under the rain. He inclined his head to me. “Let’s fight together, young man.”
    

    
      The Sword Star, the Rank 1 Hunter and the imperial knight commander, now joined my side.
    

    
      Someone splashed through the puddles—the only thing Demon King’s laser had left in its path—bringing laughter with him.
    

    
      “...Hahahaha! I’m sorry I’m late! I would have come a little sooner, but it isn’t easy to move an army!”
    

    
      The reflections in the puddles showed me that the laughter belonged to a one-armed priest.
    

    
      “Thank you, Mr. Kim. You’ve bought us time. Now it’s my turn.” The Inquisitor adjusted his hat with his only hand.
    

    
      It was foggy behind the Inquisitor, but I could hear footfalls in the rain. Thousands of the empire’s soldiers were dodging around the debris and jumping over pits and puddles. 
    

    
      People who weren’t soldiers also stood with them. Some weren’t even wearing armor. Many of them didn’t even have helmets. They were basically wearing nothing to protect themselves, but they marched forward nonetheless. 
    

    
      “Everyone, I order you as the Grand General…” The Inquisitor grinned. Thousands of soldiers and tens of thousands of citizens roared in reply. “Butcher those sons of bitches who dared bare their teeth against the empire!”
    

    
      The Inquisitor, the Rank 4 Hunter and leader of the Pantheon, joined the battle.
    

    
      “For the empire!”
    

    
      It rained, the droplets gathering into a river. The Demon King’s endless waves of monsters stopped. High tide had come and gone, and the waters started to flow away from the ruins of the gates. The tide of battle had turned. 
    

    
      “The goddess is with us!”
    

    
      It rained.
    

    
      “Glory to the Aegim Empire!”
    

    
      And it rained.
    

    
      
        Ah.
      
    

    
      I didn’t know when I ended up running at the front. I was the first drop of this tsunami.
    

    
      On my left was a refugee from a small, remote country wielding a spear. A farmer, who once worked the lands of a destroyed village in the empire, stood on my right side, swinging a pickaxe. When I looked behind me, a Hunter brandished a sword, her equipment no better than mine.
    

    
      All of them kept talking, but I couldn’t understand them. Perhaps it was the rain. Or it was the people’s yelling. Could it be the monsters’ screaming? Maybe it was because my time was slowed down. Or was it because I was wielding my sword? It could be because I, a water drop, was flowing with them. 
    

    
      Further and further. I had to go further until the inferno burned everything across the land and the deluge reached every corner.
    

    
      “...Hey.”
    

    
      Among tens of thousands of voices and hundreds of millions of drops, one touched my shoulder and talked to me. He was wearing an eyepatch.
    

    
      “Good job. Sorry I’m late. I should have come sooner. 
      
        Tsk!
      
        I had to bring my guild members with the Imperial Guards. But don’t worry, I’ll show you why my guild is called the OJP Se—”
    

    
      The man stopped talking. Why did he stop? He just looked at me with his one eye.
    

    
      “You aren’t listening. Is it trance? Haha. You’re really something else, aren’t you? I like you, kid.” He laughed quietly. 
    

    
      “Hey, my name is Rao Fan. You probably can’t hear me, but it doesn’t matter… You saved my life earlier in the audience chamber. As the OJP Sect’s leader, I can’t leave my debt unpaid. Keep going forward. Don’t look back—I’ll take the enemies on your left.”
    

    
      He picked up a sword.
    

    
      “Remember, this is premium service. No one who stood by my right side ever died.”
    

    
      It rained and rained.
    

    
      “Go, Rising Star. I have your back.”
    

    
      My sword rode the swelling tide.
    

    
      “I’m sorry I’m late! I was busy looking for the emperor. I did find him, but he already killed himself with poison. I don’t think using the emperor to bring together an army is an option. I’m really sorry. I have no excuse.”
    

    
      “It’s okay. We won’t need any more manpower. You can just join us and fight, Miss Paladin.”
    

    
      “Of course. Hmm? What’s wrong with Mr. Kim Gong-Ja…?”
    

    
      “Don’t interrupt him. He’s enjoying a golden moment.”
    

    
      The rain continued.
    

    
      
        —Pitiful ones. Just because you have time, do you really think it belongs to you? Yes, the goddess has been looking after you, but her power dwindles. There is no more god in the empire. What will you rely on then? Yourselves? Can you prove yourselves?
      
    

    
      The Demon King’s sneer blended with the rain.
    

    
      
        — Fine. Show me.
      
    

    
      I saw a red light, but many things stood in my way.
    

    
      “Hey, Witch! Pull up your mirrors!”
    

    
      “I know. I missed the first time, but I’m not letting it happen again!”
    

    
      “Old man! Once she scatters the laser beam, let’s cut it down!”
    

    
      “I can do it on my own.”
    

    
      “It’s coming, people!”
    

    
      The rain continued.
    

    
      “...Scatter.” 
    

    
      Six mirrors flashed as the red beam hit them. The first, second, and third mirrors were destroyed. However, the fourth mirror held out and deflected the entire red laser beam. 
    

    
      “Sword Star! Viper!”
    

    
      I heard a gasp and an exhale. In between, both the sky and the red laser beam were split like Moses parting the Red Sea.
    

    
      Five distinct voices continued to chatter.
    

    
      “See? See! My prime is far from over!”
    

    
      “You could throw a little more weight into it instead of messing around.”
    

    
      “Now is your chance!” one of them whispered in my ears. “I’ll teleport you straight to the Demon King. Everyone, hold onto me!”
    

    
      “Hurry! All of this is for nothing if the Demon King summons more monsters again!”
    

    
      The five voices overlapped and became one. Someone reached out to me.
    

    
      “Hunter Kim Gong-Ja!”
    

    
      Rain was dripping down her face.
    

    
      “Grab it!”
    

    
      “We don’t have much time. Come on!”
    

    
      The eternity came to an end. I could see the people making the noise. Where I was, why I was here… Every memory came back to me.
    

    
      I was in the center of a battlefield. The empire’s soldiers and citizens were pushing back the line of monsters. More Hunters poured out of the breach; they’d finally figured out what was happening on the twelfth floor.
    

    
      “Hunter Kim Gong-Ja!”
    

    
      The High Rankers and I stood at the front line, in front of an innumerable mass of humans. The Demon King’s red laser beam had also obliterated monsters, so it was an empty highway from where we stood all the way to the Demon King. More monsters would come to fill up the pathway, but they weren’t there yet.
    

    
      “Come on!”
    

    
      The High Rankers were all gathered in the same spot. It was a bit ridiculous in a way. The Inquisitor was piggybacking on the Viper, who was holding the Sword Star’s arm with a grimace. The old man put his hand on the Paladin’s shoulder with an even uglier expression. The Paladin indifferently grabbed the Black Witch’s left hand.
    

    
      
        ...If I took a photo and uploaded it online it would instantly go viral, 
      
      I whimsically thought as soon as I saw it. It certainly wasn’t an everyday occasion.
    

    
      While I was lost in a silly thought, the Black Witch yelled, “I’m going to leave you here on your own if you don’t take my hand right now! 
    

    
      She was holding out her right hand.
    

    
      
        Ahh.
      
    

    
      I realized that what I was watching was going to disappear soon. 
    

    
      When the Sword Star and I had a sharp quarrel, he had sheathed his sword only after the Paladin’s earnest persuasion. He had bowed to me to express his apology, but the Inquisitor had brutally murdered three Hunters later.
    

    
      We had fought against each other, stopped fighting, and now were fighting together.
    

    
      
        Everything will disappear.
      
    

    
      All of them were going to fade away like the rain.
    

    
      
        They won’t remember anything.
      
    

    
      However, that was okay.
    

    
      
        —What are you doing, Partner? We have to go take down the boss monster. 
      
    

    
      Even if they couldn’t remember any of what happened, it didn’t mean that any of it was meaningless. I had my sword. And, on this floor, there was a man who had died on the first floor and another man who died on the ninety-ninth floor. No one remembered their deaths, but we were here nonetheless.
    

    
      “...Okay.”
    

    
      Once I regressed, all of the problems would be unsolved. The Sword Star would be suspicious of me. When it was time to choose our rewards, the Hunters would turn on each other again.
    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    
      However, I was a little stronger. I wasn’t going to let innocent people die. Nor was I going to let the Countess get killed and sever the Tower’s connection to the outside world. I now had an idea of who the traitor was, so I was confident that I could do a little better.
    

    
      “Good!” The Black Witch grabbed my hand tightly. “
      
        Teleport!
      
      ”
    

    
      We crossed the battlefield and dived through the air. Five of us landed simultaneously in front of the Demon King, who stood proud with a sword in hand.
    

    
      
        —How amusing. The goddess’s heroes are here. 
      
    

    
      The Demon King was dark. It was like a shadow taking the form of a human. It had a head but not a face; arms and legs, but not hands and feet. The Demon King didn’t seem to be standing on the ground—it looked precariously planted, as if collapsing where it stood. 
    

    
      The Demon King was actually collapsing—its skin dripped like that sewer sludge. However, new sludge emerged from within the Demon King as it dripped away.
    

    
      The master of nightmares. The moving and eternally rotting shadow. This was the Demon King. 
    

    
      
        —Heroes, do you know that you have a traitor among you? I’m sure you do. Yet you try to weave your shattered trust and make it into your armor. Do you really think it will work?
      
    

    
      I really didn’t see the reason to listen to the Demon King. I grabbed my sword and leaped forward.
    

    
      “Mr. Kim!” the Paladin shouted, shocked. “No! Wait! You can’t go on your own! We need to work together—”
    

    
      
        I’m sorry. See you in the next life. You won’t remember what happened today. 
      
    

    
      
        —Are you here to kill me, Hero? 
      
      The Demon King looked at me charge forward on my own and laughed.
    

    
      Its laughter was bizarre. Since it didn’t have eyes or a mouth, the laughter seemed to originate in its skin. Whenever a streak of shadow dripped down its mass, a burst of laughter emerged.
    

    
      
        —You’re a fool.
      
       The Demon King swung its sword.
    

    
      It was impossible for me to stop the attack at my current level, so I didn’t even bother holding up my holy sword and pretending to block it. Instead, I politely raised my middle finger right before the blade sliced through my neck.
    

    
      “No, I came here to get killed by you, fucker. See you in the next life too.”
    

    
      It was short, but I didn’t miss the Demon King’s laughter coming to an abrupt halt.
    

    
      “...!.. Wa—!”
    

    
      Soon, I couldn’t hear anything. My vision, the pain…my senses began to fade as I lost consciousness. However, I could feel the rain dripping on my face until the very end.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [It has been determined that your death met the requirement for the Skill’s activation.]
      
    

    
      
        [Duplicating Monster: Demon King of Autumn Rain’s Skills at random.]
      
    

    
      
        [Creating Skill Cards.]
      
    

    
      It was time for round two.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 34: My Death (1)

    
      Now I could say I was back to this place. Yes, I was back again.
    

    
      
        [Duplicating Monster: Demon King of Autumn Rain’s Skills at random.]
      
    

    
      My consciousness ended up in the Underworld, the pit of my hell. People had called me a loser, and I was one. I had then received an opportunity here when I had died in the fire that people called the Fire Emperor. I didn’t miss the opportunity that the Tower had given me.
    

    
      
        [Creating Skill Cards.]
      
    

    
      But why? Out of all of the people in the world, why had the Tower given me an opportunity like that? I used to be a loser who would scroll through internet communities consumed by jealousy.  Why had I received that chance? The question was similar to “Why did the Tower grant such power to Yoo Soo-Ha, the psychopath?” 
    

    
      
        —I’ve finished reading the Skill Cards. Do you want me to read them out to you now?
      
       the Guardian asked.
    

    
      
        Yes, please.
      
    

    
      
        —Okay!
      
    

    
      As I listened to the Skills that the Guardian recited, I thought that perhaps the Tower was disappointed by the way Hunters handled their gifts. 
    

    
      
        
          Grudge Rain
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: S-
      
    

    
      
        Effects: They don’t see and can’t see. Humans believe that things don’t exist when they can’t see it. “They’re blind.” Yes, they are. “They’re fools.” If so, show them. Show them how many lives have died because of their ignorance. The sky will gladly return all of the innocent blood that was spilled.
      
    

    
      
        ※However, only as much innocent blood as you have seen being spilled will rain down.
      
    

    
      I was certain that Yoo Soo-Ha, the Fire Emperor, had crushed the tenth floor. I didn’t mean that he had cleared it quickly—he would have literally crushed the mansion, ignoring the children’s grudges, resentment, and cries of pain. The Tower must have been disappointed by his resolution.
    

    
      
        What’s the next Skill?
      
    

    
      
        —It’s this, 
      
      the Guardian said.
    

    
      
        
          Heart’s Echoing Cry
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: A+
      
    

    
      
        Effects: Your aura is strengthened, fueled by your emotion. The stronger the emotion is, the stronger your aura becomes.  Vengeance, hatred, sorrow, anger, love… It doesn’t matter what kind of emotion it is. A fire burns on fuel.
      
    

    
      
        ※However, you will become addicted to the emotion over time.
      
    

    
      I took my time pondering the matter. Yes, the Tower must have been disappointed.
    

    
      
        Every floor has a hidden quest.
      
    

    
      Just like how there was a quest to console the children in the Infernal Mansion, I assumed that the twelfth floor would have one too. I listened intently to the Guardian, hoping to find the answer in his words.
    

    
      
        
          Monster Legion Summon
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: SS
      
    

    
      
        Effects: You are able to summon those you’ve killed as monsters. The deceased won’t have their original abilities or their memories. They are only summoned as monsters like goblins, orcs, zombies, and skeletons.
      
    

    
      
        ※However, you can summon your legion only once a week.
      
    

    
      Even aside from those three Skills, the Demon King of Autumn Rain had many lesser Skills, but those three drew my attention the most.
    

    
      
        …Okay. 
      
      I nodded. 
      
        I’ve made up my mind.
      
    

    
      I decided what Skill I was going to choose and how I was going to clear the twelfth to the twentieth floors.
    

    
      
        I’ll choose this.
      
    

    
      
        —Huh? That one? 
      
      The Guardian tilted his head, surprised by my choice. 
      
        Hmm… I’m not sure about this.
      
    

    
      
        I believe this will be the best Skill to clear through to the twentieth stage.
      
    

    
      
        —Well… You can give it a go. I don’t know what your plan is, but I’m sure it involves weaseling.
      
    

    
      
        You can look forward to it. 
      
      I stopped as I was reaching for the card to ask, 
      
        Mr. Sword Emperor—come to think of it, you know the Sword Star’s daily routine pretty well, right?
      
    

    
      
        —Huh? Yeah, I do. His daily routine is the same day in and day out. He’s an old man through and through.
      
    

    
      
        I need his evening schedule.
      
    

    
      
        —Alright.
      
    

    
      I grabbed the card, the voice rang out in the dark world.
    

    
      
        [You have chosen a Skill Card.]
      
    

    
      
        [Copying the Skill.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      And so I went back a day.
    

    
      
        [Your Hunter Class is D.]
      
    

    
      
        [Initiating your Skill penalty.]
      
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      Of course, I had to deal with the penalty and witnessed the so-called Demon King of Autumn Rain’s trauma… But my priority now was resolving the problems waiting for me on the twelfth floor.
    

    
      
        [The penalty’s intensity level is intermediate.]
      
    

    
      
        [The penalty’s theme is the Preta
      
      
        [1]
      
       Realm.]  
    

    
      Experiencing the nightmare could wait.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The Guardian taught me to live the entire second and how difficult it was for a human to live even one second properly. Today, I realized just how true that was.
    

    
      “…Are you going already?” The Black Witch looked up at me from her chair in the cafe.
    

    
      It wasn’t just her—all of the Five Guild’s leaders were watching me, each with a different intent. Even the Countess, who had died in the Demon King’s attack on the twelfth floor, smiled faintly as she fanned herself.
    

    
      I was back in the cafe in Babylon where I had made a treaty with the guild leaders.
    

    
      
        All that was one day…
      
    

    
      Once again, my mind was blown by how long twenty-four hours was. We had begun a new era, cleared the eleventh floor, and fought the Demon King on the twelfth floor. I couldn’t believe that all that happened in less than a day.
    

    
      “…Yes, the eleventh floor is opening soon.” My voice choked up a little. I cleared my throat before continuing, “I’d better get ready so I won’t fall behind.”
    

    
      “We don’t know what kind of place the eleventh floor is. How are you going to prepare?”
    

    
      There was no problem on the eleventh floor. The problems began on the twelfth floor where the Demon King interfered. There, they would be divided against themselves. One of them would even go so far as to betray the rest of them. That could not be reversed. There would be casualties.
    

    
      “…Mr. Kim?” The Black Witch’s brows furrowed. “Are you okay? You suddenly don’t look too good. Are you sick?”
    

    
      “Mmm? No, I’m fine. It’s just that all of you are such incredible people who lead guilds of your own, so I got a little choked up being here with you. It makes me realize how much things have changed,” I calmly lied. The Guardian watched me without saying anything. “Anyway, yes, you’re right. I know what the eleventh floor is like—and I also know what the quest is.”
    

    
      The guild leaders’ expressions changed. Information was as valuable as lives, and I had basically just told them that I had a clue to a problem that their lives depended on. I could understand their reaction.
    

    
      “I received information for clearing the eleventh floor.”
    

    
      “…And you’re revealing it right now,” the Black Dragon cautiously said. “Can we take it that you’re willing to share the information?”
    

    
      “Of course. But I have a condition.” I raised my index finger.
    

    
      “Go on. I’m happy to listen.”
    

    
      “When I ask you for a favor someday, please do it, no matter what.” I looked at each and every one of the Hunters sitting around the table.
    

    
      A favor sounded like a small thing, but it carried a lot of weight. The Hunters looked torn.
    

    
      “What is this favor?”
    

    
      “I can’t tell you yet, but I can promise you that it will not endanger your lives nor am I going to ask you for money. I’m not going to ask you to kill someone for me, either. You can just say no if the favor I ask you for is impossible.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor stroked his chin with his right hand—the hand he had lost to the Sword Star’s sword during the last try. “It sounds reasonable to me. Frankly, I think it’s an extremely good deal for us, haha! This information will help us handle the next floor better; there are rarely any problems that can’t be solved with enough information. I say yes!”
    

    
      “Hmm. Since we still have a say in it… I’m good with it too.” The Countess nodded.
    

    
      The other guild leaders contemplated it and eventually agreed to my terms.
    

    
      
        Alright.
      
    

    
      The first stage of my plan was finished.
    

    
      “The eleventh to the twentieth floors are based on an empire in another world known as the Aegim Empire,” I quietly began to explain. “They’re under attack by the Demon King. The eleventh floor is a battle over their supply lines and…”
    

    
      When I finished explaining the eleventh floor, the guild leaders began to discuss among themselves. They were buzzing with ideas.
    

    
      “…I see. Everything so far has just been a tutorial. We’ll be thrown straight into a large battle on the eleventh floor.”
    

    
      “This is invaluable information.”
    

    
      “Right! Our strategies are going to change completely!”
    

    
      “We’ll need to share some of this with our guild members too. 
      
        Phew
      
      . But my MA kids aren’t exactly fighters…”
    

    
      I nodded.
      
         It’ll be a lot easier to clear the eleventh floor now.
      
    

    
      The future was already changing in many ways, but it wasn’t enough.
    

    
      “Then I’ll get going…” I stood up from my seat. “Ah, Miss Paladin.” 
    

    
      The Paladin looked up from her third americano. “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “You’re the assistant leader of the Watchmen League. Would you like to take a short walk outside? I want to talk to you about something.”
    

    
      The Paladin took a look around and shrugged. “Well, I was going to leave soon anyway. It’s okay as long as it doesn’t take too long…”
    

    
      “It won’t. Thirty minutes will be enough.”
    

    
      “Then it’s okay.” The Paladin put down her coffee cup. “I’ll gladly go on a date.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The city was packed with people. In a plaza, at a bench next to a fountain, or at an outdoor restaurant, the Hunters were all talking about who cleared the tenth floor.
    

    
      “Look, no announcement was made yet! An obscure, rookie Hunter cleared the floor!”
    

    
      “I really don’t think it’s that. I’m pretty sure that the Five Guilds are coordinating something before they make an announcement.”
    

    
      “Seriously. Who cleared it…?”
    

    
      “I want to clear a stage too.”
    

    
      Their tomorrow had been erased, so clearing the tenth-floor stage was a brand new event to them. I was the only one who weathered the flow of time untouched. 
    

    
      
        —Hey, Zombie. He’s here. He’s coming.
      
    

    
      No, I technically wasn’t alone. The Guardian was by my side.
    

    
      
        Are you sure?
      
       I asked.
    

    
      
        —Yeah, I am. Don’t look back.
      
    

    
      Several conditions had to be met to clear the twelfth floor safely. One was to get the cooperation of the Five Guild’s leaders. And the second one was…to make the Sword Star not antagonize me.
    

    
      
        Solving the Sword Star’s misunderstanding on the twelfth floor would be too late. I should do it before I climb the Tower.
      
    

    
      On my last try, I could feel the animosity between the Sword Star and the guild leaders viscerally. The moment he pointed his sword at me, he would trigger a fight with them. They were already at each other’s throats, but the traitor was like dropping a bomb at their feet. It was a fast track to destruction and disaster.
    

    
      
        —Wow, marvelous. You probably won’t find him even if you look. Gramps Marcus has a stealth Skill too.
      
    

    
      
        Okay. Just keep an eye on him and see if he continues to follow me.
      
    

    
      I was baiting the Sword Star. After learning his daily routine from the Guardian, I had used that knowledge to catch the Sword Star’s attention. The Sword Star was now following me, abandoning his dinner at his usual outdoor restaurant. 
    

    
      The Paladin, walking beside me, didn’t know about that, of course.
    

    
      “Mr. Kim. Where are we going? This alley only leads to a bit of a shady neighborhood…”
    

    
      “There’s a shop that I want to introduce you to.”
    

    
      “A shop?”
    

    
      “Yes. It’s run by an obscure Chemist, but she’s really good. I’m sure she’ll be a hit once she makes herself known, but things aren’t too good for her right now because advertising herself isn’t easy. You can take a look at her merchandise and help her if you also think she’s good.”
    

    
      The Paladin stared at me. I knew what she was doing.
    

    
      
        She activated her Lie Detector.
      
    

    
      “Do you mean what you said?” she asked.
    

    
      “Of course. Why would I lie to you?”
    

    
      I wasn’t lying since I really was going to introduce her to the Chemist’s shop.
    

    
      “I’m only saying this out of concern—are you up to anything suspicious?”
    

    
      “I’m just seeking your help, Miss Paladin. Even if anything dangerous happens, it’s my life that’ll be in danger, not yours. Trust me.”
    

    
      Everything I said was true.
    

    
      The Paladin slowly nodded. “I’m sorry,” she said with a small smile. “I often hear I’m too paranoid. Let’s keep going.”
    

    
      
        Okay. Another stage of my plan has been cleared. 
      
    

    
      We passed through the alley and safely arrived at the Chemist’s shop. The Chemist was carrying a heavy box—it looked like she’d gotten a new machine for her shop. At first, she tilted her head in confusion at us when we approached, but she broke out into a bright smile when she recognized me.
    

    
      “Ah! Sir!”
    

    
      “Are you closed for the day?”
    

    
      “Hahaha. Yes, I am, but the shop is always open for you, sir! You’re my first regular customer.” The Chemist put down her box.
    

    
      Only a matter of days ago, her hair and clothes were in shambles; now she looked like a completely different woman. It seemed she had been to a salon and purchased new clothes, because she was the image of a proper shopkeeper.
    

    
      “
      
        Phew.
      
       Oh, I’m sorry. She’s…?”
    

    
      “She’s the Hunter who currently occupies the role of the Watchmen League’s assistant leader. You’ve heard of her, right? Her title is Paladin.”
    

    
      The Chemist’s lip quivered. “…The what? T-the W-watchmen League’s assistant leader?”
    

    
      “Yup.”
    

    
      “She’s literally from another league!”
    

    
      I guess this was a normal reaction for an ordinary Hunter.
    

    
      “W-what brings you to my humble shop, assistant leader…? 
      
        Hic! 
      
      Is it for narcotics? Is this a narcotic raid? I-I never made any drugs! My shop is in a shady alley, but I’ve never made any narcotics. I never made a gram of bad potions, either! I lived true to my morals and I’ll continue to do so. Please don’t close down my shop!”
    

    
      The Chemist prostrated herself in front of the Paladin. This was not a normal reaction.
    

    
      The Paladin looked lost. According to her 
      
        Lie Detector
      
      , everything the Chemist said was true, so the Paladin was left wondering if the Chemist was a weirdo or a conscientious merchant.
    

    
      “Now, now. Don’t worry.” I patted the Chemist’s shoulders. “I’m not here to tattle on you to the Watchmen League. I know how skilled you are and I know you have a heart of gold.”
    

    
      “Then…”
    

    
      “Your business isn’t too good despite your skills. It always sat wrong with me, so I’m here to introduce you to the assistant leader here.”
    

    
      The Chemist looked up, slack-jawed. “You mean you…”
    

    
      “I mean what I said. Why don’t you give her some samples? Who knows? If she thinks it’s good, she might sign an exclusive contract for the Watchmen League. It’ll make things a lot easier for you.”
    

    
      The Chemist blinked. It seemed she needed a little time to process what I told her just now.
    

    
      She grabbed my hands. “Y-you’re an angel…!”
    

    
      
        I’m Gong-Ja, not an angel.
      
    

    
      “You made a really big order right before I was about to sell my shop. A-and now you’re bringing me more clients… Are you really an angel…? How do I repay you…?”
    

    
      The eyes of the Chemist, who was going to one day be called the Master Alchemist, sparkled brightly.
    

    
      Just then, we heard new footsteps in the quiet alley. It was quite loud, so the Paladin, the Chemist, and I all turned to look.
    

    
      “…Everyone, leave me and that young man over there alone.” An elderly man in a neat suit glared coldly at me. It was the Sword Star, the senior gentleman who was yet to trust me. “I would like to have a private conversation with him.”
    

    
      Alright. Now it was time to fulfill the second condition.
    

    

    
      1. A preta is a ghost from religions and mythology. Its hunger is said to be insatiable. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 35: My Death (2)

    
      “Sword Star…?” The Paladin’s brows furrowed. “What business do you have here?”
    

    
      She wouldn’t have expected to meet the Sword Star in an alley like this. Unexpected meeting aside, the bloodlust that the Sword Star exuded made it very hard to think it was a coincidence.
    

    
      “Do you have a hearing problem already, young lady?” the Sword Star, snapped, openly belligerent. “I told you to move because I have a business with that young man over there.”
    

    
      “Your tongue is quite sharp. Why would you need to be alone with Mr. Kim Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmph.
      
       I don’t care what his name is.”
    

    
      The alley was instantly fraught with tension. The Paladin’s furrowed brows now sat above a pair of glaring, vigilant eyes. She was a highly competent woman who was second-in-command of a major guild, so she had already noticed that his business with me was anything but pleasant.
    

    
      “Get out of my way,” the Sword Star said. “I’ve already told you three times.”
    

    
      “When something is not going to happen, it doesn’t matter if you say it three or thirty times, Sword Star. Has your age made you forget the most simple truths of life?” The Paladin slowly reached for her sword. “Mr. Kim Gong-Ja joined all of the Five Guilds, which means that attacking him is a declaration of war against all of the guilds. I don’t know what you’re trying to do here, but don’t think that I, the Watchmen League’s assistant leader, will just watch.”
    

    
      “Ha!” The Sword Star sneered. “I knew it. All of you are in on it together.”
    

    
      “…Together? I really don’t understand what you’re trying to do here.”
    

    
      The alley grew menacing.
    

    
      “I’ve already received several reports about your occasional man hunts, Sword Star. The Watchmen League isn’t free enough to interfere with your personal beliefs, but I’m not about to let you do it right in front of me.”
    

    
      “Different?”
    

    
      “I’ll stop you with my life.”
    

    
      “Do you think you’re good enough to stop me?”
    

    
      “No.” The Paladin glared at the Sword Star, unfazed. “I’ll fight you with all my might and I’ll die. When I do, you’ll become the scumbag who butchered an innocent woman. Feel free to come at me if that’s how you want to spend the rest of your life. I’m sure you don’t have much time left anyway. I’ll make sure to turn the whole thing into a nightmare.”
    

    
      The Sword Star’s wrinkled face was scrunched up.
    

    
      The sun was rapidly setting over the alley. It was already evening. In the far distance, we could hear the sound of pedestrians passing by, but no one except us entered the alley to interrupt the Sword Star and the Paladin’s confrontation.
    

    
      Yes, I brought the Paladin to create this situation.
    

    
      
        The Sword Star is weak to the innocent.
      
    

    
      And the Paladin was probably the only innocent person among the Five Guilds’ leaders. In the last try, when the Sword Star had tried to kill me in the twelfth stage, the Paladin had volunteered to mediate between him and me. He had readily accepted her offer with a mysterious remark.
    

    
      
        “…Miss Paladin, you’re the only person here who hasn’t killed any humans,” the Sword Star mused. “Okay, I’ll trust you on this, too.”
      
    

    
      It sounded like an off-hand comment, but I didn’t miss the deeper meaning.
    

    
      
        It means the Paladin’s kill count is zero.
      
    

    
      Even if the Sword Star had violent principles—no, it was those extreme principles of his that made the Paladin a good person in his eyes.
    

    
      
        The Sword Star won’t be able to harm the Paladin.
      
    

    
      They were a good combination, really. To those who were evil, the Sword Star was a fearsome executioner, but he was merely a harmless old man to good people. 
    

    
      
        Besides, it isn’t just the Paladin.
      
    

    
      The Chemist stood between me and the Sword Star. She had been frozen stiff due to the Paladin and Sword Star’s arrival, but she finally worked up the courage to step between me and the Sword Star.
    

    
      “E-excuse me!” The Chemist was so nervous that her teeth clattered as she went on. She opened and closed her mouth, but her arms were spread wide. “I have no idea what is going on… but this c-customer! Is my savior!”
    

    
      The Chemist was going to be the Master Alchemist, who would be the leader of the Alchemist Office and had a tremendously successful career in her future—but that wasn’t her right now. Right now she was trying to muster every scrap of courage she could get.
    

    
      “Babylon doesn’t have laws like the outside world, but…it’s only natural to protect my customers… I won’t let anyone hurt my customer, even you, Sword Star! I-I already have enough problems because of some roughhousing gangsters! I’m sorry, but I’m officially asking you to leave the premises!” the Chemist yelled.
    

    
      If she were to fight the Sword Star directly, she would lose her head in less than a second. Yet… instead, his hostility weakened for the same reason as before. 
    

    
      The Saintess, the Paladin, and the Master Alchemist—they would be known for their kindness in the future.
    

    
      
        When the Fire Emperor burned down the slum, the Paladin and Alchemist were the first ones to arrive at the site. 
      
    

    
      Kind people always sacrificed a little more and dealt with a little more stress than other people, so many people treated them as pushovers. However, they were the only kind of people who could stop the Sword Star. No one else could do it.
    

    
      “What are you going to do?” the Paladin asked. “I’m more than willing to play along if you want to make your life miserable.”
    

    
      The Sword Star was at a loss—but supposing that my speculation was right, the result was already decided. After a long, tense moment, he took his hand off of his sword.
    

    
      “…I suppose today is not the day.” The Sword Star’s bloodlust subsided. Even as he slowly turned back, he continued to glare at me. “Pray you don’t run into me again. If it wasn’t for Miss Paladin and the shopkeeper over there, your head would already be rolling.”
    

    
      Good. The second condition was now met. Unlike last time, where he had attacked me as soon as he had seen me, I would be able to briefly talk to him before he would try to kill me again. A brief moment was all I needed.
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Star!” I shouted before he turned his back on me. “I’ll wait for you in the vacant lot north of the city at noon tomorrow! It’s okay even if you choose not to come. I’ll wait for you alone. I mean it! Please come at noon tomorrow if you want to know what kind of person I am!”
    

    
      The Sword Star turned his head just enough to glare at me. His blue eyes peered at me, but he did nothing else. The Sword Star quietly left the alley without giving me an answer.
    

    
      Only when his footsteps had completely faded away did the Paladin finally heave a sigh of relief. “
      
        Phew!
      
       That was a close call. I didn’t expect to run into a homicidal tyrant.”
    

    
      “…Is that what people think of the Sword Star?”
    

    
      The Paladin shook her head. “It isn’t a well-known fact, but the Five Guild leaders, at least, are very familiar. When he was in the outside world, he lost his daughter to a murderer. I don’t really know the details because he isn’t really the type to talk about himself. Regardless, it seems to have made him merciless and cruel to murderers. But, well, the Five Guilds and I are basically overlooking the matter due to a lack of evidence… Hmm, I’m sure you already know this, but this stays between us.”
    

    
      
        —Yeah, Gramps Marcus told me about it. A serial killer murdered his daughter and son-in-law. Only his two grandchildren survived, 
      
      the Guardian interrupted.
    

    
      
        Why did you wait this long to tell me that? 
      
      I asked in disbelief. 
    

    
      
        —Huh? What are you talking about? You didn’t ask me, 
      
      the Guardian shamelessly answered.
    

    
      Yeah, that was the kind of person he was.
    

    
      “Well, I can understand how he feels.” The Paladin looked around with a bitter expression. Despite the evening glow, the shabby alley in the city’s poorest neighborhood was shrouded in shadows.
    

    
      “My time at the Watchmen League’s given me a fair number of encounters with criminals. When I talk to them, I often wonder if it’s truly okay to leave people like them alive. Even I sometimes have the urge to kill the ones who deserve it,” the Paladin mused. “All of the major guilds’ leaders have stories of their own, Mr. Kim. Since you’re working with us now, I’m sure you’ll eventually hear them, but… some of them are so rotten that it reeks. I wonder how you’ll react… Hmm.”
    

    
      The Paladin shook her head. Maybe she thought that she had said too much to people outside her guild.
    

    
      “I got sidetracked.”
    

    
      She purposefully made her voice brighter.
    

    
      “So how much does a potion cost here? The Watchmen League’s budget is always tight, so if it’s too expensive…”
    

    
       ***
    

    
      The next day, I stood in the vacant lot, looking at my smartphone. People barely passed by this place on a usual day, but not a single person could be seen today. It was only natural because the Hunters were having a festival in the plaza, similar to my last try.
    

    
      
        But some things changed.
      
    

    
      I read the articles being published on my smartphone. 
    

    
      
        —Breaking News! The eleventh floor is a group battle. All of the Black Dragon Guild’s executives have been summoned.”
      
    

    
      
        —In the middle of the festival, the major guilds are urgently forming Hunter Raid Teams…
      
    

    
      
        —An exclusive Interview with the Inquisitor! “Get into a team if you want to clear the eleventh floor.”
      
    

    
      
        —Is this another collusion by the major guilds?
      
    

    
      
        —The source of information remains a mystery…
      
    

    
      Yes, the world was a little different. I was the one who changed it, and it was going to change a little more. 
    

    
      The Sword Star slowly walked across the lot toward me. His black suit made the sky behind him look especially blue today. I heard distant cheers coming from the city. The glowing countdown hung in the sky.
    

    
      
        [00:01:31]
      
    

    
      The Sword Star put the sky, the cheers, the countdown, and everything else behind him as he approached.
    

    
      “You actually came alone. Are you confident that you can handle me on your own? Well, I guess it’s only natural for an assassin with a body count like yours to have confidence in his skills.”
    

    
      I found the look in his eyes quite unfamiliar. It was completely different from the last try where those eyes had held recognition and trust. Both emotions were nowhere to be found right now—instead, they were replaced by distrust and hostility. This time, he looked at a killer.
    

    
      
        —Zombie, are you okay?
      
    

    
      
        Yeah, I’m fine, 
      
      I answered. My heart just ached a little.
    

    
      I got myself together.
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Star. There’s something I would like to talk to you about.”
    

    
      “Go on. I’ll listen to your last words.”
    

    
      “I know why you’re trying to kill me.”
    

    
      The Sword Star’s mouth curled into a smirk. “I see. You know your crime, don’t you.”
    

    
      “It’s because of your Skill, 
      
        Detective Eyes
      
      .”
    

    
      The Sword Star stiffened. “How in the world did you know that…?”
    

    
      “I really need you to trust what I’m about to tell you,” I said. I knew how difficult it was to gain someone’s trust. 
    

    
      Everyone was stubborn in their own ways. The Sword Star’s stubbornness came from his Skill 
      
        Detective Eyes, 
      
      the Skill that showed him people’s kill counts. He just ignored the fact that the Skill might be wrong and could lead him awry. 
    

    
      That was how the senior gentleman had been living until now. That was why I called it stubbornness—stubbornness couldn’t be separated from the stubborn person’s life because they were inextricably linked together. The moment that person gave up on their beliefs was the day they gave up on life.
    

    
      
        That’s the type of person I have to persuade. 
      
    

    
      I had to make him abandon everything he’d done in life. On top of that, I had to make him trust me. Again, how difficult was this?
    

    
      
        But… I can do it. 
      
      I clenched my fists. 
      
        I can put my life on the line too.
      
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Star,” I said, “I’m a clairvoyant.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I have a Skill that allows me to see the future. That’s how I know about your 
      
        Detective Eyes.
      
       You’re going to kill me. Before you do it, I ask you why I should die and you tell me about your 
      
        Detective Eyes. 
      
      According to the Skill, I have the number ‘4093’ above my head.”
    

    
      It was a little lie, but I had to do it to persuade the Sword Star. I could only safely clear the twelfth floor if he was convinced that I could see the future. 
    

    
      
        [00:00:00]
      
    

    
      The countdown in the sky reached zero. Fireworks went off in the distance, and people loudly celebrated the beginning of a new era. The Sword Star and I were the only ones who stayed away from the festival.
    

    
      After a while of staring silently at me, the Sword Star said, “…Guess.”
    

    
      “Guess what?”
    

    
      “My left hand is behind my back. Guess how many fingers I’m holding up. If you’re a clairvoyant, you won’t have trouble figuring out the answer.”
    

    
      Okay. So this was how he was going to react. I’d expected something like this.
    

    
      “If you give me an incorrect answer, I’ll assume that you dared to pull a wool over my…”
    

    
      The Sword Star was probably prepared for any possible way I could attack. An ambush, an item, a Skill… He would have stopped any kind of attack with ease, but he wouldn’t have expected this: before the Sword Star finished speaking, I pulled out my dagger. He immediately noticed it and took a defensive stance.
    

    
      Then I stabbed myself in the neck.
    

    
      “What?” The Sword Star’s eyes widened.
    

    
      He had been prepared for an attack against him, not me stabbing myself in the neck. I could kill myself thanks to his tiny oversight.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      It was all I needed. I restarted the day. After climbing down the hill where the Infernal Mansion was, I met the Five Guild leaders and played poker. I won. A little later, I asked the Paladin to join me and headed to the Chemist’s shop. In that alley, I ran into the Sword Star, and the Paladin and Chemist stood up for me. The Sword Star stood down, and I shouted at him to meet tomorrow at noon.
    

    
      
        [00:00:00]
      
    

    
      And here I was. Just like yesterday, the Sword Star said, “…Guess.”
    

    
      The test was the same as the last one, but my reaction was different this time. Instead of parroting him like a fool, I said, “You’re going to hide your left hand behind your back. You’ll hold up your fingers and ask me to guess how many they are. You’ll say that if I’m a real clairvoyant, I’ll figure it out with ease.”
    

    
      The Sword Star stiffened.
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Star, please trust me. I do have a Skill that helps me act like a clairvoyant. It’s easy to kill me here, but it’s impossible to safely clear the twelfth stage if you kill me. Many people will die.”
    

    
      “…Wait. Hold on,” the Sword Star said. “This isn’t enough evidence. You might have 
      
        X-Ray Vision 
      
      or a mind-reading Skill. There’s no guarantee that you’re a clairvoyant…”
    

    
      Yeah, one time wouldn’t be enough. I expected that.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      It wasn’t easy to persuade someone, especially if they were an old man at the top of his field.
    

    
      “That isn’t enough evidence. You might have—”
    

    
      “You think that I might have 
      
        X-Ray Vision 
      
      or a mind-reading Skill, not clairvoyance. There’s no guarantee that I’m actually a clairvoyant.”
    

    
      But it was okay. He could test me all he wanted.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      
        Doubt me as much as you need to.
      
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      It didn’t matter if it took a week or fifteen days.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      I was confident that I could persuade him. My death made my time longer than his life.
    

    
      The Sword Star pursed his lip after all his doubts had been quelled.
    

    
      “Please trust me, Mr. Sword Star. You can’t kill me here. Otherwise, there will be many casualties on the twelfth stage. I’m speaking the truth. I’m not trying to tell you that I’m innocent or asking you to spare me forever.”
    

    
      “…Then what do you want?”
    

    
      “Give me five days.” I held up my fingers. “Don’t kill me for the next five days. Keep an eye on me and see for yourself if I really deserve to die.”
    

    
      The Sword Star was silent, but there was no need to take my dagger and stab myself again. I knew he was still torn. He needed something to push him over that final hurdle, and I knew exactly what that was.
    

    
      “You still can’t trust me. Later, though, you’re going to tell me a name that will instantly make you believe me.”
    

    
      “…What is it?”
    

    
      “Sword Emperor.”
    

    
      The Sword Star’s eyes widened.
    

    
      “I don’t know who that is, but you said it would make you trust me.”
    

    
      Silence arrived at the vacant lot, although we could still hear people cheering in the city, and I saw a glimpse of the “goddess” descending and giving a speech. When she vanished, the Sword Star finally broke his silence.
    

    
      “Did you say five days, young man?”
    

    
      “Yes, five days.”
    

    
      “Fine.” The Sword Star looked into my eyes. “For the next five days, I’m going to follow you around. I’m going to keep an eye on your every word and action. Then I’ll decide if you really deserve to die or if you approached me because you’re a true clairvoyant. Satisfied?”
    

    
      This was good.
    

    
      “…Yes, it will.” I bowed. “I’m deeply grateful for this.”
    

    
      I’d met all the conditions: The first was to exact a promise from the Five Guilds’ leaders. The second condition was to stop the Sword Star from killing me as soon as he saw me. Lastly, I had to make the Sword Star trust me, even if it was just temporary.
    

    
      
        Finally.
      
    

    
      The guild leaders and Sword Star weren’t going to fight even on the twelfth floor. They wouldn’t doubt each other and end up killing innocent Hunters unnecessarily.
    

    
      “See you on the next floor, Mr. Sword Star,” I said, trying not to choke up. 
    

    
      The Sword Star was looking at me, his eyes filled with mixed emotions. I couldn’t care about that right now because I had a job to do. 
    

    
      I closed my eyes. “Send me.”
    

    
      White light enveloped me. Feeling my pounding heart, I thought, 
      
        All I have to do now is to hunt the Demon King. Just wait, Demon King.
      
    

    
      The world changed. Now it was going to change a little more.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 36: My Death (3)

    
      The white light faded. When I opened my eyes, I found myself back on the battlefield. My eyes quickly landed on a familiar sight.
    

    
      Monsters howled and human soldiers bled as they fought against the monsters. A legion of monsters threw themselves at the harbor’s defenses. It was the eleventh-floor stage, also known as 
      
        Defend the Supply Line
      
      .
    

    
      The soldiers were in their first battle to protect the Aegim Empire.
    

    
      “My, my! You’re here to save the empire! Thank you, heroes!”
    

    
      Sarbas Aegim, the NPC general, came out to welcome me and the Hunters, the same as the last try. He was wearing the same armor, had the same look on his face, and said the same line.
    

    
      “Heroes! Please help me and the army and save the empire!”
    

    
      That was all that stayed the same. The Hunters’ organized response to the general was completely new.
    

    
      “Black Dragons, assemble!” a cold, piercing voice ordered. The Black Witch, the leader of the Black Dragon Guild, just like she had in a battle which now only I remembered, used her aura to command her guild. Something about her voice captivated people.
    

    
      “The Black Dragon Guild will take command of this battle!” the Black Witch boldly declared. “OJP Sect and the Watchmen League! Take the left! The Pantheon and MA will take the right! My Black Dragons will handle the middle. Break through their lines!  If anyone has a problem with my orders, speak after the battle is over! If you have time to talk, you have time to kill another orc!”
    

    
      The world had changed. Those words were the evidence. No Hunters zoned out like the last try, having been forewarned that the eleventh floor was going to be a battle.
    

    
      “Kids, keep up! If anyone dies before me, I’m going to kill them!”
    

    
      The Viper’s OJP Sect.
    

    
      “What nonsense is he… No, no. Everyone, support the OJP Sect! We have to stop those boars from getting stranded!”
    

    
      The Paladin’s Watchmen League.
    

    
      “Hahaha! Anyone who goes rogue gets an immediate execution! Do not step away from your team!”
    

    
      The Inquisitor’s Pantheon.
    

    
      “Everyone is quite energetic. But the MA will take it slow and not go out of our way too much. Just back them up.”
    

    
      The Countess’s MA.
    

    
      The guilds created a perfect defense and stayed true to their roles, allowing them to break the monsters’ advance. Fighters stood in the front line wielding their weapons while supporters chanted magic spells from the rear.  It was like a raging river washing the monsters away.
    

    
      “Ohhh…!” The general rejoiced at the sight in front of him. “The goddess hasn’t forsaken the empire yet! Look! Heroes from a different world are valiantly fending off the monsters! But we shouldn’t leave everything to them! Soldiers of the Aegim Empire, follow me!”
    

    
      The general and soldiers charged into battle with a loud cry.
    

    
      I watched everything from a step away. Yes, all it took was a little lie. My small changes and secretive moves were enough to create a completely different approach to the eleventh stage.
    

    
      
        —Zombie, are you alright? 
      
      the Guardian quietly asked.
    

    
      
        Huh? What do you mean?
      
    

    
      
        —Won’t you get less attention if you do it like this?
      
       The Guardian’s brows furrowed.
      
         You’re the world’s biggest attention seeker. You love it. 
      
    

    
      
        Well, you’re right. 
      
      I shrugged. 
      
        But this isn’t bad either. 
      
    

    
      
        —Huh? Haha, you must’ve matured a little.
      
    

    
      
        Not really… I’m still going to milk it for all it’s worth. 
      
    

    
      I felt eyes on my back. I turned around and found the Sword Star watching me.
    

    
      “Uh… What are you doing over there, sir…?”
    

    
      “I’m watching you,” the Sword Star answered, as if it was the most natural thing in the world. “I told you that I’m going to watch you for the next five days and then I’ll decide if I’ll kill you or not. That’s why I’m watching you.”
    

    
      “…Uhh… Umm… Are you really going to watch me 24/7 for the next five days?”
    

    
      “What a strange question. Of course I will.”
    

    
      What? Did that mean that I was going to have a stalker?
    

    
      “You should kill some monsters too, sir! The reward will be given in the order of the highest contribution in this battle!”
    

    
      The Sword Star looked away and flicked his sword.
      
         
      
      A blue streak of aura cleaved through over twenty goblins. They lost their heads before they could even scream.
    

    
      The Sword Star nonchalantly looked back at me as flowers of blood bloomed on the battlefield. “I’ll wield my sword every now and then, so don’t worry. Don’t mind me, just do your job.”
    

    
      He was indeed a master swordsman in a different league from me.
    

    
      “
      
        Phew.
      
      ” I shook my head and headed over to the Black Witch.
    

    
      The Black Dragon Guild members stopped me. When they saw the Sword Star behind me, they tensed. The Black Witch saw we were coming and gestured at her people to let us through.
    

    
      “What is it, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja…?” Her eyes narrowed. “And you’re here too, old man,” she noted, obviously annoyed. “Things are hectic for me because I’m leading the guilds. I would appreciate it if you state your business within thirty seconds.”
    

    
      “I don’t really have business with you,” the Sword Star answered indifferently. “I just followed this young man.”
    

    
      “What? What is that supposed to mean— No, forget it. I’m not interested! I don’t have time to listen to you, so please leave if it isn’t important,” she snapped. “Ah, hey! Team 4! Hold your position! Don’t stand in front of everyone like idiots! Hold it with your life unless you want to end up with a spear up your ass! Team 12! What are you doing? Do you think we’re here to take a stroll? Hunt properly!”
    

    
      “I-I’m sorry, Black Dragon Master!”
    

    
      “If you have time to apologize, then swing your sword again!”
    

    
      She really looked busy, so I quickly got to business.
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master, I have the reward for clearing the tenth floor.”
    

    
      “I’m sure you do. So what?”
    

    
      “I have a mini-map of the battlefield. Enemies and allies show up as dots, so I know where their commander is.”
    

    
      The Black Dragon finally turned and looked straight into my eyes. “Are you serious?”
    

    
      “Why would I bother lying? It’s the truth.”
    

    
      “Then what in the world have you been doing? You should have come to me sooner!” The Black Witch grabbed my right hand. “Tell me! Where is the boss monster!”
    

    
      It looked like she tended to show her true nature when she was busy.
    

    
      “Over there.” I pointed in the direction the mini-map showed me. “I can’t really see it because it’s surrounded by monsters, but it’s over—”
    

    
      “Say ’I agree to be the subject of your Skill.’ Come on!”
    

    
      “Um, I agree to be the subject of the Black Dragon Master’s Skill.”
    

    
      “
      
        Teleport!
      
      ”
    

    
      After a moment, the Black Witch and I were high above the battlefield. We were falling out of the sky. The monsters were fighting against the human army way down below. 
    

    
      “Where?!” the Black Witch shouted, her hair whipping around her.
    

    
      “Over there!” I screamed over the wind. “Where I’m pointing—!”
    

    
      “
      
        Teleport!
      
      ”
    

    
      Each time she said the word, we closed in on the boss monster. I hugged the Black Witch a little tighter. It didn’t mean anything, I just thought that I might fall from the sky if I only held onto her hand. 
    

    
      It looked like she understood, because she didn’t say anything or try to shake me off.
    

    
      “How confident are you with that sword?” she asked, still frowning.
    

    
      “I’m good enough to kill the boss monster!”
    

    
      “Then I’ll teleport you right above it! One strike! Got that?!”
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah!” I knew exactly what she was thinking.
    

    
      “
      
        Teleport!
      
      ”
    

    
      After the last teleport, we were now directly above the boss monster. Just ten meters below, the Goblin King was quacking at the monsters around it. With the splendid golden staff it held, it looked like it was commanding its army in its own way.
    

    
      “Mr. Kim!” 
    

    
      That was my signal. I enveloped myself with aura and let out a shout. The Goblin King heard our voices and looked up, tilting its head in confusion.
    

    
      “Gorr?” The Goblin King saw me, but it was too late.
    

    
      My sword cut right through the top of the Goblin King’s head and split it clean in two. Despite being a boss monster, it couldn’t even put up a fight. It just looked at me angrily until the lights went out. Well, I had technically killed it twice, so I guess it was a little unfair. 
    

    
      The monsters, abruptly bereft of a leader, blinked dumbly at me. Everything happened so fast that they were still processing it.
    

    
      “Why?” I grinned and planted my feet on the Goblin King’s body. “Do you guys want to end up in two pieces too?”
    

    
      Belatedly, the monsters screamed.
    

    
      Low-level monsters like goblins and orcs scattered in panic. It started with one monster, but it soon became six. Six quickly turned into thirty. Like a line of falling dominoes, monsters in all directions started running away.
    

    
      “Yes!” The Black Witch clenched her small fists. “Great job, Mr. Kim! Oh my god! We cleared the stage in less than an hour! I think less than fifty Hunters are dead. Maybe even less than thirty… 
      
        Ahhh! 
      
      I couldn’t ask for a better result!”
    

    
      The Black Witch was so worked up. I had never seen her like this.
    

    
      She had been expressionless in the last try… Was it because quite a lot of Hunters had died in the chaos? And she was now happy because of the low casualties?
    

    
      
        She’s simpler than I expected. 
      
    

    
      Her sadness and happiness depended on the number of casualties. 
    

    
      I smiled. “Now, now. I think you got too excited. You should calm down.”
    

    
      “If this isn’t the right time to be excited, then when is!? Let me say it again: you’ve done an excellent job, Mr. Kim! This is the lowest casualties ever since we started clearing the Tower. You should be proud!”
    

    
      The Black Witch beamed. It wasn’t like a thin smile like when she delivered her speech up on the ramparts—this was genuine, downright glowing happiness. 
    

    
      “I’m sure it was tempting to keep the tenth-floor stage’s reward all to yourself. Really…I’m glad that the new hero is a person like you. What a relief. Brace yourself! All eyes in the Tower’s media are going to be on you starting today!”
    

    
      The Black Witch’s eyes were filled with pure goodwill as she held out her hand for a handshake.
    

    
      
        Yeah. That’s right, 
      
      I thought, grabbing her hand. 
      
        I’m… happy to receive attention from ordinary people. It feels really good to have those people believe I’m the best and their hero. Their envy, jealousy… Everything about it feels awesome. But it isn’t as good as earning these people’s recognition.
      
    

    
      The Sword Star had achieved dominance by merit of his swordsmanship alone, and the Black Witch was leading the biggest faction in the world of the Tower.
    

    
      Aside from them, countless people in the Tower diligently led their lives. I couldn’t say that they made the best of their lives, but they certainly tried their best.
    

    
      
        I… 
      
      I held her hand tightly.
      
         I want to live a life where I can earn their recognition. 
      
    

    
      My goals didn’t stop there.
    

    
      
        I want to protect these people.
      
    

    
      They had been working so hard. I wanted to stop the Demon King from toying with them. The Fire Emperor had insulted their efforts. Some mocked them. There were those who tried to undermine their efforts with nasty schemes. 
    

    
      I didn’t want any of that. I purely wished to acknowledge their hard work and earn their recognition—no, their respect. It might be an impossible dream.
    

    
      
        But that is how I want to live.
      
    

    
      I wanted to change, just as the world had changed ever so slightly. That was my deepest desire.
    

    
      
        —Watching you grow is quite a sight,
      
       the Guardian murmured.
    

    
      Before long, the announcement of clearing the eleventh stage was made. Huge letters floated up in the sky.
    

    
      
        
          Quest Completion Contribution List:
        
      
    

    
      
        First Place: Kim Gong-Ja
      
    

    
      
        Second Place: Black Witch
      
    

    
      
        Third Place: Inquisitor
      
    

    
      
        Fourth Place: Viper
      
    

    
      
        Fifth Place: Paladin
      
    

    
      
        Sixth Place: Countess
      
    

    
      
        Seventh Place: Sword Star.
      
    

    
      
        …
      
    

    
      As the world had changed, the ranking was slightly different. The Sword Star took a significant hit and was now in seventh place down from second. However, the former sixth place, the Black Witch, rose high and took second place.
    

    
      
        [The top ten champions will enter the twelfth floor first.]
      
    

    
      
        [The remaining champions cannot enter the twelfth floor until the top ten champions receive their rewards.]
      
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      And now the
      
         
      
      twelfth floor, the start of all tragedies, opened.
    

    
      “If we can keep this up, we’ll be able to clear the twentieth floor in no time,” the Black Witch said, her cheeks slightly rosy. “I thought we’d have to sacrifice at least five thousand people… We’re off to a good start. A really good one.”
    

    
      No, we were going to pay a dear price on the twelfth floor unless something changed. We would lose the Countess, the MA’s leader and our critical link for trading with the outside world. If that channel was severed, the Tower’s economy would instantly collapse.
    

    
      It would be anarchy. Then it wouldn’t just be five thousand—five hundred thousand people could die.
    

    
      
        So I’ll carry everyone’s weight.
      
    

    
      A bright light enveloped us.
    

    
       ***
    

    
      When I opened my eyes again, I found myself back in the imperial audience chamber. The sparkling white marble floor was still unstained by blood.
    

    
      “Whoa!”
    

    
      “Hmmm.”
    

    
      Hunters were summoned one after another. They regarded me with various expressions. Some smiled at me like they expected me to be here; I also saw Hunters who looked angry that I’d taken first place again. It was just like the last try.
    

    
      “Mr. Kim Gong-Ja!” The Inquisitor came running over, singing praises again. “You were amazing! I didn’t expect you to work with the Black Dragon Master like that! Haha. Did you find the boss monster with the last stage’s reward? I’m guessing I’m—”
    

    
      Unlike the last try, I raised my hand to stop the Inquisitor. 
    

    
      “Hold on.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor tilted his head in confusion. “Pardon?”
    

    
      “There’s something I need to talk to you about first.”
    

    
      All eyes were on me. Each person thought something different. While The Black Witch’s cheeks were still slightly rosy, the Viper’s brows were furrowed. The Paladin looked nonchalant, and the Countess fanned herself…
    

    
      
        What about the Sword Star?
      
    

    
      I immediately turned to check. He was quietly standing alone in the corner of the audience chamber. Although I met his eyes, he didn’t show any reaction; he simply looked at me with his arms crossed. It was very different from how he had drawn his sword on me as soon as he had seen me last time.
    

    
      
        It worked! It’s okay now!
      
    

    
      The frustrating fight that had broken out shortly after the Hunters’ arrival on the twelfth floor was now gone. I had erased the possibility and successfully stopped the Hunters from antagonizing each other, even if it was temporary.
    

    
      “There was something I asked from all of you yesterday,” I said, my heart pounding.
    

    
      “Yesterday?” the Inquisitor repeated.
    

    
      “I’m talking about the favor. I asked all of you to do me a favor no matter what when I asked.”
    

    
      “Ah, yes! Of course, I remember!”
    

    
      The Hunters’ ears perked up.
    

    
      “I’d like to call in that favor right now.” I slowly looked around at them. “For the next five days, please stay here and don’t do anything.”
    

    
      “If you do that…” I took a deep breath before I continued. “Within those five days, I’ll clear up to the twentieth floor.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 37: The Hero'S Title (1)

    
      
        
          [Greetings to the warriors who climb the Tower.] 
        
      
    

    
      Hunters energetically counted down in the plaza. A “goddess” descended from the sky and spoke with the solemnity of a prayer.
      
         
      
    

    
      
        
          [While climbing up the Tower, your faith will be tested from the eleventh to the twentieth floor.]
        
      
    

    
      None of the Hunters paid any attention to the goddess—a new era and a new stage were coming. The Hunters were so excited to finally see the stage that they’d been waiting for for so long that their minds were fully occupied by the eleventh floor. One Hunter actually tested if he could kill the goddess with his sword.
    

    
      
        
          [...You will find your answers. The answers you find will tell you who you are.]
        
      
    

    
      
        [
      
      
        
          That is how you will learn about yourselves...]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [Those of you who climb the Tower, may luck be with you.]
        
      
    

    
      But I didn’t leave the plaza. Instead, I chose to stay and listen to the goddess’ prayer until the end.
    

    
      When I arrived at the twelfth floor again, I recalled what I had heard in the plaza on my last try. Now that I thought about it, we had already received a hint about what would happen on the twelfth floor. What we needed to think about wasn’t what reward we were going to choose, nor who was most suspicious. 
    

    
      The Tower had already given us a hint. The only thing that mattered was the answer we found. 
    

    
      With a nod, I gave my answer.
    

    
      “I’ll clear up to the twentieth floor within five days.”
    

    
       ***
    

    
      The Black Witch was the first one to break the silence in the audience chamber.
    

    
      “Wait a minute. Five days…?” The Black Witch looked confused. “Did I hear you correctly? I think I just heard you saying that you’d clear the twentieth floor in five days. If that was a joke, it wasn’t funny.”
    

    
      “No, you heard me correctly. I’m not joking either.”
    

    
      The Black Witch went silent and the audience began to buzz. The Hunters’ faces displayed with dumbfoundedness and disbelief. Some clearly weren’t sure how to respond.
    

    
      
        It’s natural to react like that. 
      
      My declaration was just plain nonsensical, but I stood strong under their gazes.
    

    
      “…That’s impossible, Mr. Kim,” the Black Witch said after a moment. “You know that it took us years to clear the tenth floor. Of course, I’m sure you’re feeling confident since you cleared the eleventh floor in less than an hour… but you’re reaching too far. Are you sure you’re thinking clearly?”
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master.” I bowed. “Please let me do this. Although I cleared the tenth floor, I didn’t do it for all of you. I did it because I wanted to, but I shared everything I received for clearing the tenth floor.”
    

    
      I had warned them that the eleventh floor would be a battle. I also told them about my mini-map, which showed the location of the boss monster. The information I provided allowed the guilds to minimize their damages, which was why I could speak with confidence.
    

    
      “…Everyone benefited from what I shared. I’m entitled to make this request to you. I’m not asking you to wait for me until I clear the twentieth floor. I only need five days. It doesn’t matter if I succeed or fail to clear the twentieth floor. Just wait for five days. This is my request.”
    

    
      The audience chamber was silent, but I didn’t feel like the silence was against me. 
    

    
      
        [Welcome, Hunter Kim Gong-Ja.]
      
    

    
      
        [You are the Rank 1 champion of the eleventh floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [The reward for clearing the eleventh floor will be given.]
      
    

    
      Maybe that was why I heard the voice a lot sooner than before. During the last try, it had taken a very long time and I had only gotten to choose my reward after the Sword Star had raised hell. In contrast, now I was allowed to choose my reward as soon as I began talking.
    

    
      
        Alright.
      
    

    
      It was like someone was in a hurry to catch my attention.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection offers you a reward.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain offers you a reward.]
      
    

    
      I didn’t choose any reward. I just suppressed my smile. 
      
        Are you getting anxious because we aren’t fighting, Demon King?
      
    

    
      The system windows showed me the goddess' and Demon King’s rewards. I gave them a glance, but that was all they were going to get from me.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain recommends you to choose a reward.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain hints that it could give you no reward at all.]
      
    

    
      I heard the voice prompt me several times, and it didn’t look like it was going to stop any time soon. Still, I was adamant. I didn’t care how many times the Demon King urged me. I ignored everything that both the goddess and the Demon King offered me.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain is confused.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain doesn’t understand your choice.]
      
    

    
      
        It’s okay. Don’t get anxious. Keep wondering what’s happening. Then I’ll come for you.
      
    

    
      It was still silent in the audience chamber. The Inquisitor looked around and burst into laughter—it looked like he’d decided to speak first.
    

    
      “The problem is simple! Mr. Kim Gong-Ja shared information that was essential to clearing the eleventh floor. In exchange, he asked us to do him a favor, and we promised we’d give him it unless it was impossible!” The Inquisitor grinned. “Waiting here for five days without doing anything isn’t an easy request, considering how the media will be hounding us the whole time… But it’s certainly not impossible! So I say yes!”
    

    
      “It’s not impossible, but…” The Black Witch trailed off. 
    

    
      “A promise is a promise, Black Dragon Master!”
    

    
      The Black Witch’s face darkened slightly. After opening and closing her mouth several times, she heaved a sigh. “Yes, a promise is a promise.”
    

    
      That was basically a yes. Those two were the most sophisticated and most psychotic Hunters here, respectively. And with their agreement, the other Hunters agreed to my request one after another. Even the Hunters who weren’t guild leaders were dragged along and promised me five days of silence.
    

    
      I had everyone’s agreement except for the most geezer Hunter in this place. The Sword Star scoffed. “I never gave you such a promise. The promise you and I had is to keep an eye on you for the next five days. I have no reason to give you any favor other than that. If you’re going to leave to clear the twentieth floor, I’ll follow you, according to our promise.”
    

    
      I nodded. “I understand. It’s okay.”
    

    
      I was going to go up against the Demon King on my own from now on. Even though I was confident that I could win on my own… I would basically have a reinforcement of a thousand people with the Sword Star behind me. I didn’t need to bother stopping him from following me. 
    

    
      “Thank you for doing this, everyone.” I looked around the audience chamber and then slowly walked away. “See you in five days.”
    

    
      I opened the audience chamber’s door and headed out. Outside the gate was the empire’s expansive palace, tucked inside high walls. When I passed all the walls, I arrived at the streets of the Aegim Empire’s capital city. I had already seen everything on the last try, but something was different.
    

    
      
        —Huh? None of the NPCs are moving. 
      
      The Guardian looked around as he walked by my side.
    

    
      He was right. Every single NPC from the palace to the city was like that. A knight was supposed to be guarding the palace, but he wasn’t; a merchant stopped selling fruits on the streets; a bored-looking guard on patrol was frozen mid-yawn.
    

    
      
        It’s because the quest hasn’t begun.
      
    

    
      Time was paused right now. I walked across the frozen street, the Sword Star following me from afar.
    

    
      
        —The quest? 
      
    

    
      
        Yeah, no one has chosen a role.
      
    

    
      There was no prime minister or imperial knight commander in the empire, despite the fact that they were essential figures. Hunters were supposed to fill those roles as part of the quests on the twelfth through the twentieth floors.
    

    
      
        The quest was given as soon as we entered the eleventh stage. That’s probably the normal timing—then it took a very long time on the twelfth floor. That isn’t normal.
      
    

    
      I had received the quest only after the Hunters had chosen their roles. 
    

    
      
        Which means that the quest won’t start unless we choose roles. In other words, the Demon King’s legion won’t start their invasion, and there’s nothing for the empire’s army to fight.
      
    

    
      That was why the NPCs were on pause—and it would stay that way.
    

    
      
        The situation isn’t going to change as long as we don’t choose roles.
      
    

    
      The top ten champions choosing their roles was the trigger to start the quest.
    

    
      
        And you know what, Mr. Sword Emperor? 
      
      I asked as I crossed the street.
    

    
      Each pedestrian was frozen up in a different posture, so I had to carefully pick my way through them. It was like walking in a labyrinth made from humans. Even then, I continued to hear the voice.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain recommends you to choose a reward.]
      
    

    
      I ignored it.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain recommends you to give up your right if you aren’t going to choose a reward.]
      
    

    
      
        [If so, the right to choose between the rewards will be transferred to the next rank champion.]
      
    

    
      I continued to ignore the voice and walked on.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain urges you to make a choice!]
      
    

    
      Finally, I was out of the city and saw a plain spread out in front of me.
    

    
      
        What do you think will happen if the Demon King dies when the whole world is on pause? 
      
      I asked the Guardian.
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      I could see a single red dot flickering on the translucent mini-map given to me through the God of War’s blessing. No monsters had been summoned yet, so the red dot could only be one thing: the Demon King.
    

    
      
        What do you think will happen if a boss monster dies before the quest even begins?
      
       
      
        It’s simple: no one will get to choose the Demon King’s reward, hence no traitor. The Demon King will be eliminated before it can start scheming.
      
    

    
      I traveled across the plain headed straight for the red dot. It didn’t take long to get there. I would meet the boss monster shortly.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain is angry at you!]
      
    

    
      Finally realizing my intentions, the voice in my head began to harbor different emotions.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain has appeared!]
      
    

    
      The dark sky undulated and a dark hole opened that dripped with thick, foul fluid. It started as a trickle, and then a stream, which soon blobbed into a distinct mass.
    

    
      
        —Follow the proper order, hero of the goddess. How insolent of you to come here without making any choice. Only those who received a post in the empire have the right to take me on.
      
    

    
      The Demon King was furious.
    

    
      “What nonsense are you talking about?” I touched my sword. “I made a choice.”
    

    
      
        —What…?
      
    

    
      “See? This is the best choice.”
    

    
      The quest hadn’t begun, so the capital wasn’t being invaded by the Demon King. No one had died in this world. 
    

    
      “Demon King, I’ll kill you before the quest starts. Then no Hunter nor a single person from the empire will die. There won’t be any traitors, either. See? It’s a happy ending without any tragedy.” I grinned. “I always hated bad endings; I prefer a happy ending. Maybe it’s just my personality. But I can’t see one happening because you just won’t get your freaking nose out of the empire. I’m sorry, but please die.”
    

    
      
        —You… you’re going to stop me on your own, without the empire’s help?! 
      
      The Demon King’s body fluids roiled.
    

    
      “Yeah.” I drew my sword and pointed it right at the Demon King. “Who needs help?”
    

    
      My sword was going to become the ticking minute hand of this timeless world.
    

    
      “Heroes are supposed to fight alone.”
    

    
      The eternal five days began.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 38: The Hero'S Title (2)

    
      
        It opened its eyes on a rainy day. It didn’t have a form or a name—just calling it a shadow would be fitting. When the shadow opened its eyes on a rainy day, it saw its first creature.
      
    

    
      Croak.
    

    
      
        At first, it didn’t understand what the creature was. It didn’t know many things, but it could hear sounds… The sound of rain and croaking was all around it. The rain carried a sweet scent. 
      
    

    
      
        It instinctively crawled toward the creature in front of it like a snake, although it didn’t even know what a snake was. The creature, which also carried a sweet scent, was unaware that something was approaching. It just looked up at the rain and croaked.
      
    

    
      
        The shadow opened its mouth and devoured the cute croaking creature.
      
    

    
      Croak!
      
         
      
    

    
      
        The shadow didn’t have teeth, so the creature wasn’t ripped apart. It just slowly melted in the shadow’s stomach. 
      
    

    
      
        The rain continued. By the time the creature was mush inside the shadow’s stomach, the shadow realized that it now had front and hind legs. It was stepping on the “ground”, and the area it couldn’t reach was the “sky”. The “rain” connected the sky and the ground. The world became a little clearer in its eyes.
      
    

    
      
        Feeling alive, it gasped at the sensation of raindrops hitting on its slimy, green skin.
      
    

    
      Croak.
    

    
      
        It opened its mouth and made a noise of happiness.
      
    

    
      Croak.
    

    
      
        It rained. The shadow wanted to live a little longer.
      
    

    
       *** 
    

    
      The fight ended with one strike at first.
    

    
      I couldn’t even see it attack even though I had drunk the elixir that stretched time. I squeezed one second for all it was worth, but the Demon King’s attack was still faster than that.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      After I went back a day, I used a black marker to draw a line. The lines would help me remember how many days passed, even in the far future, like a prisoner tracking the number of days that had passed since he was deprived of his freedom. Yes, it was a prison—the prison of time.
    

    
      
        —Zombie, its swordsmanship itself isn’t remarkable,
      
       the Guardian told me.
      
         Its attack is closer to lashing out with everything it has. That’s still scary because you can smash almost anything with enough power, but…
      
    

    
      “But I can dodge if I know which direction the attack is coming from.” I nodded. 
    

    
      
        —Exactly.
      
    

    
      What would happen if I approached the quest in a conventional way? How many soldiers had died in the battle during the last try?
    

    
      Every soldier that died was someone who would have had at least another twenty years in front of them. Twenty years were gone with each death. Two hundred years with ten deaths. Two thousand years for a hundred deaths.
    

    
      I wanted to save that time from fading away, so I didn’t choose a role. Instead, I simply stood in front of the Demon King with my sword in my hand.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      If that was what I wanted, I should be ready to incarcerate myself in this eternity.
    

    
      
        —But the problem is whether or not you’re capable of dodging it even if you can tell which direction an attack is coming from. You puny zombie!
      
    

    
      “Ah, be quiet.”
    

    
      
        —Hehehe.
      
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      When I went back a day, I repeated the day as I reflected on the previous fight.
    

    
      
        —You’re still clumsy with your aura. That’s the problem. All you have to do is focus your aura into your feet to dodge the attack.
      
    

    
      “I can’t maintain my form if I try to move with my aura focused on my feet.”
    

    
      
        —So you need to balance it. Use aura in your thighs, waist, and shoulders too.
      
    

    
      “That’s easier said than done…”
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      
        —You can die if you don’t want to do it. 
      
      The Guardian cackled. 
    

    
      “Fuck.”
    

    
      Day after day passed.
    

    
      
        —Follow the proper order, hero of the goddess. How insolent of you to come here without making any choice. Only those who received a post—
      
    

    
      I had listened to the Demon King’s furious voice too many times already.
    

    
      “Bottoms up.”
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      I was starting to get sick of this Q&A session, so I chugged my elixir without further ado. As I felt time slowing down, I charged the Demon King and swung my sword. 
    

    
      Unfortunately, the Demon King blocked my attack with ease.
    

    
      
        —You…
      
    

    
      “The hero slays the Demon King.”
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      “The Demon King slays the hero.”
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      “What more do I need to say about this? Come, Demon King.”
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      “I’m the empire’s sword.”
    

    
      
        —Fine! 
      
      The Demon King scoffed. 
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        —Then prove it to me!
      
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        —Prove your resolve!
      
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      “Yeah, I’ll show you.”
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      In this frozen world, my sword was the only proof of the flow of time—the ticking hand of the clock. Each second my sword could fend off the Demon King was one more second this world continued to exist. I was merely a sword who lived for one second, but the world’s life depended on that singular second. Just as a flood starts from a single drop of water, I would stretch one second into an eternity.
    

    
      I continued to live my life.
    

    
      “Great job, Mr. Kim!”
    

    
      A day passed.
    

    
      “Unbelievable! We cleared the stage in less than an hour!”
    

    
      Another day passed.
    

    
      “I think less than forty Hunters are dead! Maybe even less than that… 
      
        Ahhh! 
      
      I couldn’t ask for a better result!”
    

    
      Whenever I got to the eleventh stage, I always grabbed the Black Dragon’s hand and teleported together to kill the boss monster. It was now part of my daily repeat routine. Then I challenged the Demon King, lived and died a day. 
    

    
      At some point, the eleventh floor—including the Black Witch—began to change. 
    

    
      “Excellent job, Mr. Kim! Oh my god! We cleared the stage in less than fifty minutes! Your advice was genius! I found that private named Tomund from the shield unit and worked with him to reinforce the defenses on the right. And it worked great! I’m sure less than thirty Hunters are dead!”
    

    
      The change was small at first, but it was solid. 
    

    
      “We did it in less than forty minutes! I think less than twenty Hunters are dead!”
    

    
      I made changes to make the day quicker, more efficient, and more lethal to my enemies. Every time I repeated the day, the Black Witch’s face and voice got brighter. Yesterday, she had smiled because only around twenty people had died. She looked happier than she had been a year ago when there were less than fifty casualties from the Hunters.
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      I lived through a day.
    

    
      “Impossible… Great job, Mr. Kim! I just followed your advice on treating that knight named Jeshua and asked him to deal with the golem, and it worked perfectly… 
      
        Ahhh. 
      
      Maybe less than ten people are dead… I didn’t think that’d be possible in a battle like this. I didn’t know…
    

    
      I lived through a day.
    

    
      
        —What is wrong with you? 
      
      the Demon King asked one day.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      
        —Why are you smiling?
      
    

    
      “I’m happy.”
    

    
      My heart pounded.
    

    
      “I’m smiling because I’m happy.”
    

    
      
        —You’re about to die, so how can you be happy? 
      
      The Demon King brandished its sword.
    

    
      “You won’t understand me. No one would.”
    

    
      
        —You’re arrogant, hero of the goddess.
      
    

    
      “I’m just a guy who finds happiness in the little things.”
    

    
      I swung my sword.
    

    
      
        —You pitiful thing. 
      
      The Demon King cut me in two.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      However, I didn’t give up. I had no reason to. My sword was quicker than yesterday, so it would be faster tomorrow because I was alive. Alive. 
    

    
      The day arrived without a sign. The Black Witch grabbed my hand. Although she wouldn’t know, the number 100 was written on my hands numerous times. These numbers were the invisible wrinkles that told me how many days had gone by in this hellish incarceration.
    

    
      “I…I just checked, Mr. Kim. No one…” The Black Witch’s voice trembled, just like the hand that held mine. “No one died.”
    

    
      Her quivering voice soon became a sob.
    

    
      “I checked with the Pantheon too, but no one died… There are some idiots who got hit with arrows in their arms, but… no one died.”
    

    
      The Black Dragon Guild was the number one guild ever since the Tower appeared. Led by the Black Witch, the Rank 2 Hunter, they had tried to clear the tenth floor dozens of times, but had failed every time. Despite her defeats, she had always brought back everyone alive. That was who she was. And now she leaned her head against my chest.
    

    
      “Thank you… Really, thank you…” 
    

    
      She was laughing and crying at the same time.
    

    
      I wanted to live a little longer. Yes, time flowed in my heart. I swung my sword as long as my heart beat.
    

    
      
        —How dare you! How dare you even think of stopping me without the empire’s help!
      
    

    
      My eternally beating heart drove me across the frozen world to the plains outside the city. I wasn’t going to stop taking up my sword.
    

    
      “Yup. A hero is supposed to fight alone.”
    

    
      
        —You fool! 
      
      The Demon King became furious. 
    

    
      It didn’t have a form or a name—just calling it a shadow would be fitting. The shadow held up its blood-red greatsword. The air trembled ominously as it brought it down on me. I dodged it.
    

    
      
        —You…!
      
    

    
      I did the same with the next strikes.
    

    
      
        —You humans’ malice is what made my shadow!
      
    

    
      The Demon King swung its greatsword, delivering the fourth strike, which had stopped me from moving on to the next second for nearly a year. That was when our fight became different from before.
    

    
      The Demon King’s sword was blocked with an almighty 
      
        crash!
      
       It had to retreat, prickled by fragments of light.
    

    
      “…I’m sorry, Mr. Kim.”
    

    
      A woman landed lightly beside me, her long black hair fluttering in the air. The Black Witch, the leader of the Black Dragon Guild, looked at me with a tiny smile.
    

    
      “I tried to stay put in the audience chamber like you asked, but I was getting cabin fever. It was going to kill me, so I followed you. After a request like that, I wanted to find out what you were doing… Hmm. You’ve been playing an interesting game on your own.”
    

    
      “I’m playing hero.”
    

    
      “Is it fun?”
    

    
      I laughed. “It feels awesome.”
    

    
      “Well, it does look like a beast worth hunting. I can’t let you have all the fun. I’m in too.”
    

    
      Five mirrors rose into the air.
    

    
      “Come on. I’m so close to taking it down. You can’t steal my kill like this,” I grumbled. 
    

    
      “Don’t you know that that’s the best feeling in the world?”
    

    
      “I can’t say no to that.” 
    

    
      Laughter danced across the barren plain.
    

    
      
        —You…
      
       the Demon King growled.
    

    
      A Demon King probably came into existence at a time when no one was allowed to laugh together.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, man.” I waggled my sword at it.  “I tried to take you down on my own, but now that I think of it, the hero should gang up on a Demon King. That’s what tradition and history tells us, right? I’m sure you can understand the custom.”
    

    
      
        —You’re just playing with words! 
      
      The Demon King’s unnatural body churned. 
      
        I’m done playing with you and your sword!
      
    

    
      The foul water poured across the ground in an endless flood, as if the Demon King’s body fluids were limitless. The plain was dyed black in moments, like a giant shadow had been cast over the land.
    

    
      
        —Monsters, answer my call.
      
    

    
      The shadow gurgled and popped. 
    

    
      Each and every bubble the shadow created took the form of a monster. Some turned into goblins. Orcs appeared too. One of the orcs shook its head, shaking off the body fluid. The flow of the bubbles left behind thousands of monsters surrounding me and the others.
    

    
      “This is…” The Black Witch narrowed her eyes as she looked around. “This isn’t something we can deal with on our own. Sword Star! What are you standing over there? The least you can do is help.”
    

    
      “I was going to watch a while longer. It’s been less than thirty seconds since the young man and the sewer thing started fighting. Who knew that sewage could summon monsters?” The Sword Star answered, drawing his sword. No doubt his eyes had been glued to me the whole time.
    

    
      “He’s right. I was thinking about asking for his help after I’d held out for at least a minute,” I remarked with a smile. I’d had to endure his gaze for over thirty weeks anyway. 
    

    
      “Men… Forget it,” the Black Witch huffed.” Mr. Kim, take my hand. We have to get out of here. Sword Star! You come over here too. I’m sure you’ve already seen the number.”
    

    
      However, I didn’t take the offered hand. “No, it’s okay.”
    

    
      The Black Witch frowned in confusion.
    

    
      Instead of answering her question, I quietly said, “
      
        Monster Legion Summon.
      
      ”
    

    
      The Demon King stiffened.
    

    
      
        —What did you—?
      
    

    
      Before it could finish its question, a voice replied to me.
    

    
      
        [The Skill 
        
          Monster Legion Summon 
        
        has been activated.]
      
    

    
      The voice certified my qualifications. Change soon arrived on the plains.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 39: The Hero'S Title (3)

    
      
        The shadow grew bigger. A frog… Yes, the shadow now knew that the first creature it had swallowed was a frog. Actually, it knew a lot more than it did before. It now knew what a frog, a snake, and an eagle were.
      
    

    
      
        When it was a frog, it knew the happiness of feeling the rain on its skin. After becoming a snake, the sensation of sliding across the smooth earth brought it joy. When it became an eagle, it learned the happiness of letting the wind carry its weight.
      
    

    
      
        It realized that the rain, ground, and the sky each held a happiness of their own.
      
    

    
      
        The shadow finally became a lion and learned the joy of killing. The moment it sank its teeth into its prey, blood rushed into its mouth. It was so fragrant that the shadow felt like it could die then and there. Naturally, it would have become an elemental spirit or a divine spirit if it hadn’t coincidentally run into a certain noisy creature. The creature ran away from the shadow.
      
    

    
      
        “Ah… Eeekkk! Ahhhhhh!”
      
    

    
      
        The shadow instinctively followed the creature.
      
    

    
      
        “H-help me…! Dad! Dad! Save me!”
      
    

    
      
        The creature was loud but slow, and threw itself facedown onto the ground. The shadow was yet to realize that the creature had tripped because it didn’t know what “tripping” was. It traveled between the ground and sky, swallowing countless creatures, but this was its first time meeting a creature that was stupid enough to fall over while running.
      
    

    
      
        “I don’t want to die! Dad! Hel—”
      
    

    
      
        Before the noisy creature got any louder, the shadow sank its teeth into it and ate the creature up. The blood flowed into the shadow’s mouth. When its mouth was full of blood, the shadow was stunned.
      
    

    
      
        It was so fragrant. The scent was unbelievable. Captivated by the blood, the shadow lost itself in the feast and consumed everything there was about the creature. Blood… Flesh… Bones! Intestines! Everything about the creature was a delight.
      
    

    
      
        As the shadow sank its teeth deeper, its hind legs got thinner and its front legs became longer. While the hind legs remained legs, its front legs became arms, and its mane became a head of hair. It quietly devoured every last bit of the creature. When it was done with the last morsel, the shadow slowly gained the creature’s memory.
      
    

    
      
        A human—that was what the creature was called. The human had been born in a remote village and its family showered it with endless love. However, life always lacked one aspect, and for this human it was health.
      
    

    
      
        There was no way to treat the human’s illness in this remote countryside. Even if the illness could be cured, the family didn’t have any money. Love was the only thing that was abundant in this family. The human continued to creep closer to death day by day, but admirably, she refused to die in her bed.
      
    

    
      
        “I want to take a walk before I won’t be able to do it anymore! I’m going to get as much fresh air as possible.”
      
    

    
      
        That was her mistake. While testing to see how far she could get, she wandered off too far and reached death inside the shadow’s stomach.
      
    

    
      
        “Honey! Estelle! There you are!”
      
    

    
      
        The shadow stopped being “it.”
      
    

    
      
        “I told you several times not to go out on your own! It’s dangerous near the forest. You never know when a beast will attack you. Never wander off on your own like… Wait, what’s wrong with your clothes?”
      
    

    
      
        “Dad.” She smiled. “I think I’m healthy now.”
      
    

    
      Estelle was the first name that the Demon King got to have.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        [The Skill 
        
          Monster Legion Summon 
        
        has been activated.]
      
    

    
      The plains started to change, beginning right under my feet. My shadow expanded endlessly, covering the wastewater spread by the Demon King.
    

    
      Something emerged from the shadow—human skeletons. They looked like demons trying to escape from hell.
    

    
      
        Mr. Sword Emperor, you wanted to know why I chose Monster Legion Summon?
      
    

    
      
        —Huh? Yeah, I did.
      
    

    
      
        I considered getting a different Skill in the beginning, too.
      
    

    
      The aura-enhancing Skill was tempting too because the red laser beam that the Demon King fired was formidable. It would be awesome if I got to attack like that. However, I changed my mind after giving it some thought.
    

    
      
        Show me my Skill Card.
      
    

    
      
        
          Monster Legion Summon
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: SS
      
    

    
      
        Effects: You are able to summon those you have killed as monsters. The dead won’t have their original abilities nor their memories. They are only summoned as monsters like goblins, orcs, zombies, or skeletons.
      
    

    
      
        ※However, you can summon your legion only once a week.
      
    

    
      
        Summon those I killed as monsters,
      
       I muttered as I scanned the golden card.
      
         Here’s the question: how many people do you think I have killed?
      
    

    
      
        —Uhhh… You and that guy you call the Fucker. Isn’t it two people? 
      
      The Guardian frowned.
    

    
      
        That’s what you would think, right? 
      
      I smiled. 
      
        But why would the Sword Star’s Detective Eyes show that I have a kill count of over four thousand?
      
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      
        Honestly, it’s way too high. I did kill myself a lot, but I didn’t murder anyone innocent. It was just me and me only. So why would the kill count be over four thousand? It should be two.
      
    

    
      I looked in front of me. 
      
        In other words, the Tower uses a particular method to count death. Killing the same person twice counts as two deaths, not one.
      
    

    
      In front, more monsters emerged from the shadowed plains. I could also see a group of skeletons who had already escaped from my hell.
    

    
      
        Now, I’ll ask again.
      
    

    
      A legion of skeleton soldiers spread across the plains.
    

    
      
        How many deaths do you think I caused?
      
    

    
      I had committed 4097 suicides. After hunting Yoo Soo-Ha for the first time, I had been killed by the Sword Star before a day passed, so my Yoo Soo-Ha hunts had to take place twice. That made 4099 deaths.
    

    
      Set out on the plains were the traces of my death. I nodded at the hell I had created myself.
    

    
      “Wow… I really died a lot.”
    

    
      The skeletons bared their teeth. All of them looked the same and shared my physique. I suppose it was only natural since those skeletons were the evidence of my death.
    

    
      
        Their weapons are the same too.
      
    

    
      All of the skeletons were holding a dagger, the weapon I used when I had taken my own life and Yoo Soo-Ha’s.
    

    
      “Impossible…!”
    

    
      I was the only one who was leisurely examining the skeletons’ weapons. The Black Witch and Sword Star were looking around warily.
    

    
      “What is this? Mr. Kim, is it your Skill?”
    

    
      “Yes, it is.” I nodded.
    

    
      “You’ve got to be kidding me.” The Black Witch’s jaw dropped. “Oh my god. I’ve never heard of a Skill that can summon thousands of monsters! So this is how you cleared the tenth floor!”
    

    
      “Uh… No, that’s not…”
    

    
      It seemed the Black Witch was having a misunderstanding, but before I could correct it, she was distracted by the skeletons.
    

    
      Well, it wasn’t important.
    

    
      “Well, yeah. You’re right.”
    

    
      “I knew it!” The Black Witch clenched her fists.
    

    
      “We can talk more about this later.”
    

    
      There was no reason I had to settle this misunderstanding right now. We couldn’t afford to chat with the Demon King right in front of us.
    

    
      
        —How…are you using the same Skill as me…?
      
    

    
      The Demon King was equally bewildered and was just standing there, frozen. She didn’t have a face, but I could tell from her voice alone. It was a shame—I would have gotten to see how much a person’s face could scrunch up if she had one. But I tucked that thought away.
    

    
      “Do you want to know how?” I grinned. “But—uh-oh, too bad—I’m not going to tell you. Keep wondering. Or, I can tell you in exchange for your head. How does that sound?”
    

    
      
        —I can’t believe it…! This shouldn’t have been allowed! When are you going to stop making a fool of me, Goddess? My resentment! My grudges! Our promise is to embrace them all! How could you…! 
      
      The Demon King howled like a wounded lion.
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Star!” I didn’t listen to the Demon King screech. She had her reasons, but she was my enemy which meant I had a job to do—and if she was distracted, I had an opportunity.
    

    
      “Please fight alongside the skeletons! They’ll be able to equally go toe to toe with the monsters if you're by their side!”
    

    
      “...Okay. I don’t feel comfortable fighting together with monsters… but I guess it’s better than helping you,” the Sword Star grumbled.
    

    
      “Thank you! Help me, Black Dragon Master! Let’s crush the Demon King!”
    

    
      “On it. Just don’t slow me down!”
    

    
      The Sword Star swung his sword, and the Black Witch released her aura. It seemed that they had decided to follow my lead until we took down the Demon King. I nodded and shouted at my death.
    

    
      “Skeletons!”
    

    
      Over four thousand skeletons growled quietly.
    

    
      “Show me what you do best! Kill and die!” I commanded,
    

    
      The legion obeyed. 
    

    
      The skeletons jumped onto the monsters from all directions. They were merely bones, so they were light. One of them sailed through the air and landed on an orc’s head. It squeezed the orc’s skull with its bony legs and brought its dagger down using both hands.
      
         
      
      It frantically swung its dagger again and again, tearing the orc’s eyes, mouth, and neck. The orc let out a short scream before it collapsed on the ground. The impact cost the skeleton its left arm, but it didn’t care. It simply ran toward its next prey.
    

    
      Somewhere else, a goblin screamed in pain. A skeleton, down to only its skull, bit off the goblin’s arm.
    

    
      Other skeletons mobbed the goblin. Each of them was missing something—an arm, a leg, a head—but all of them were holding daggers.
    

    
      The goblin flailed, but it was meaningless. The skeletons surrounded it and stabbed the goblin, creating a large pool of blood.
    

    
      
        —Whoa. Those skeletons certainly take after your tenacity. An army of monsters who aren’t afraid of dying. Fuck! That’s scary! 
      
      The Guardian shook his head in disbelief.
    

    
      The massacre infuriated the Demon King.
    

    
      
        —How dare you! You don’t have the right!
      
       
      
        You’re just a man from a different world! You don’t carry any of the malice, the grudges, the life of this world! How dare you stand in my way! 
      
      she howled. 
    

    
      Her shadow constantly poured out wastewater. If it were red, I would have thought that she was bleeding. The Demon King screamed so hard that anyone else would have coughed blood after screaming like that. The howl echoed off of heaven and earth.
    

    
      “Why does it matter where I’m from? I’m standing right here. If that’s not enough…”
    

    
      Before the echo died out, I heard the voice again.
    

    
      
        [The Tower has bestowed a title on you.] 
      
    

    
      
        [Your title is Death King.] 
      
    

    
      The voice went on. It felt like someone had been watching me for a long time and was now blessing and celebrating my liberation from the prison of time.
    

    
      
        [Hail to the king who reaps deaths.]
      
    

    
      Yes, someone remembered me. Even if I had to relive a day, someone knew why I was standing here. That was enough for me.
    

    
      “Don’t tell me about my rights.” I brandished my sword at my enemy. “The Tower is my witness.”
    

    
      Death King was my second name.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 40: My Time (1)

    
      
        She never aged. Her youth was timeless.
      
    

    
      
        Estelle.
      
    

    
      
        She grew more beautiful every day. Her fingertips carried the scent of fresh apples, and her feet gave off the smell of ripe grapes. Everywhere she walked, people were entranced as if they had drunk too much wine. Her fluttering hair resembled a field of golden wheat and exuded the scent of autumn, captivating the entire village whenever she passed.
      
    

    
      
        Estelle, the Saintess of the Outskirts. 
      
    

    
      
        That was what people began to call her.
      
    

    
      
        One day, an impoverished woman came to Estelle with a sick baby in her arms. She said that she had followed a long trail of rumors before she arrived here.
      
    

    
      
        “My saintess, I beg of you. My baby is sick. Please bless my pitiful baby…” she pleaded.
      
    

    
      
        “Are you aware of the rules?”
      
    

    
      
        “Yes, yes. I am aware…!”
      
    

    
      
        Estelle nodded. “Leave the baby here. You can come back tomorrow at daybreak.”
      
    

    
      
        The woman bowed as deeply as she could and left behind her small baby. The baby was wrapped in an old yet soft quilt, made from the woman’s softest rags to keep her baby warm. Humans were very desperate to protect their loved ones.
      
    

    
      
        Estelle buried her nose in the old quilt. It carried the typical lively scent of a baby… It was fragrant. The baby cooed and felt Estelle’s hair. It made Estelle smile. The baby’s quilt may be made from rags, but his life was vibrant. Estelle found happiness in witnessing such a wonderful miracle in this world.
      
    

    
      
        “It’s okay. It won’t hurt anymore.”
      
    

    
      
        Estelle’s shadow moved and opened its mouth in front of the cooing baby.
      
    

    
      
        “You pitiful thing.”
      
    

    
      
        Estelle quietly swallowed the baby.
      
    

    
      
        The baby’s death was peaceful. Instead of fighting back, he helplessly drowned in the shadow. The moment the baby’s flesh and bone melted, his memory flowed into Estelle’s mind. 
      
    

    
      
        The pain of the birth, the sensation of a sore throat, his mother’s smile… The memories were short like his life had been. After embracing his brief life, Estelle gestured at her shadow, which boiled in response.
      
    

    
      
        “Yes, live a little longer.”
      
    

    
      
        Some of the shadow boiled down to the form of a baby. Its dark shade gained a peach tone, and its lips slowly formed into an innocent smile.
      
    

    
      
        Estelle smiled. “You pitiful thing.”
      
    

    
      
        The woman came back as soon as the dawn arrived. She looked haggard—perhaps she hadn’t slept at all last night.
      
    

    
      
        Estelle, who had also been waiting by the door for dawn to arrive, handed the woman her baby wrapped in a quilt. “He should be healthy now.”
      
    

    
      
        “Ah…”
      
    

    
      
        “He won’t get sick easily. Please continue to treasure him like you’ve always done.”
      
    

    
      
        A smile broke out on the woman’s face. “Thank you…”
      
    

    
      
        The stories spread from the distant provinces.
      
    

    
      
        “My saintess…”
      
    

    
      
        The stories reached small, remote countries first; they swept through them like a wildfire.
      
    

    
      
        “Thank you, my saintess…”
      
    

    
      
        “Estelle.”
      
    

    
      
        Next were big countries made from the joining of those small countries.
      
    

    
      
        “Saintess Estelle.”
      
    

    
      
        Those bigger countries were the anchors of yet other small countries, so these lesser states were swept along as well. 
      
    

    
      
        The continent was vast, so unfortunate people were everywhere. For some, horrible illnesses made their flesh rot from their bones. Others could only lament as they limped through the streets. Some were born deprived of their abilities, such as vision.    
      
    

    
      
        “Saintess of Salvation!”
      
    

    
      
        Estelle slowly gathered all the blind eyes, limp limbs, and rotten flesh in the world; her shadow grew larger by the day.
      
    

    
      
        “You are our salvation!”
      
    

    
      
        The bigger Estelle’s shadow grew, the smaller the land of humans became. Officials couldn’t tend to villages that the residents had abandoned. The kings and their cities were no better off.
      
    

    
      
        “You are the salvation of all the sick!”
      
    

    
      
        Rulers realized that Estelle was the name of the new plague they were dealing with—and they knew exactly how to end the plague.
      
    

    
      
        “Burn it!”
      
    

    
      
        It was fire.
      
    

    
      
        “Burn the witch’s nest!”
      
    

    
      
        Estelle’s people screamed as the fire consumed them before her eyes.
      
    

    
      
        “Show no mercy. All of them are cursed monsters! Don’t miss a single one!”
      
    

    
      
        No, humans were burning humans.
      
    

    
       ***
    

    
      
        —You don’t see humans as human beings.
      
    

    
      In one way, it was a moan, but in another way, it was closer to a scream. Moans amassed into shadows, and screams into blades.
    

    
      
        —Let your malice swallow you! 
      
      The Demon King’s sword quivered like a tormented moan as it sliced through the air.
    

    
      “Mr. Kim!” the Black Witch shouted.
    

    
      “It’s okay!”
    

    
      I faced the Demon King.
    

    
      A blast of wind rushed over me. It looked like the Demon King was about to fire her laser with her sword.
    

    
      
        Is it right? 
      
      I focused my aura on the bottom of my feet.
      
         Or is it left?
      
    

    
      It was a fifty-fifty chance.
    

    
      The Demon King’s sword howled. Something redder than blood and hotter than fire struck me.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      
        It’s left.
      
    

    
      I died. Whenever I died, I went back twenty-four hours.
    

    
      
        [6 days 23 hours 53 minutes 27 seconds remaining until you can use the Skill 
        
          Monster Legion Summon
        
        .]
      
    

    
      
        Returner’s Clockwork 
      
      explicitly stated in its description that the Skill owner’s memories and abilities would be preserved. Skills were one of those abilities.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [5 days 23 hours 51 minutes 42 seconds remaining until you can use the Skill 
        
          Monster Legion Summon
        
        .]
      
    

    
      Just as the Sword Emperor’s memory was preserved when I regressed, my Skills’ statuses were preserved as they were at the time of my death. That included the additional effects, damage, causations, memories, and of course, the Skills’ cooldown time.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      A day was rewound.
    

    
      
        [4 days 23 hours 49 minutes 33 seconds remaining until you can use the Skill 
        
          Monster Legion Summon
        
        .] 
      
    

    
      I cleared the eleventh floor again without anyone dying. After I got up to the twelfth floor, I raised my sword against the Demon King. The Black Witch helped me. The Demon King, furious, summoned her monster legion, and I threw myself at them and died.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [3 days 23 hours 47 minutes 15 seconds remaining until you can use the Skill 
        
          Monster Legion Summon
        
        . ]
      
    

    
      I died.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [2 days 23 hours 45 minutes 28 seconds remaining until you can use the Skill 
        
          Monster Legion Summon
        
        .]
      
    

    
      And I died again.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [1 day 23 hours 43 minutes 13 seconds until you can use the Skill 
        
          Monster Legion Summon
        
        …]
      
    

    
      Another day was rewound. 
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [23 hours 41 minutes 53 seconds remaining until you can use the Skill 
        
          Monster Legion Summon
        
        .]
      
    

    
      The day arrived again.
    

    
      
        [The Skill 
        
          Monster Legion Summon 
        
        is available again.]
      
    

    
      After every seven fights, I could have one ultimate battle.
    

    
      “…Mr. Kim!” the Black Witch yelled.
    

    
      I nodded. “It’s okay.”
    

    
      In this life, I ran to the right without even looking at the incoming laser beam.
    

    
      The laser only managed to strike a couple dozen skeletons. The casualties of goblins and orcs were dozens of times higher.
    

    
      
        —You! You’re just a mere mortal! Do you have clairvoyance or something?! 
      
      The Demon King’s voice shook with anger. 
    

    
      “Something like that.”
    

    
      Like that, except for the part where it cost me an entire week to see.
    

    
      
        —How tenacious. You have the spirit of a bloodhound. 
      
      The Guardian clicked his tongue. 
    

    
      He continued to show me where I should swing my sword and how I had to move my feet.
    

    
      
        —But this Skill is super useful, Zombie. Test if you can double your legion later. Use the Skill and coop yourself up somewhere, and then a week later, use it again and bam! 
      
    

    
      My brows furrowed. 
      
        Let’s talk about it later, please!
      
    

    
      
        —I think the former summon will be canceled and only leave behind the skeletons from the later summon. But who knows? Four thousand may become eight thousand. Perhaps we’ll see the eight thousand skeletons miraculously becoming eighty thousand! Man, you’ll be promoted to the Zombie King! Kim Gong-Ja the Zombie King! How cool is that!
      
    

    
      
        Would you please shut up?! You’re distracting me too much—
      
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      
        Fuuuuuck!
      
    

    
      
        —Even if Kim Zombie dies a thousand times and becomes a skeleton; I don’t care whether or not Kim Zombie has a soul; His patheticness will never change. 
      
      
        [1]
      
    

    
      
        You’re the reason why I’m dead! I have to repeat a week again!
      
    

    
      
        —That’s because you’re weak. Definitely not because of me. 
      
      The Guardian giggled.
    

    
      
        I swear I’m going to kill you someday!
      
    

    
      
        —Wowwww. But I’m already dead. How are you going to kill a ghost?  Aren’t you getting pissed, my zombie? 
      
      The Guardian blew raspberries at me. 
    

    
      
        For crying out loud…
      
    

    
      
        —Use it to take down the Demon King. I cleared the twentieth floor on my own even without your overpowered Skill. How pathetic are you, Kim Zombie?
      
    

    
      
        Shit!
      
    

    
      Despite what we said, me and the other Hunters continued to corner the Demon King further and further. While my skeletons fought the Demon King’s legion, the Sword Star would massacre any monsters that approached us. I prophesied the Demon King’s incoming attacks with my seven deaths, and the Black Witch used that to successfully strike the Demon King.
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master! The next attack is coming from the right!”
    

    
      “Okay!” The Black Witch scattered her black aura onto her mirrors.
    

    
      One time, two times, three times, four times… Every time the aura was reflected off of her mirrors, its strength doubled.
    

    
      The dark aura, its strength multiplied dozens of times, obliterated the Demon King’s waist. 
    

    
      
        —Arghhhhhhhhh!
      
    

    
      The Demon King’s scream shook the sky.
    

    “Hahahaha! Nice shot, ma’am![2]” I laughed as I swung my sword.

    
      “Who are you calling ma’am! I’m not even married yet!”
    

    
      “Why are you still not married?!”
    

    
      “I’m. Still. Young!”
    

    
      “Come on. I know it’s all your eternal youth elixir! “
    

    
      “...Let’s talk in private after we take down the Demon King.”
    

    
      We overcame death countless times. The Black Witch was sometimes caught in the red beams. From time to time, it was the Sword Star. We fought tooth and nail. Every single one of the Demon King’s attacks was deadly, so letting down our guard for one second was instantly fatal. After one second, it was another second. 
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      But it didn’t matter. My determination was stronger than the Demon King’s lethality. 
    

    
      
        —You… How dare you people…  My grudges and resentment aren’t…!  
      
    

    
      Only after the Black Witch’s aura had pierced the Demon King twelve times did she become a little slower. Her dark, viscous body boiled in the areas that had been struck.
    

    
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      I could be mistaken, but I felt like I saw a glimpse of rosy skin before the wastewater boiled over again. It was really just a glimpse, so by the time I tried to find it again, the Demon King was already covered in wastewater.
    

    
      
        —Urgh! 
      
      The Demon King hefted her sword.
    

    
      Although she didn’t have a face, I could feel that the Demon King was glaring at us.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain has decided to retreat.]
      
    

    
      What?
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain has retreated to the thirteenth floor!]
      
    

    
      That was so unfair! Blood instantly rushed to my head.
    

    
      “Hold on! What kind of a boss monster runs away right before the end!”
    

    
      
        —Don’t fool yourself! I’m going to return!
      
    

    
      “Look at this bastard.” I swung my sword, but the Demon King disintegrated before I could hit her.
    

    
      It was like there was an invisible sewage tunnel under the ground because the Demon King’s wastewater disappeared very quickly.
    

    
      “Hey! You sesame milkshake!” I cursed at the Demon King.
    

    
      It wasn’t just the Demon King. The monsters born from her shadow collapsed into bubbles like someone had flushed the toilet. The whirlpool of dark bubbles disappeared into the ground.
    

    
      “Wow. What the heck…”
    

    
      Out of nowhere, only I, the Black Witch, the Sword Star, and a few thousand skeletons were left behind. I was stunned—were my countless deaths going to become meaningless just like that?
    

    
      Just then, I heard the voice.
    

    
      
        [The Tower has accepted your decision.]
      
    

    
      
        [Creating a hidden quest.]
      
    

    
      
        [The twelfth-floor quest has been revised!]
      
    

    
      “…Huh?”
    

    
      The notifications kept coming for a long time.
    

    
      
        [The thirteenth-floor quest has been revised!]
      
    

    
      
        [The fourteenth-floor quest has been revised!]
      
    

    
      
        [The fifteenth-floor quest has been revised!]
      
    

    
      
        [The sixteenth-floor quest has been revised!]
      
    

    
      
        [The seventeenth-floor quest has been revised!]
      
    

    
      
        [The eighteenth-floor quest has been revised!]
      
    

    
      
        [The nineteenth-floor quest has been revised!]
      
    

    
      It was my first time dealing with something like this, so I didn’t know how to react. Could quests really be revised? 
    

    
      While I stood there slack-jawed, a system window showed up in front of me. 
    

    
      
        
          The Hero of the Paused World
        
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty level: Unknown
      
    

    
      
        Goal: You have decided that you won’t accept a single victim. It’s said that justice is about not asking for the price of salvation, and devotion is about not seeking recognition from those you save. A person who devotes themself to justice is called a hero.
      
    

    
      
        Hero! The world will never know your justice or your devotion. However, it will not change the nature of your justice and devotion.
      
    

    
      
        The wounded Demon King fled but couldn’t get far. If you wish, you’re free to chase after her. What remains now is your choice: will you continue to be a hero in the paused world?
      
    

    
      After introducing a quest only meant for me, the voice delivered a question.
    

    
      
        [Will you accept the quest?]
      
    

    
      My heart pounded. I didn’t have to think twice.
    

    
      “Yes, I will.”
    

    
      
        [The Hidden Quest “
        
          The Hero of the Paused World” 
        
        is active!]
      
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      White light enveloped me.
    

    

    
      1. This is a parody of an old Korean poem called 단심가. It was made when the writer was asked to commit treason. It’s about his unwavering loyalty. ☜

    

    
      2. The raw is 사모님 나이스 샷. This is a joke that started from how Korean bosses used to line up their employees and the employees would clap at their bosses’ excellent golf swings. It’s now purely used to describe a good swing/hit/strikes. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
      
        Just a comparison of the actual 단심가 and Sword Emperor’s 단심가. (You guys can skip it if you want to. It won’t affect you in understanding the story.)
      

      
        The actual 단심가:
      

      
        Even if I die a hundred times;
      

      
        Even if my bones become dust and dirt and my soul disappears;
      

      
        My loyalty to the king will never change.
      

      
        Sword Emperor’s 단심가: 
      

      
        Even if Kim Zombie dies a thousand times and becomes a skeleton;
      

      
        I don’t care whether or not he has a soul;
      

      
        His patheticness will never change.
      

    

  
    Chapter 41: My Time (2)

    
      I wasn’t the only one touched by the white light.
    

    
      
        [Searching for the Demon King of Autumn Rain’s presence on the twelfth floor…]
      
    

    
      
        [Unable to locate the Demon King of Autumn Rain.]
      
    

    
      
        [It has been confirmed that the Demon King of Autumn Rain retreated.]
      
    

    
      
        [Initiating History Reformation.]
      
    

    
      The white light covered the vast plain like a dimly sparkling mist stretching all the way to the capital city. Drops of light—the only way to describe them—flew in the wind like dandelion seeds, descending on the land in an endless shower.
    

    
      “This is…” The Black Witch looked around in confusion. “Mr. Kim, what in the world is going on?”
    

    
      “Um, I’ve never seen anything like this either…”
    

    
      My eyes were on the light drops covering the world.
    

    
      
        Mr. Sword Emperor. Do you know what’s going on?
      
    

    
      
        —No, this is my first time seeing this too. What the heck is this? It’s scary.
      
    

    
      The dude was absolutely useless except for his sword lessons. I really had no idea how a gorilla like him had managed to clear the ninety-ninth floor.
    

    
      
        —Hmm?
      
       The Guardian frowned.
      
         Kim Zombie, you just trash-talked me in your head, didn’t you?
      
    

    
      
        What do you mean? I just thought that you were so great that a lowly man like me would never know what goes on in your mind. 
      
    

    
      
        —Strange. The look on your face says otherwise… 
      
      the Guardian grumbled.
    

    
      While we bantered, a change caught my eye.
    

    
      “Huh?” I pointed at the capital’s high walls. “Black Dragon Master, look over there.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Up on the walls. There seem to be a lot fewer flags than before.”
    

    
      The golden and red flags of the empire waving on top of the ramparts were quickly disappearing. There used to easily be hundreds of them, but I could only see a few dozen of them now. The numbers were still decreasing. 
    

    
      “…Yeah, you’re right.” The Black Witch narrowed her eyes. “Hold me. I need to check.”
    

    
      “Yes, I agree.”
    

    
      “
      
        Teleport!
      
      ” The Black Witch grabbed my hand and used her Skill. 
    

    
      The next moment, we were standing on the ramparts, giving us a full view of the spectacular city. 
    

    
      “Oh my god…” the Black Witch breathed. “Everything is changing.”
    

    
      She was right. The refugee camps were gone. The Demon King had destroyed their homes, forcing refugees to flee to the capital from all across the continent. Their camps used to make up a slum, but when the white light descended… it was gone the next minute as if nothing had ever been there in the first place.
    

    
      The clothes of pedestrians on the streets also changed from rags to unmarred clothes. Even the rotten apples in the market stand slowly became fresh and glossy. 
    

    
      “History Reformation…” I muttered to myself.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “History has changed.”
    

    
      The number of guards patrolling the walls was also significantly lower. It wasn’t just the number—their eyes were no longer filled with the despair the Demon King had instilled in them. They were now just bored by the routine patrol; they were just people who were spending their daily lives.
    

    
      “The Aegim Empire is supposed to be being invaded by the Demon King. They had to either win the war or lose and perish. It was do or die, but…” I swallowed. “...it never happened in this world.”
    

    
      The possibility of the Demon King’s invasion was erased and no one was even aware of it. Yes, I made it disappear.
    

    
      “…History has changed.”
    

    
      The result was right in front of me.
    

    
      
        [The eleventh-floor stage has been revised.]
      
    

    
      
        [The twelfth-floor stage has been revised.]
      
    

    
      The white light covered the entire city. It touched a wandering waif’s cheek; some of the light landed on the sleeves of a blind man who staggered through the city wondering where his next meal would come from.
    

    
      The city’s streets, the intersections, an old shop with broken pillars, the houses which people would go back to after a day at work… The droplets gently covered the world like a soft blanket.
    

    
      
        [The History Reformation has been completed.]
      
    

    
      They soon disappeared.
    

    
      Both the Black Witch and I were silent. Not a sound could be heard in the frozen world, so it felt like the whole world was holding its breath with us. However, the silence was soon broken.
    

    
      “…It’s cheap! Very cheap!”
    

    
      “Fresh apples from Alebrandt! Freshest around! Sir, even elves won’t miss fruits in season! Why don’t you take a look at these fresh apples?”
    

    
      “The public bathhouses are poorly managed nowadays. I can actually see the dirt in the water. Gosh, those so-called civil servants can’t even properly manage the water, so what are we supposed to believe in…”
    

    
      I could hear sounds; time had resumed after I had accepted the quest.
    

    
      “I heard that the royal children cause problems every day! It’s said that when you walk near the palace walls at night, you can hear His Majesty wailing every night. I know it’s just a rumor, but I think…”
    

    
      “Do you want to have a drink this evening, just the two of us?”
    

    
      “Please spare us a coin. A coin! The goddess loves you.”
    

    
      “Alebrandt apples, even the elves love them! Get them here for cheap!”
    

    
      Life in this world breathed again. One of them paid attention to us.
    

    
      “You over there! Who are you?”
    

    
      The Black Witch and I turned. A general pointed his sword up at us.
    

    
      “How rude of you to waltz onto the ramparts! Get down here right now!” the general shouted with a scary scowl.
    

    
      I found him vaguely familiar.
    

    
      “Sarbas Aegim…”
    

    
      The general NPC’s eyes widened. It was like he had never seen me in his life.
    

    
      “
      
        Huh! 
      
      You are an odd trespasser. How do you know my name?”
    

    
      
        …I see. 
      
      I closed my mouth.
    

    
      The general shouldn’t have been here. He was supposed to be the first one to welcome Hunters on the eleventh floor. I had also intentionally gotten killed by him to copy his Skill.
    

    
      “Hey! Didn’t I tell you people to come down!” the general yelled. He treated me like a stranger now. The history of both the twelfth and eleventh floors had changed.
    

    
      
        Ah. 
      
      I could feel my heart beating against my chest. Indescribable emotions clogged my heart, my chest, and then my entire body. The emotions were so intense that I couldn’t even speak. Why? The world regained its life, but my voice seemed to have been taken away.
    

    
      I looked down at the general, moving my lip soundlessly. 
    

    
      
        “No, wait—I still can’t take the life of a hero!”
      
    

    
      
        “On behalf of the Aegim Empire, I offer you my sincerest gratitude.”
      
    

    
      
        “I was skeptical about the prophecy. This world isn’t even theirs, so I believed that it was unlikely for these heroes to fight for us. But I was worried for nothing. I would like to thank you again.”
      
    

    
      
        “Please protect the empire.” 
      
    

    
      My memories with the general had already become old. The general’s smile from our last goodbye crossed my head. Ah, yes. That was what it was like.
    

    
      “Ha. Hahahaha. Ahaha! Hahahaha!”
    

    
      I didn’t know why, but I burst into laughter. I laughed so hard that I was bent over, clutching my stomach. The general gave me a look of utter bafflement. All of the soldiers’ eyes were on me too. While the Black Witch looked at me as if I was weird, the Guardian saw me as a madman. 
    

    
      But I didn’t care. I was sad that the people of the empire had forgotten about me, but a much stronger emotion took hold of me. I cleared my throat and opened my mouth.
    

    
      “…I protected it!”
    

    
      My roar startled the general.
    

    
      “I protected it!”
    

    
      The soldiers on the rampart unwittingly took a step backward.
    

    
      “I protected your empire!”
    

    
      Yet I didn’t stop. Instead, I blended my roar with my red aura, spreading it far and wide.
    

    
      “I kept the promise!”
    

    
      The imperials in the streets, the intersections, their homes, and the shops raised their heads. My voice reached past the walls of the city and the palace and into the audience chamber. I laughed. My laughter echoed on and on.
    

    
      “I did it without any shame or regrets!” I stood proud on the ramparts and pointed at the sky. My palms were blackened by countless tally marks. I just didn’t want to have a single victim, so I had repeated the same day hundreds of times until I defeated the Demon King of Autumn Rain.
    

    
      “I’m proud of it! I did it!”
    

    
      I was happy. I had never been this happy in my entire life. My life used to be trash; I had been jealous and jeered at other people. My days had been drowned in alcohol. I had tried not to feel anything—I kept telling myself that I was keeping my cool, but in truth, I had given up on my life.
    

    
      
        [Stage Clear.]
      
    

    
      
        [The twelfth floor has been cleared today.]
      
    

    
      But it was different today. I could stand tall, at least today. I was able to hold my head high in front of the Black Witch, Sword Star, the empire, and the world. Above all, I could truly be proud of myself.
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      
        [The twelfth floor has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      That was the person I could be right now.
    

    
      
        [Calculating the number of champions…]
      
    

    
      
        [Calculation has been completed.]
      
    

    
      My heart raced in joy.
    

    
      
        [Announcing the three champions.
      
      ]
    

    
      Light inscribed words in the sky above the empire.
    

    
      
        
          The Quest Completion Contribution List:
        
      
    

    
      
        First Place: Death King
      
    

    
      
        Second Place: Black Witch
      
    

    
      
        Third Place: Sword Star
      
    

    
      The NPC general probably wasn’t able to see it, so he stayed frozen by my roar.
    

    
      “W-what are you talking about…”
    

    
      “Sarbas Aegim!” I beamed at the general, making him flinch. “Protect your empire! I’m sorry to say this, but since the Demon King has been defeated, the heroes’ job is done! I’m sure that your empire is rotten in ways people can’t see and there are many problems you need to solve! Still, you are on your own! Good luck! Try your best! I’ll do my best too! Let’s go, let’s go!”
    

    
      “I-I have no idea what you’re talking about… I really…have no idea…” The general NPC opened and closed his mouth like a goldfish.
    

    
      
        —Hahahaahahaha! Pfft! Hahahahaha! Heeheeheee! Y-you lunatic! You wacko! You Zombie! I thought you might’ve grown up a little and learned from your past, but wow. You wacko, you just brag to everyone close enough to hear! I really want to know how your brain works! Scientists would be all over you! Zombie, I have to hand it to you! You’re a real piece of work!  
      
      The Guardian rolled around in the air, laughing.
    

    
      I slicked back my hair. 
      
        Then what else was I supposed to do? I find myself absolutely fabulous today.
      
    

    
      
        —Y-you madman…! You— Kim Wacko!  Hahaha! Alright! I like your spirit! Hahahaha! 
      
      The Guardian rocked from side to side. 
    

    
      I turned back to the Black Witch. “Now, now. Black Dragon Master! What are you waiting for? Let’s get to the thirteenth floor!”
    

    
      The Black Witch sighed. She wore a complicated expression. “Yeah… Not many strong Hunters are sane. I understand. I consider it fortunate that you’re at least better than the Inquisitor.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      The Black Witch grabbed my hand and activated her Skill. “
      
        Teleport.
      
      ”
    

    
      The next moment, we were back on the plains. The Black Witch grabbed the Sword Star’s arm and before turning back to me.
    

    
      “The Rank 1 champion always gets to enter the stage first,” the Black Witch explained. “Say it on behalf of everyone, Death King.”
    

    
      That was the first time I was called by my title. A lot of things were my first today.
    

    
      I smiled. “Okay… Send me.”
    

    
      And I headed to the next stage. 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 42: My Time (3)

    
      When the seemingly endless battles were finally over, the Black Witch, the Sword Star, and I finally arrived at the thirteenth floor.
    

    
      
        Even the number is ominous. Thirteen.
      
    

    
      Ominous or not, the place had an extraordinary presence.
    

    
      As soon as we were teleported to the stage, two completely different voices greeted us. One was happy, and one was dreadfully miserable.
    

    
      
        [Welcome, Death King.]
      
    

    
      The happy voice spoke first. The Tower no longer called me “Hunter Kim Gong-Ja”. I was now officially recognized and welcomed as a legitimate resident of the Tower. Was I too simple if a small thing like this made me happy?
    

    
      
        —Arghhhhhh! I won’t forgive you!
      
    

    
      The voice that followed was a piercing scream.
    

    
      
        —How dare you! My children! I took those children under my wings, and you took them from me! You mock me. You deceived me! Are you going to take away my flesh, my blood, and my soul now?
      
    

    
      The person the voice belonged to was riddled with holes and leaked wastewater everywhere—it was the Demon King, the master of red nightmares.
    

    
      
        —I curse you!
      
       the Demon King screeched, her head thrown back. The roiling wastewater—the Demon King’s black blood—showed her pain. She looked worse than when she had fled from the twelfth floor. 
    

    
      
        —I curse you! I curse this world! I curse everything that is not me! If the world wishes to get rid of me, I’ll devour the world instead! Your oceans will be my bile, and your ground will be my flesh! Your flesh! Your bones! Your hearts! Your intestines! I’ll swallow them all!
      
    

    
      “
      
        Urgh…
      
      ”  The Black Witch groaned. That was how powerful the Demon King’s murderous scream was.
    

    
      Even the Sword Star took a step back and gripped his sword more tightly.
    

    
      “What an awful noise,” he mumbled. “I’ve never heard a voice like that. It’s like they have thousands of mouths.”
    

    
      “You can say that again. Why is the Demon King screaming like that…?”
    

    
      The Sword Star and Black Witch drew up their aura and covered themselves. The screaming was so powerful that it managed to overwhelm them even if it had been just for a split second. Only one person, my Guardian, was unfazed—as usual.
    

    
      
        —Huh? What? She’s weaker than before. 
      
      The Guardian tilted his head.
    

    
      
        What? 
      
      I asked.
    

    
      
        —That guy is a lot weaker than when you fought her on the last floor.
      
    

    
      A lot weaker? I carefully reexamined the Demon King.
    

    
      
        …The Demon King is weakened?
      
    

    
      
        —Yup. 
      
      The Guardian frowned. 
      
        That Witch woman gave her a good beating with her aura, so of course she’s injured. But she isn’t just injured… Her class is lower.
      
    

    
      
        Class?
      
    

    
      
        —Hmm. How should I say this? For example… 
      
      The Guardian carefully picked his next words. 
      
        …Okay. I’ll compare that guy to a Goblin King. On the twelfth floor, that guy was a Class SSS Goblin King. You could say that that guy was a mix of Alexander, Arthur, and a goblin.
      
    

    
      
        Your analogies are getting more unique every day. When did you learn about Alexander the Great and King Arthur?
      
    

    
      
        —An emperor never stops learning. That’s how you become an emperor and stay one.
      
    

    
      
        Yeah, yeah. Mr. Sword Emperor.
      
       
      
        So the Demon King was a Class SSS Goblin King on the twelfth floor…
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah, and now she’s just a Goblin King. I’m not talking about the Goblin King who led the Demon King’s army on the eleventh floor—do you remember the weakened Goblin King you only managed to kill by Et-tu-Brute-ing?
      
    

    
      In the Tower’s time, it had happened not too long ago, but it was a nostalgic memory for me now. 
    

    
      
        —Huh! Real weird! The higher you go, the stronger the boss monster is, normally, so what happened to that guy? Does the Witch woman’s aura grilling come with a level-down effect? 
      
      The Guardian kept tilting his head in confusion.
    

    
      I looked around the devastated temple we found ourselves in. In the center, the Demon King was still screaming at the sky like a lion who had been ambushed. It made me think.
    

    
      
        …Did the stage change and the Demon King didn’t see it coming?
      
    

    
      
        [Calculating the reward for clearing the twelfth floor…] 
      
    

    
      
        [Unable to complete the calculation!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Hidden Quest 
        
          The Hero of the Paused World 
        
        is currently active.]
      
    

    
      
        [The calculation will be completed after clearing the nineteenth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [Only an unofficial reward is given.]
      
    

    
      
        [The God of War’s blessing has been enhanced!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have the entire map of the Tower from the eleventh to the twentieth floors.]
      
    

    
      A translucent map lay in front of me. It was completely different from the map I had seen until now—all that had been was a mini-map that showed me one floor at a time. Now I had a full view of this world.
    

    
      As soon as I laid eyes on the world map, I understood.
    

    
      “I get it now!”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      The Black Witch and Sword Star looked back at me. The witch was confused while the Sword Star’s expression was brusque.
    

    
      “You get… what?” she asked.
    

    
      “I get why the Demon King is acting like that. Remember the previous stage, Black Dragon Master. The history of the Demon King’s invasion of the capital is gone. The city is completely different, and there isn’t even a refugee camp.”
    

    
      “So…?”
    

    
      “Think about it! Where would the refugees have come from? They were from all over the empire—no, the entire continent. But all the refugee camps are gone.”
    

    
      The Black Witch seemed to finally realize something.
    

    
      “…Ah, I see.” Her eyes narrowed. “It isn’t just about the empire. The refugees from the rest of the world are gone… “
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes, the entire continent has changed. At this point, the Demon King hasn’t invaded yet! Right now, we’re at the point where this temple is under attack!”
    

    
      Yes, that was it. It became clear after seeing the world map. This continent was divided into east and west by a mountain range so vast and tall that even a bird had to risk its life to cross it. 
    

    
      However, in the middle of the mountain range, there was a region where the mountains became thin and low. It acted as a sort of gate controlling travel between the east and west sides of the continent. The temple we found ourselves in sat in that pass. It had a long history replete with legends. I wouldn’t even be able to guess the depth of the story behind this temple’s heavily fortified walls.
    

    
      Those fortifications were what made it a temple. This temple was the goddess’s shield. Behind it, to the east, were the plains where the smaller countries were located. Beyond them was the empire. Past the empire there was only the ocean, so the empire’s borders started from one horizon and ended at the other. The land of humans was very lively. 
    

    
      In contrast, the west, outside of the goddess’s shield, was red. This was the Demon King’s dominion. She had destroyed the shield and forced her way into the east. That was how she had devoured the empire and the other countries until the humans had been pushed all the way to the ocean.
    

    
      That was what would have happened if history had gone as it was supposed to be.
    

    
      
        This is what History Reformation is!
      
    

    
      I understood that this world’s time had been rewound. Perhaps the correct name for History Reformation was History Rewind.
    

    
      
        —Arghhhhhhhh!
      
    

    
      Yes, I perfectly understood the emotions behind Demon King’s desperate cry and what the Sword Emperor meant about her class.
    

    
      
        Her level went down,
      
       I muttered.
    

    
      
        —Huh? 
      
      The Guardian furrowed his brows. 
      
        Her level?
      
    

    
      
        Mr. Sword Emperor, do you remember the messages Hunters hear when they level up?
      
    

    
      Hunters heard messages of fixed formats every time they became stronger.
    

    
      
        
          [Your presence has become stronger.]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [Your level has increased.]
        
      
    

    
      It looked like the Guardian also remembered receiving the same messages.
    

    
      
        —Are you talking about the message about your presence or something?
      
    

    
      
        Yes, that one!
      
    

    
      I understood the part about my level going up, but I had no idea what “Your presence has become stronger” meant and just thought the Tower was being pretentious… Looking at the Demon King made me realize.
    

    
      “The boss monster probably became stronger by killing countless people from both the empire and refugees. Every action, hunt, and massacre the Demon King’s done until now… was erased, and so was her growth.”
    

    
      That was why her presence was growing faint. I had changed the entire history of the twelfth floor and endured countless battles to weave my seconds together. That was how a weave of the Demon King’s second was undone. 
    

    
      
        —Arghhhhhhhh!
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain is furious.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      The voice affirmed my conclusion.
    

    
      
        —You…! 
      
      the Demon King growled. The bloodlust in her voice was no less intense than it had been before. However, no Hunter was overwhelmed by it any longer; the Black Witch, the Sword Star, and I glared right at the Demon King.
    

    
      “Let’s go. It’s time to launch a counterattack,” I said.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        —Monsters! My children!
      
    

    
      The Demon King’s body popped and spat. 
    

    
      Monsters appeared from the devastated ruins of the temple in response to the Demon King’s cry. They hadn’t been summoned, so I assumed that these monsters had been on the thirteenth floor from the beginning.
    

    
      There were thousands of growling zombies shambling toward us with their eyes lolling in their sockets. Many of them seemed to be from this temple; although several zombies wore the clothing of merchants, some zombies were wearing priestly garments. I also saw multiple zombies in paladin uniforms.
    

    
      
        —Kill them! 
      
      the Demon King yelled.
    

    
      The horde of zombies closed in on me and the others.
    

    
      The Black Witch let out a sigh. “I’ve never been a fan of zombie movies…”
    

    
      “I’m not a fan either.”
    

    
      “Do you think you can do this, Death King?”
    

    
      “It’s not the matter of whether or not I can do it.” I hefted my sword. “I will win.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 43: My Time (4)

    
      It took almost one thousand deaths to clear the twelfth floor. The thirteenth floor would need less than that.
    

    
      
        Mr. Sword Emperor, 
      
      I said.
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      
        Let’s make a bet.
      
    

    
      
        —A bet on what?
      
    

    
      A zombie attacked me, so I sliced off its head. Since the zombie’s neck was already rotten, my blade went through it like tofu. There were dozens—hundreds—thousands of zombies coming at me. 
    

    
      
        How many times do you think I will die before I clear the nineteenth floor?
      
    

    
      
        —Hmm. 
      
      The Guardian stroked his chin. 
      
        Okay. I’ll bet on less than a hundred!
      
    

    
      I grinned. 
      
        Then I’ll bet on less than ninety-nine times.
      
    

    
      
        —Do you really want to go that low?
      
    

    
      
        Yeah, I really want to.
      
    

    
      
        —Alright. I’ll have fun watching you kill your own kind. Good luck, Zombie! But a bet is a bet, so I won’t be helping you this time. Deal?
      
       The Guardian chuckled.
    

    
      
        Deal.
      
    

    
      I smiled at the endless horde of zombies closing in on me.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      I died with a smile.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      “Gosh, I really should reduce their numbers first… Black Dragon Master, can you do something about it?”
    

    
      “I’m already trying my best since I’m the only one who can do area attacks. But it’s difficult. Can we use your Skill to fight fire with fire, Death King?”
    

    
      “Ah, yes, I’m going to use it, but the cooldown time isn’t over yet… It’ll take about three coins.”
    

    
      “What coins are you talking about?”
    

    
      “It’s a long story. Hmm, anyhow… Huh? This part on the mini-map…  Mr. Sword Star! Can you destroy that large lid? The one on that coffin! I need to check something!”
    

    
      “Check what?”
    

    
      “I’ll explain later. Please destroy that one first! I’m a clairvoyant, remember?”
    

    
      “Hmm…”
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      “Okay, Mr. Sword Star! That stone coffin actually leads to a secret passageway. Underneath that lid, you’ll find a hammer that is made to deal with the undead! Can you go over there with the Black Dragon Master and use it?”
    

    
      “My life has been about my sword and sword only…”
    

    
      “It has an area of effect attack! Infuse your aura and slam the floor and a ground effect will be created to wipe out the zombie! Okay?”
    

    
      “How do you know that?”
    

    
      “Me, clairvoyant! Okay?”
    

    
      “What…?”
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      “I think the zombies are taken care of now. It’s time for the Demon King… What the heck is that?”
    

    
      “It’s a zombie. And it’s giant. I believe it’s a giant zombie.” The Sword Star stroked his chin.
    

    
      “Hmm, the temple obviously has a long history… Maybe it’s a soldier that used to protect this temple. It got killed by the Demon King and became their minion… I guess that’s what’s going on here. The Inquisitor could have looked into it if he were here…” the Black Witch mused. 
    

    
      “Wow. Does he also know about religions in a different world? He’s a Class SSS theologist,” I said.
    

    
      “It’s just thanks to his Skill.”
    

    
      “Well, that makes a Class SSS Hunter.”
    

    
      “Do you really need to bring up that obnoxious man again? He makes me feel unpleasant.” The Sword Star shook his head. “Anyhow, I’ll deal with that thing.”
    

    
      “Yes, please do that, Mr. Sword Star!”
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      “Anyhow, I’ll deal with that thing.”
    

    
      I shook my head. “No, Mr. Sword Star. Please focus on subduing the zombies with that hammer.” 
    

    
      “Young man, my sword will—”
    

    
      “Me, clairvoyant! Clairvoyant! Okay?”
    

    
      “Seriously… 
      
        Phew
      
      . Who will deal with it then?”
    

    
      “It should be Black Dragon Master.” I turned to the Black Witch. “Please hit the cyclops’s eye with your laser beam.”
    

    
      “I’ve been wanting to hit that eye. The one, big eye smack in the middle of its face is practically begging me to hit it.”
    

    
      “Perfect! Let’s go!”
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      “Anyhow, I’ll deal with that thing.”
    

    
      “
      
        Monster Legion Summon!
      
      ” I immediately shouted. 
    

    
      “My god. Death King, does that Skill even have a cooldown?” the Black Witch exclaimed.
    

    
      “It’s a long story… Now, you two can deal with the cyclops—but Black Dragon Master, I need to make a request.”
    

    
      “What is it?” 
    

    
      “Don’t hit its eye,” I answered.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “We’d be in big trouble.”
    

    
      “But, Death King, look at that giant eye. Look at it. Can you see it?”
    

    
      “Yeah… I’m looking at it. I know it really feels like it’s begging to be hit there. But we shouldn’t.”
    

    
      “Why? You know… Death King… Its eye… If you can shoot laser beams like me and see that kind of eye…”
    

    
      “Yes, I agree, Black Dragon Master. I would have tried everything in my power to dissuade you if you told me not to hit its eye. But I don’t have time to explain the reason right now. Please.”
    

    
      The Black Witch groaned. 
    

    
      “Do as he says, Black Witch.”
    

    
      “Not you too, Sword Star…”
    

    
      “That young man told me he’s a clairvoyant. Let’s do as he says for now.”
    

    
      “…Okay… I’ll try my best… not to hit the eye.”
    

    
      “Thank you!”
    

    
      We ran, fought, and rescued each other. Sometimes we spent time hiding. We talked a lot, and we did a lot.
    

    
      
        —My children…!
      
    

    
      We took down the zombies in the temple.
    

    
      
        —My general…!
      
    

    
      We defeated the cyclops, who must have been a legend when the temple still functioned as the shield of the eastern lands.
    

    
      
        —Ahhhhhh…!
      
       
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain has decided to retreat.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain has retreated to the fourteenth floor!]
      
    

    
      And once again, we pushed the Demon King back to the next floor, just like we had done on the twelfth floor. Drops of light flew in the air. The temple, the gateway dividing the continent, shone like a newly polished shield.
    

    
      A bell rang, and hymns drifted into the air from within the temple. While merchants from the east rode on horses, those from the west were on strange walking birds as they exchanged greetings. The paladins sparred, their hammers swinging with enthusiasm.
    

    
      An orphan left at the temple secretly admired the merchants and paladins. However, his escapade was quickly discovered by the priests, and he was dragged to the chapel by his ear.
    

    
      And the cyclops was sitting on a mountain ridge where it had a full view of the temple, looking bored. Whenever a fluffy cloud brushed past its head, it sneezed, its big eye blinking.
    

    
      “The Mountain King sneezed!” the orphan cheerfully exclaimed. Not a hint of fear could be heard in his voice.
    

    
      After giving the orphan a playful tap on the head to warn him, a priestess paid her respects to the one-eyed giant. It grinned and waved its hand at her.
    

    
      
        Ahhh…
      
    

    
      “Death King.”
    

    
      
        Hmm.
      
    

    
      “Ah, yes…” I shelved my thoughts. “Black Dragon Master, let’s go. Are you ready, Mr. Sword Star?” 
    

    
      “Hold on. The merchant over there sells good whetstones,” the Sword Star commented.
    

    
      As he sharpened his sword, I looked away from the giant and examined the map. A big chunk of the red land was gone, but the redness in the map was squirming, as if reflecting the Demon King’s anger. She had sworn she would be back—still, we still had enough time for the Sword Star to hone his blade with his new whetstone.
    

    
      “Death King.” The Black Witch grabbed my hand.
    

    
      When he was done with his sword, the Sword Star immediately took her hand as well.
    

    
      “Send me,” I said.
    

    
      The light enveloped us again.
    

    
      “Hmmm. It seems the fourteenth floor is a forest, and the Demon King… is hiding.”
    

    
      “Be careful. I’m sensing bloodlust from all directions.”
    

    
      “You’re right. Let’s go slowly. Slowly.” 
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      That was how we defeated the Demon King, who had the corrupted Elf King of the cursed forest.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain has decided to retreat.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain has retreated to the fifteenth floor!]
      
    

    
      And then we took down the Demon King, who had the Mermaid Queen of the Reverse Waterfall under her command. 
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain has decided to retreat.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain has retreated to the sixteenth floor…!]
      
    

    
      The next time, we defeated the Demon King who controlled wyverns residing around an erupted volcano.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain has decided to retreat.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain has retreated to the seventeenth floor…!]
      
    

    
      History was rewinded to the time before the Demon King’s invasion of the empire. Then before her invasion of other countries and the fall of the temple the humans called the Goddess’s Shield. Time quickly reached the point before the Elf Forest fell under a curse, the reversal of the Mermaid Waterfall, and the eruption of the Primordial Volcano. 
    

    
      Further and further. History went back to the era before the Demon King reigned as the monarch of absolute evil. Events slipped away like a fleeting wind. It all happened like falling blossoms on other blossoms and an ocean wave on another ocean wave. 
    

    
      Every time I and the others reached the higher floor, the Demon King’s land got smaller and they grew weaker.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      Just like how the Demon King was weaker on the thirteenth floor than the twelfth floor, she was worse on the fourteenth floor. Little by little, she grew weaker on the fifteenth floor. 
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain has decided to retreat.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain has decided to retreat.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      …
    

    
      After ninety-seven deaths, I reached the nineteenth floor, which was the barren outskirts of a small, nameless country.
    

    
      
        —You! You! 
      
      The Demon King screamed. She ground her teeth and glared at… Her eyes weren’t on the Sword Star or the Black Witch; the Demon King’s death glare was solely directed at me.
    

    
      
        —Only if it weren’t for you!
      
    

    
      Her eyes were red with anger.
    

    
      
        —It’s all because of you! You! You should have taken the proper steps…! Yes! None of this would have happened if it weren’t for you! How dare a murderer from a different world—
      
    

    
      I drew my sword. “Wow, I finally see your eyes.”
    

    
      
        —What…?
      
    

    
      “I mean it literally. I finally got to see what your eyes look like.”
    

    
      The Demon King of Autumn Rain was a viscous shadow before, so she didn’t have eyes. She had a head but not a face. While her arms may have been present, her hands were missing. The endless, bubbling coat of wastewater hid her entire body.
    

    
      Yes, the Demon King’s mask was finally broken.
    

    
      “It doesn’t make sense. The Demon King and the heroes never got to look each other in the eyes. It’s a ridiculous tragedy.”
    

    
      The wastewater finally failed to cover the Demon King’s bloodshot eyes. Although her eyes were still filled with wrath… I wasn’t afraid of them. I was rather delighted as I pointed my sword at the Demon King.
    

    
      “Gimme your best shot.”
    

    
      
        —You…
      
    

    
      “Or run away again. Don’t you want to know how much weaker you’ll become if you do? But you’ll never win unless you give it everything you got. “
    

    
      Even without the reward I would receive by clearing the nineteenth floor, the Demon King was going to be significantly weaker on the twentieth floor.
    

    
      
        —Watch your mouth… How dare you. You’re just a hyena biting away at my flesh. What do you know…! 
      
      Despite her curses, the Demon King seemed to be at a loss.
    

    
      I slowly opened my mouth.
    

    
      “Estelle.”
    

    
      The Demon King’s red eyes widened.
    

    
      “I warned you—fight me with everything you’ve got.”
    

    
      And I leaped forward. The Demon King—Estelle—screamed, dark fluids splattering everywhere.
    

    
      “Otherwise, my time will be longer than your history.” I let the scream roll over me, my eyes fixed firmly on my destination.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 44: The Demon King'S Name (1)

    
      The time I had to endure to get here was long. It was about time I thought back to a certain nightmare I had. In the battle of the twelfth floor, I, a drop of water, had been part of an intense current before I had gotten killed by the Demon King. That was when I had seen her trauma, the nightmare that belonged to the master of nightmares.
    

    
      
        
          [Initiating your Skill penalty.]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [The penalty’s intensity level is intermediate.]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [The penalty’s theme is the Preta Realm.] 
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [Recreating Monster Demon King of Autumn Rain’s trauma.]
        
      
    

    
      
        A village was engulfed by an inferno. I was standing in the center, alone.
      
    

    
      
        “Burn it!”
      
    

    
      
        “Burn down the witch’s nest!”
      
    

    
      
        No, I wasn’t on my own. At least I had the Guardian by my side. The person who was truly alone in this inferno stood on the opposite side. Her name was Estelle, the Saintess of the Outskirts and the salvation of all the sick.
      
    

    
      
        “Don’t show any mercy. They are all cursed monsters!”
      
    

    
      
        “Don’t miss anyone!”
      
    

    
      
        Estelle’s confusion left her speechless. She had no idea what was going on, so she just opened and closed her mouth. Why? Why were humans burning other humans? The people they were burning were the parents who had expressed their gratitude to her for giving their babies new lives. All of those babies were also being butchered now.
      
    

    
      
        “It is our lord’s will!”
      
    

    
      
        Soldiers with a myriad of flags destroyed the village’s wooden fence.
      
    

    
      
        “Our king has ordered us!”
      
    

    
      
        Knights wielded their swords, each of their armors engraved with different symbols.
      
    

    
      
        “His Imperial Majesty of the Great East, guardian of the rising sun and protector of all those living between the land and ocean and…”
      
    

    
      
        “A heretic dares to call herself a saintess, so our great pope…”
      
    

    
      
        “The Forest Monarch tasked us with this mission, so please, my elemental spirit, upon this arrow…”
      
    

    
      
        “Using the gem given by the Mermaid Queen, our magic staff…”
      
    

    
      
        “The Primordial Volcano Dragons are also here to uphold our oaths! Dragons, release your fire on those wicked…”
      
    

    
      
        They stated their affiliation and names. Yet Estelle still couldn’t understand. Who were they? Who were they to burn other humans?
      
    

    
      
        “Ahhh! Arghhh!”
      
    

    
      
        “Save me!”
      
    

    
      
        They were thorough. First, they surrounded the village like they would do with prey, leaving no room to escape. Some families tried, but they were soon caught. The villagers were about to be skewered by spears or cut by swords; even if they managed to avoid them, they would be shot with arrows or magic spells. Perhaps they could have avoided all of that by some miracle, but the fire ultimately drove them to the village square, the only place they could run to.
      
    

    
      
        The village was the paradise Estelle had created. She stood in the center of it, peering through the swirling smoke.
      
    

    
      
        “Hold on a little longer. Hold on….”
      
    

    
      
        A father hunched his back, creating a small sanctuary. His young child cowered within while the father took on the sparks and swallowed the smoke for his child. The child got to live a minute longer than her father.
      
    

    
      
        “A little more…”
      
    

    
      
        An old man and an old woman took each other into their arms. Estelle thought that they were saying goodbye to their life partners. However, when she looked a little closer, she realized that she was wrong—there was a baby between them.
      
    

    
      
        “Just a little more…”
      
    

    
      
        When the fire reached them, the grandfather and grandmother screamed, but they didn’t let go of each other. Even as the fire burned their elbows and slowly turned them into lumps of coal, the old couple didn’t move. Their hug wasn’t a goodbye, it was a desperate sacrifice to save the child. The old couple died first, and the cries of the baby between them died out a minute later.
      
    

    
      
        One by one, the coughing in the plaza stopped. 
      
    

    
      
        “Why…?”
      
    

    
      
        The village had a family whose orchard made them the richest. There used to be an old man who went out at every dawn to tend to his farm. When fall arrived, an old woman in the village used to go out and admire the golden wheat fields. 
      
    

    
      
        However, no one’s health was perfect. Terminal illnesses lay dormant in their stomachs. Cancers were corroding some of their brains and spines. There were those whose eyes couldn’t see and whose legs couldn’t be used to walk. There were too many sicknesses in this world, so Estelle had been gladly eating them away.
      
    

    
      
        “Why…?”
      
    

    
      
        Her heart turned darker than all the diseases she had swallowed. It was scorched by the fire and stained by the smoke. She tried opening her mouth, but the smell of fire filled it.  That was when she realized that her heart had become a little darker. The village burned all night, and so did Estelle.
      
    

    
      
        Estelle scraped up the piles of ashes that remained after her paradise had burned down. No one interrupted her; they had all left when they had seen the fire engulfing the village.
      
    

    
      
        “Lefandor…”
      
    

    
      
        There lay a father’s corpse.
      
    

    
      
        “Dajenna…”
      
    

    
      
        Under him was the corpse of a baby.
      
    

    
      
        “Solape… Chou… Ugensache… Mobazaijan… Topo… Enna… Garcorp...”
      
    

    
      
        She used her bare hands to shovel the village’s remains, turning her fingers dark. Her fingernails broke and bled. Even her blood eventually turned dark, but she kept digging. And then she opened her mouth to eat the flesh and bones. If there weren’t any flesh or bones, she choked down the ashes.
      
    

    
      
        Human flesh was no longer fragrant. It no longer piqued her appetite, nor could she feel any beauty from it. The only thing left after the fire was the smell of smoke. Yet Estelle continued to devour everything the fire had touched, even if it was unsightly. 
      
    

    
      
        “You pitiful things…”
      
    

    
      
        Estelle’s mouth became dirty and black. Her teeth and throat were also painted black as the body fluid welled up in her stomach and her blood turned into slime. It wasn’t just her blood—something was coming out of her eyes. They probably were not tears, given their opaque blackness.
      
    

    
      
        “You pitiful things…”
      
    

    
      
        That was why it was just filth. The waste created after the other humans used and abandoned it flowed and flowed until it filled Estelle’s heart. It had nowhere else to go.
      
    

    
      
        “You pitiful things…”
      
    

    
      
        The dark stream didn’t stop flowing.
      
    

    
      
        “All of you…”
      
    

    
      
        It flowed over the village square.
      
    

    
      
        “All of you… All of you are human.”
      
    

    
      
        The sewage spread throughout the village.
      
    

    
      
        “All of you were born human, so you must know the beauty of life and how to shed tears. So why?”
      
    

    
      
        It reached the plains.
      
    

    
      
        “Why would you call them monsters? Did you burn them because they were? They also knew the beauty of life and how to shed tears. Was it not enough? Is that why you called them monsters and burned them without a second thought?”
      
    

    
      
        It flowed to the mountains. 
      
    

    
      
        “Are you the only ones who are humans? Is that the reason why you people are the only ones who are allowed to smile and shed tears in your world? Are you the only ones who get to stay beautiful in your world?”
      
    

    
      
        The grudges rained down.
      
    

    
      
        “Is that why you get to be human? And… they… my children should remain monsters, forever? Is that what your world is like? I see. You people need proof to accept others as humans.”
      
    

    
      
        Howls and cries burst out of the heart.
      
    

    
      
        “Then it’s your turn to prove it.”
      
    

    
      
        The sky rained.
      
    

    
      
        “Show me.”
      
    

    
      
        It continued to rain.
      
    

    
      
        “I curse you all.”
      
    

    
      
        With the rain, no villages, even the ones on the outskirts, were going to be engulfed in fire. 
      
    

    
      
        Her children and heart had lost their color. Her blood now only flowed as ashen wastewater, but red rain fell upon this world in remembrance of her blood. 
      
    

    
      
        “Let your malice swallow you.”
      
    

    
      
        The rain continued.
      
    

    
      
        “You… you people made me like this.”
      
    

    
      
        It went on and on.
      
    

    
      
        “That is why I made you like that. “
      
    

    
      
        It continued.
      
    

    
      
        —Gong-Ja. Wake up. This isn’t your hell.
      
    

    
      With difficulty, I managed to blink.
    

    
      
        [The trauma recreation has been completed.]
      
    

    
      
        [It has been confirmed that the ego of the subject under the Skill penalty is intact.]
      
    

    
      
        [Ending the Skill penalty.]
      
    

    
      
        —Gong-Ja! Now is the time!
      
    

    
      I blinked again, clearing my vision so I could see what was in front of me. No, what was shown to me.
    

    
      
        —I see an opening in her head! 
      
    

    
      I wandered through the moment as if it were an eternity. In front of me was a person covered in darkness. In my hands was a sword because there was someone I had to cut down.
      
        [1]
      
    

    
      She continued to drown in sewage. Water was still water after it was cut, so it had to be cut many times.
    

    
      
        —Arghhhhhhh! 
      
       
    

    
      More filth dripped from the Demon King’s wounds. Perhaps this wasn’t waste, or else it wouldn’t be red. It was blood. The Demon King bled red blood.
    

    
      
        —Urgh… Gahhh…! 
      
      The Demon King staggered backward.
    

    
      One step. Two steps. When I was on my third step, no more wastewater surged from the Demon King’s right arm. She still left behind dark pools of waste, but they grew smaller with every step I took.
    

    
      
        —Hufff… huff…
      
    

    
      The wastewater was slowly stripped away from the Demon King.
    

    
      When the flow stopped, she began to bleed instead. Her blood was red like the color of life.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      The being of absolute power was now gone.
    

    
      
        —No… This can’t be happening… Agh…! 
      
      The Demon King tried to cover the weeping wounds on her left arm using her right hand, as if she refused to let a single drop of blood go. No, it was more like she was trying to scoop up what had been spilled long ago
    

    
      
        —My children… I can’t… Their grudges and resentment…
      
    

    
      “Retreat,” I quietly said.
    

    
      While a sword could cut the flesh in two, a voice could sever the soul. The Demon King froze as if she had been cut by my voice.
    

    
      “Go back to the twentieth floor. You’ll never be able to defeat me. Go back to your main base, the last scraps of your territory.”
    

    
      The state of the war was already evident on my world map. The blue reached the mountain range and beyond the Goddess’s Shield. The one-eyed giant looked over the temple. The forest was filled with dancing elves. Mermaids played around the waterfall. A clear lake replaced the lava in the crater of the Primordial Volcano… Every region of the continent was blue; it was the land of humans again.
    

    
      “Go back to your start.”
    

    
      Only a small region of the continent was red—closer to a dot. A fire may be able to burn an entire plain, but it eventually died out to a spark. A flood that might have reached the bottom of the sky would turn into a drop of water in the end. Only a red dot, dim as a firefly, was left on the wide world map.
    

    
      “That will be your end, Demon King.”
    

    
      —
      
        You…
      
       The Demon King looked up and gritted her teeth.
    

    
      The sewage had stopped flowing, so she now bled. Half of her body was scorched. Only one of her red eyes shone with its vicious light; the other half of her face was still covered with ashen sludge.
    

    
      “Hmm.” The Sword Star gripped his sword.
    

    
      The Black Witch leisurely lined up her six mirrors. “I’ll let you make the final attack, Death King.” 
    

    
      In no way was it possible for her to even try turning the situation around. Having peeked at the Demon King’s trauma, I felt like this was like the siege the humans had created to surround her village.
    

    
      
        —Gah!
      
    

    
      The Demon King had no choice but to run. However, she couldn’t take that choice because she also knew that it wasn’t the answer either, just as running to the village square to get away from the fire had only lengthened the villagers’ lives by a minute. Fleeing to the twentieth floor would only mean a slight delay in her defeat.
    

    
      
        —Shit…! Shit!
      
    

    
      Blood dripped out of the Demon King’s mouth.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain has decided to retreat.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain has retreated to the twentieth floor!]
      
    

    
      Yes, a human would flee even if they knew it meant death by fire. The more the Demon King ran, the closer she became to a human.
    

    
      
        [It has been confirmed that the Demon King of Autumn Rain retreated.]
      
    

    
      
        [Initiating History Reformation.]
      
    

    
      
        [The nineteenth-floor stage has been revised!]
      
    

    
      Drops of light settled over the world once again.
    

    
      When the Demon King had disappeared, I turned around.
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Star.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “I appreciate your help until now, but I’m sorry.” I bowed. “I want to clear the twentieth floor and see the end with the Demon King on my own. Let me go alone.”
    

    
      The Black Witch shrugged. “It’s fine with me. You’re the main reason why we were able to get this far. I already promised you not to do anything for five days anyway… It was me who broke the promise and helped you, so I’ll really stay put this time.”
    

    
      “Today is our fifth day. Meet up with me after you finish clearing the twentieth floor. You and I have a lot to talk about.” The Sword Star sheathed his sword. 
    

    
      “I understand. Thank you.” I bowed once again before I said, “Send me.”
    

    
      
        [Welcome, Death King.]
      
    

    
      And I headed to the twentieth floor, the village where the Demon King, Estelle, had been born.
    

    

    
      1. The raw is 일도양단(一刀兩斷). It’s a four-letter idiom that carries two meanings. (1) Cutting something in half. (2) Making decisions without hesitation. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 45: The Demon King'S Name (2)

    
      
        [One challenger has entered the boss monster stage.]
      
    

    
      
        [The challenger’s name is Death King.]
      
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      This was the second time I entered a boss stage. If I compared then and now…many things were both the same and different at the same time. One of the similarities was the notification messages. Just like the time I had challenged the Infernal Mansion, I was alone, and as always, the Tower wished my luck. However, there was certainly a difference too.
    

    
      
        [Initiating collective calculation for clearing the eleventh to nineteenth floors.]
      
    

    
      I was no longer an ordinary challenger. I was the champion who was now on the twentieth floor after clearing from the eleventh to the nineteenth floors. The Tower welcomed the champion by blowing the trumpet nine times.
    

    
      
        [Calculating the reward for clearing the eleventh floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [Calculating the reward for clearing the twelfth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [Calculating the reward for clearing the thirteenth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [Calculating the reward for clearing the fourteenth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [Calculating the reward for clearing the fifteenth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [Calculating the reward for clearing the sixteenth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [Calculating the reward for clearing the seventeenth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [Calculating the reward for clearing the eighteenth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [Calculating the reward for clearing the nineteenth floor…]
      
    

    
      
        [Calculations have been completed.]
      
    

    
      I walked on as I listened to the welcoming melody.
    

    
      
        [The Tower has acknowledged your feats.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have received the right to upgrade your Skill.]
      
    

    
      
        [You are able to upgrade any Skill below Class EX.]
      
    

    
      It was like an anthem to me. The Tower had created the stages in advance and assigned premade quests to them. However, I chose not to walk down the set path. I had created entirely new stages and cleared them in my own way. The Tower acknowledged my way as if it was okay too.
    

    
      
        [Adjusting the Death King’s authorization level!]
      
    

    
      
        [You have been temporarily given the authorization level of an apostle.]
      
    

    
      
        [The temporary authorization level will be maintained until you are given your reward.]
      
    

    
      
        [You may choose which Skill you will upgrade!]
      
    

    
      The stages I had cleared weren’t set in advance, so there were no predetermined ways to clear them. No rewards were decided either.
    

    
      
        …I see. The Tower is leaving the choice to me.
      
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      I didn’t know why the Tower had been built or who had built it. I also had no idea why the Tower was filled with lives from different worlds. There were many mysteries, but I could guess what kind of being the Tower was.
    

    
      
        The Tower watches what choices we make.
      
    

    
      And the Tower also remembered my choices.
    

    
      Alright. I drew my sword. I’ll show you my choice again.
    

    
      Lefanta Aegim’s Holy Protector Sword, the relic used by the Aegim Empire’s first emperor, resonated with my aura. I pointed the glowing blade at my enemy. She was standing in front of a small village, the entrance to the twentieth floor.
    

    
      “It’s time you met your end, Demon King.”
    

    
      She growled quietly like a dying animal. The fire of the world drove her away and eventually caught up to her, leaving her only this small haven.
    

    
      
        —It’s…
      
    

    
      The road to the village was lined up with acacia trees in full bloom. In the middle of the road, the creature stood alone.
    

    
      
        —It’s my village! Don’t ruin my paradise! 
      
    

    
      Her cry echoed off of the trees.
    

    
      
        [Initiating the boss monster stage.]
      
    

    
      I was going to defeat the weakest boss monster in the world. I briefly looked up at the clear sky—an endless, unbroken sea of blue. It made me sure that it wasn’t going to rain today.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      White acacia blossoms silently fluttered through the air, covering the road in white. Only the sound of breathing disturbed the silent world.
    

    
      
        —I won’t forgive you!
      
    

    
      The breaths were hoarse.
    

    
      —I will never forgive you! I still see the burn marks and smell the scorching scent! They’re branded in my brain! Your fire! Your malice! Do you think I’ll forget them? she cried as she swung her red sword.
    

    
      Every time she screamed, her world became smaller. The twentieth-floor stage was especially small—it was less than one-hundredth the size of the other stages on my mini-map. Looking at it on the world map didn’t help either. It was just one red pixel on the world map.
    

    
      That was the twentieth floor’s boss monster stage.
    

    
      
        —Are you trying to go back?
      
    

    
      The world’s smallest boss monster stage was just an ordinary, rural village, and in it was the world’s weakest boss monster.
    

    
      
        —Are you going to go back in time and burn my paradise again? Again! You people are always like that!
      
    

    
      On the road where acacia blossoms fell, the Demon King howled. As feeble as it was, however, it was enough to fill this small world, her small village.
    

    
      “The tables have turned completely.” I deflected the Demon King’s sword and responded with a sharp attack. “Do you remember? You’re the Demon King, and I’m the hero. You invaded the twelfth floor, and I stopped it. You never know how life is going to turn out, do you. Now you’re protecting your land from me.”
    

    
      
        —Die!
      
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Demon King.” I flicked my wrist. “That is the most meaningless thing you could say to  me.”
    

    
      I parried the Demon King’s attack without a problem. My strength was on another level from the Demon King. She couldn’t handle my parry and left an opening that was as wide as a highway. I slashed the Demon King’s upper body.
    

    
      
        —Arghhhh!
      
    

    
      Her red blood splashed onto the ground.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      It dripped on the white acacia blossoms, fouling them with the smell of blood.
    

    
      “You’ve gotten weak, Demon King of Autumn Rain.” I took a step forward, crushing the red blossoms beneath my feet. “You’ve gotten so much weaker.”
    

    
      The Demon King wheezed and coughed.
    

    
      “But it isn’t enough.” I swung my sword. “Become weaker.”
    

    
      
        —You…
      
    

    
      “Become much, much weaker than you already are.”
    

    
      When I cut the Demon King, the blossoms became a little redder.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      The road behind the Demon King was white, but the road behind me grew redder and redder as I got closer to the village.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      I took another step.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      And then another. Every time the Demon King stumbled backward, the number of white blossoms decreased. At the same time, more red acacia blossoms covered the road with each step I took.
    

    
      
        —Gah… Urgh…
      
    

    
      The filth dripping from the Demon King, the mixture of grudges and resentment, was stripped away, revealing her body little by little.
    

    
      
        —No…
      
    

    
      The first was the top of the Demon King’s feet.
    

    
      
        —No…! N-no more…!
      
    

    
      Next was her two legs.
    

    
      
        —Ugh…
      
    

    
      Both of her legs were revealed entirely, and then her waist and then her torso. Soon, I could see her long neck.
    

    
      
        —Tower, no… Don’t…!
      
    

    
      I swung my sword again.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      Finally, the sludge on her face was stripped away. Her chin, her lower lip, her upper lip, her nostril, the edge of her nose, and her cheeks were unveiled.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      Next were her red eyes and white forehead.
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      Lastly, her hair, which resembled an unruly mane, lost its darkness one strand after another, until every last bit of the waste was gone.
    

    
      
        —Ah…
      
    

    
      She moaned. Her thin arms quivered, unable to bear the sword’s weight.
    

    
      
        —Urgh…. Urghh….
      
    

    
      The person standing under the acacia tree was no longer the Demon King. No one in the world would call someone who couldn’t even properly hold up their sword a demon king. 
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain is no longer able to maintain authorization level.]
      
    

    
      
        [Adjusting authorization level.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain’s title has been revoked.] 
      
    

    
      And then the Tower didn’t call her the Demon King either. The person who used to be the Demon King quivered.
    

    
      
        —No…!
      
    

    
      The white light enveloped her. She writhed as if it were a swarm of bees.
    

    
      
        —No…! Don’t! No! You can’t do this!
      
    

    
      However, it was no use. The light wrapped around her refused to dim. 
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      The light delivered the execution. 
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain’s title has been revoked.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain’s authorization level has been revoked.]
      
    

    
      The Constellation who once held absolute power had fallen.
    

    
      
        —Ahhhh…! Ahh! Ahhhh! Arghhhhh!
      
    

    
      She frantically reached out for the drops of light scattering into the air, but they couldn’t be captured. They slipped between her fingers as they flew away.
    

    
      
        —Ah.
      
    

    
      Only a weak animal was left behind.
    

    
      “Ahh. Ahhhhh. N-no… Ugh…”
    

    
      She was no longer the Demon King of Autumn Rain, master of nightmares, nor the Saintess of the Outskirt. She was just a feeble being.
    

    
      “Yes.” I clutched my sword. “Now you’ve weakened enough.”
    

    
      “Stay away… Stay away from me…”
    

    
      “Then stop me.” I took a step toward her. “How are you going to stop me? Are you going to bring up my right? Will you use your sword? Use anything you can.”
    

    
      I took one more step.
    

    
      “If you don’t, I’ll stand in front of you.”
    

    
      As I approached her, she stumbled away.
    

    
      “You… You people…” she wheezed, “have no right to do this to me… after what you did to my children…”
    

    
      “You’re wrong.” I got a little closer. “Just like you said before, I’m an outsider from a different world. Yes—beastfolk, the temple, the kings, the emperor… Everyone in this world united to burn you and your village. Let’s say that not a single person on this continent is free of responsibility, but it doesn’t apply to me. I’m a complete outsider, so Hunters like me bear no responsibility.”
    

    
      She moaned and took a step back. 
    

    
      “You don’t have the right to hold me accountable.” I went a step closer. “And of course, you no longer have the power to stop me.”
    

    
      The quivering in her body reached her voice.
    

    
      “I… I didn’t do…”
    

    
      “You didn’t do anything bad?”
    

    
      “I—! I just treated the sick…!”
    

    
      “The real Estelle would have been scared like you are right now.” I narrowed my eyes. 
    

    
      She was startled.
    

    
      “She screamed for her father’s help,” I calmly continued. “She screamed that she didn’t want to die. What did you do with her?”
    

    
      I confronted her with what she’d done before she became Estelle and gained the memory of a human.
    

    
      “She struggled to break free from you, but you sank your teeth into her neck. You devoured her against her will and became Estelle. And there was the baby the woman cherished. She trusted you to save him, but you ate him. Yet you acted all pompous, all high and mighty, and told her that you saved him. You betrayed the woman’s trust.”
    

    
      “Th-th-that’s… not true,” she stammered, bewildered. “I…”
    

    
      “You hid the truth. You hid the fact that you took Estelle’s place and devoured the baby. You knew that people would get the wrong idea, but you kept your silence because you were afraid that people would treat you like a monster. You deceived people.”
    

    
      I took another step forward.
    

    
      “Your excuses are of no use. No one in this world can understand you better than I do. I know what you went through and the emotions you felt. I know every one of your changes. You aren’t an impeccable saintess or an innocent victim. I don’t need to bother bringing up the woman and baby—the moment you ate Estelle, you lost all claim to innocence...”
    

    
      “I—!” she shrieked. “I didn’t know!”
    

    
      I stopped walking.
    

    
      Her teeth clattered. She covered her face, but her plaintive howling still slipped between her fingers. “I-I didn’t know. I didn’t have the memory of a human…or knowledge. I didn’t know…”
    

    
      She didn’t know what it meant to save someone. Nor had she been aware of what struggling or pleading were. 
    

    
      “At the time… At the time…I didn’t know what it meant… I…”
    

    
      “Are you saying you made a mistake because you didn’t know?”
    

    
      “Yes! If I knew, I would have never…”
    

    
      Before she could say “eaten Estelle”, I said, “That is what humans do.”
    

    
      She stared blankly at me.
    

    
      “The kings who burned you and your village could give you the same excuse. They certainly would—no, I’m sure they already have. What did they say when the world was covered in blood and you stood in front of them?”
    

    
      
        “I didn’t know.”
      
    

    
      
        “We didn’t know that what you did wasn’t out of malice.”
      
    

    
      
        “We thought you were just an evil witch.”
      
    

    
      
        “We believed you were a monster.”
      
    

    
      
        “If we had known…” 
      
    

    
      “They were… obvious lies…” She clenched her fists. 
    

    
      I nodded. “I’m sure that some people lied. No doubt they gave the order to burn you and your people out of a lust for power, or because of their arrogance, or their prejudice. So I’m sure that there were people who tried to escape their responsibilities. Why wouldn’t they? They’re human, after all. But are you really sure that every human was like them? Can you be certain that none of their excuses were actually said with sincerity?”
    

    
      “I…”
    

    
      “Even if every last ruler tried to avoid shouldering responsibility, it changes nothing,” I bluntly stated. It had to be said. “What about the soldiers who just followed their orders? How about the people who suddenly had to flee from their homes? Do you think no one among them could have sincerely said that they didn’t know?”
    

    
      Her face contorted harder than the time she had been struck with my sword.
    

    
      I got closer to her. “What did the one-eyed giant from the mountain tell you?”
    

    
      She fell completely silent.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but I’m not a man of learning,” I quietly said. “I only know one kind of justice in this world.”
    

    
      I came closer.
    

    
      “And it’s karma.”
    

    
      Her shoulders trembled.
    

    
      “An eye for an eye. If you believe that what you devoured and spat out of your shadow was a human, then okay. Go through the same thing. At least it would be fair that way.”
    

    
      “W-what are you talking about…?”
    

    
      “Tower!” I looked up at the sky. “I want to use my reward now!”
    

    
      I pulled out a golden Skill Card to use the reward for clearing the eleventh to the nineteenth floors.
    

    
      
        
          Monster Legion Summon 
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: SS
      
    

    
      
        Effects: You are able to summon those you killed as monsters. The deceased won’t have their original abilities nor have their memories. They are only summoned as monsters like goblins, orcs, zombies, and skeletons.
      
    

    
      
        ※However, you can summon your legion only once a week.
      
    

    
      I held up the Class SS Skill Card to the sky. “You said that I can upgrade whichever Skill however I want!”
    

    
      
        [The Tower affirms your statement.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Tower explains that the upgrade is not limitless.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Tower uses an example to help you understand.]
      
    

    
      
        [It is acceptable to upgrade an SS-Class Skill to SSS-Class.]
      
    

    
      I nodded—I only needed one upgrade anyway.
    

    
      “I ask for an upgrade on the Skill Monster Legion Summon!”
    

    
      
        [The Tower asks what upgrade you want.]
      
    

    
      “You don’t have to upgrade anything else! I just ask for a change regarding the part that the deceased won’t have their memories! If I want, the deceased I summon will have their memory!”
    

    
      The woman flinched. “What… are you trying to do…?”
    

    
      “How is it? Isn’t it a reasonable request!?” I shouted, ignoring her. “I’m not asking you to preserve the dead’s abilities and Skills; this isn’t even a request to cut down my Skill cooldown. Memory! I only ask to change the part about their memory! I want the people I kill to remember their life!”
    

    
      The sky fell silent. For a while, everything was quiet.
    

    
      
        [Evaluating the level of your upgrade…]
      
    

    
      
        [Evaluating….]
      
    

    
      
        [The Tower has acknowledged that your request is reasonable.]
      
    

    
      
        [Confirming your request.]
      
    

    
      
        [Will you use your reward for clearing the eleventh to the nineteenth floors on the Skill Monster Legion Summon?]
      
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      
        [The upgrade you want for the Skill Monster Legion Summon is as follows: if you wish, the dead’s memory shall be preserved.]
      
    

    
      
        [Is it correct?]
      
    

    
      “That is correct.” 
    

    
      
        [The confirmation has been completed.]
      
    

    
      
        [Requesting Zrakua’s approval.]
      
    

    
      
        [Approval has been received.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Death King’s request has been approved.]
      
    

    
      The familiar white light wrapped around my Skill Card. After the burst of light faded, I slowly read the card.
    

    
      
        
          Monster Legion Reincarnation
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: SSS
      
    

    
      
        Effects: You are able to summon those you killed as monsters. The deceased won’t have their original abilities. However, if you wish, the deceased will have their memory and appearance. If not, they are summoned as monsters like goblins, orcs, zombies, and skeletons.
      
    

    
      
        ※However, you can summon your legion only once a week.
      
    

    
      Monster Legion Reincarnation was the new name of my first Class SSS Skill.
    

    
      
        Good.
      
    

    
      Everything worked out like I wanted it to.
    

    
      I turned back to her. Our eyes locked.
    

    
      “I’m going to kill you. If you don’t like how I phrased it, then think of it as me devouring you. It’s just like what you did with Estelle, the sick, and the children using your shadow. I’ll devour you…” 
    

    
      I slowly raised my sword.
    

    
      “...and spit you out the same way.”
    

    
      She trembled in fear.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 46: The Demon King'S Name (3)

    
      Fear was the most human emotion.
    

    
      “Eek…”
    

    
      The fallen Constellation experienced it in full force. She feared her unknown future and she feared the threat of death. She feared me. Every time I moved closer, she moaned in terror, but it wasn’t enough to stop anyone from approaching.
    

    
      “I’m really glad that you became a human,” I said. “Think about it: if you remained a monster, you wouldn’t have been subject to my 
      
        Monster Legion Summon
      
       even after all the trouble I went through. Well, I guess it’s 
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation 
      
      now. It doesn’t really matter what the Skill’s name is though…”
    

    
      “
      
        Ahhhhhh!
      
      ” In a last-ditch attempt to beat her fear, she grabbed her familiar—almost iconic—red greatsword. However, it was so heavy that she couldn’t even properly lift it. She frantically swung it about with her thin arms, its weight throwing her wildly off balance.
    

    
      Of course, she would never get me with such random attacks. I avoided them with ease. Once, twice, thrice… The fallen Constellation continued to swing her sword, trembling.
    

    
      
        —She’s a lost cause, 
      
      the Guardian blurted. His brows were deeply furrowed. 
      
        Her basic form is clumsy. Her feet aren’t properly planted on the ground, and she isn’t even looking forward as she attacks. There’s no conviction in her attacks. What is she even trying to do after the swing? Tsk—this is a prime example of someone who relied too much on their Skills and aura. She isn’t even a swordswoman.
      
    

    
      The Guardian had stayed silent since I had cleared the nineteenth floor, but it seemed that the fallen Constellation’s so-called swordplay upset the Sword Emperor too much for him to contain his grumbling.
    

    
      
        —Look, Zombie. Look at her. She’s the reason why I always tell you the importance of honing your basic skills. You are the only one you can rely on when the end comes. Show her.
      
    

    
      And I did. With one stroke, my sword destroyed the other sword.
    

    
      The two swords shrieked as they clashed. The fallen Constellation’s eyes widened in dismay. 
    

    
      
        “Ahhh…
      
      ”
    

    
      Her greatsword was broken in two. 
    

    
      “
      
        Ahhh… Urgh… Ahhhh…
      
      ”
    

    
      What was left of the fallen Constellation’s will to resist vanished. The feeble animal sank to the ground, crushing the acacia blossoms beneath her diminutive frame.
    

    
      
        The end of the Demon King… 
      
      I calmly looked down at the cowering creature. 
      
        The one who reaps death…
      
    

    
      The message that the Tower had given me with my title suddenly crossed my head.
    

    
      
        
          [Hail to the king who reaps deaths.]
        
      
    

    
      The message somehow seemed to fit the situation. I wasn’t sure how I felt about that.
    

    
      
        Yeah, but it isn’t wrong.
      
    

    
      I slowly tightened the grip on my sword.
    

    
      
        —Uh, Zombie? Hold on a second,
      
       the Guardian interrupted as I was about to cut down the fallen Constellation’s head.
      
         I know you’re in your moment. Sorry for the interruption. Well, to be honest, I’m not really sorry. I just said it because I was bored. Anyhow, wait a moment. Don’t kill her yet. 
      
    

    
      As always, the Sword Emperor was Sword-Emperoring again.
    

    
      “Geez. What now?” I snapped out loud. I didn’t bring the Sword Star and Black Witch to the twentieth floor anyway, so no one was around to mistake me for a madman.
    

    
      
        —I mean, you seem to take it for granted. 
      
      The Sword Emperor shrugged. 
    

    
      “What are you talking about now?”
    

    
      
        —Hear me out. Let’s say that she isn’t a monster, sure, but does that make her a human like you? Who knows? She may have become a normal NPC.
      
    

    
      “So what…”
    

    
      
        —Are you sure NPCs can be controlled using Monster Legion Reincarnation?
      
    

    
      I came to a stop. “Uhh… I think so.”
    

    
      
        —You’re a real pushover, so you’ve never killed an NPC. It’s clear that monsters aren’t targeted by Monster Legion Reincarnation, but we don’t know if it applies to NPCs. What are you going to do if you go with the flow and the Tower just goes [Sorry! An NPC isn’t a valid target!] Huh? You’re going to make things real awkward.
      
    

    
      “Wait, but…”
    

    
      
        —Wake up, Kim Zombie! I’m speaking from experience. The Tower is very strict when it comes to a matter like this,
      
       the Guardian scoffed. 
    

    
      The fallen Constellation was still studying my face with eyes filled with the terror of death.  
    

    
      
        Shit. 
      
      I cursed as I read the Skill Card again.
    

    
      
        
          Monster Legion Reincarnation
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: SSS
      
    

    
      
        Effects: You are able to summon those you killed as monsters. The deceased won’t have their original abilities. However, if you wish, the deceased will have their memory and appearance. If not, they are summoned as monsters like goblins, orcs, zombies, and skeletons.
      
    

    
      
        ※However, you can summon your legion only once a week.
      
    

    
      
        —See? It’s vague. 
      
      The Guardian pointed at the card. 
      
        Who knows if NPCs are included? Can you be certain about it? Huh?
      
    

    
      “N-NPCs are humans too. Humans.”
    

    
      
        —Well, that’s what you think, Mr. Kim Zombie. 
      
      The Guardian looked dead serious. 
      
        Try negotiating with the Tower before you slit her throat.
      
    

    
      “Negotiate with the Tower…?”
    

    
      
        —Why? What’s wrong with that? You already did it once and it went well enough earlier. Doing it again won’t really be a problem.
      
    

    
      The Guardian had a point.
    

    
      “Excuse me, Tower…?” I awkwardly looked up at the sky.
    

    
      
        [The Tower directs its attention to you.]
      
    

    
      Fortunately, the Tower didn’t ignore me, which would have been a disaster. It looked like I could freely converse with the Tower, at least for the time being. I had received a message that said I temporarily had the authorization level of an apostle, so maybe that was the reason. 
    

    
      “Can I ask you a question?”
    

    
      
        —Hey, you were all demanding earlier, so what’s up with your tone? You’re ridiculous. 
      
    

    
      “Emotions got the better of me earlier… Ah, forget it! Be quiet, please!”
    

    
      While we bickered, the Tower answered me.
    

    
      
        [The Tower asks what your inquiry is.]
      
    

    
      “Let’s see. So is an NPC included in the dead for 
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation
      
      ? Or does it only count Hunters like me?”
    

    
      Tower gave me an unexpected answer. 
    

    
      
        [Inquiring Zrakua for confirmation.]
      
    

    
      
        [Unable to confirm.]
      
    

    
      
        [The answer to the inquiry exceeds the Tower’s authorization level.]
      
    

    
      “Pardon?” 
    

    
      The Tower wasn’t done with the surprise. 
    

    
      
        [Checking the inquirer’s authorization level.]
      
    

    
      
        [Passed.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Death King temporarily owns the authorization level of an apostle.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Tower has conceded the Death King’s inquiry to be a formal agenda.]
      
      .
    

    
      
        [The Tower has requested the Six Pillars of All Life to convene for a majority vote meeting.]
      
    

    
      The white light blinded my eyes. 
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        …Huh? 
      
      I blinked after a moment.
    

    
      I found myself alone in a place I wasn’t unfamiliar with, but that made me all the more confused. It was the Underworld, my dark hell and the starting point after every death. In other words, I had no business here unless I died. 
    

    
      
        Why am I here…?
      
    

    
      The voice brought me back to my senses. 
    

    
      
        [Identifying the participants.]
      
    

    
      It wasn’t just the voice.
    

    
      
        [The Sixth Pillar, Primordial Staff,
        
           
        
        has joined the meeting.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Fifth Pillar, Mirage-Walking Princess, has joined the meeting]
      
    

    
      
        [The Fourth Pillar, Bystanding Moon of Blind Faith, has joined the meeting.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Third Pillar, Legislator of the Beginning, has joined the meeting.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Second Pillar, Void-Dancing God,
        
           
        
        has joined the meeting.]
      
    

    
      I tried to make as little sound as possible. No matter how hard I looked around me, all I could see was never-ending darkness, but I could feel the presences.
    

    
      
        [The participation of the Six Pillars of All Life has been confirmed.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Tower has shared the agenda raised by Temporary Apostle, Death King.]
      
    

    
      The presence was too strong to just call it presence. They were everywhere as they looked at me from beyond the darkness.
    

    
      
        [All participants have received the agenda.]
      
    

    
      I felt all of their gazes on me.
    

    
      
        [Proceeding with the majority vote on the agenda.]
      
    

    
      
        [Is an NPC included in the subject of the Skill 
        
          Monster Legion Reincarnation?
        
        ]
      
    

    
      
        [Please vote in favor if you agree on including an NPC as the subject.]
      
    

    
      
        [Please vote no if you disagree on including an NPC as the subject.]
      
    

    
      
        —Gesh… la… ZaquA cho… Deo….
      
    

    
      
        —Sato, yovela? Weloyo-na Shu…! Deo phenta….
      
    

    
      
        —kunto, nyola Gesh-ve-Nail na? Nai-Gesh-Nail na?
      
    

    
      The invisible beings spoke quietly in a language that I didn’t understand. It seemed to be a language made from the shadows themselves.
    

    
      Invisible snakes were all over the place. I heard hisses from the above, below, left, and right. The voices resembled the movements of snake tongues. The long, red tongues slipped into my ears and touched the corner of my brain.
    

    
      
        —Gesh… Mula-Gagamia… cho Gretehen Weloyo….
      
    

    
      
        —Nail.
      
       
    

    
      I felt lightheaded and dizzy. I was certain that only my consciousness was there, but I felt like vomiting. I would do anything to vomit out this uneasiness in my stomach—no, my brain. It was like those tongues were coating my very soul in a thick layer of grease.
    

    
      
        —Layo na.
      
    

    
      
        —Gesh. Nail. Nai—Gesh—Nail.
      
    

    
      
        —…
      
    

    
      
        —…
      
    

    
      
        —Deo zakun.
      
       
    

    
      Just then, the voices stopped, and the Underworld went silent. None resumed talking. The tongues stroking my brain through my ears stopped moving too. I finally felt like I could breathe.
    

    
      I managed to pull myself together.
    

    
      
        These beings aren’t from the Tower! All of the languages that people in the Tower use are automatically translated… but theirs is different. They live outside the Tower. They’re incomparably superior to the Demon King of Autumn Rain!
      
    

    
      Perhaps they were the beings who had built this Tower, inhabitants of places I couldn’t even imagine.
    

    
      
        [Proceeding with the vote on the agenda.]
      
    

    
      After a long silence, I heard the familiar voice. It made me feel right back at home.
    

    
      
        [The Sixth Pillar, Primordial Staff, has voted against the agenda.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Fifth Pillar, Mirage-Walking Princess, has voted in favor of the agenda.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Fourth Pillar, Bystanding Moon of Blind Faith, has voted in favor of the agenda.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Third Pillar, Legislator of the Beginning, has voted against the agenda.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Second Pillar, Void-Dancing God, has abstained from making a vote.]
      
       
    

    
      Two consents, two dissents, and one abstention. 
    

    
      I froze. I had yet to discover who they were and where they were from; however, it was clear that they had the right to decide what my Skill, 
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation,
      
       could do
      
        .
      
       But they made a vote which resulted in neither yes nor no. Why? What did they want from me?
    

    
      
        …Wait. 
      
      Realizing something, I looked around the—blissfully free of hisses—place. 
      
        There is… one being who hasn’t voted yet.
      
    

    
      Yes, I had heard it when I was summoned here.
    

    
      
        
          [The Tower has requested the Six Pillars of All Life to convene for a majority vote meeting.]
        
      
    

    
      Even before I heard the hisses, I received a similar message.
    

    
      
        
          [Identifying the participants.]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [The participation of the Six Pillars of All Life has been confirmed.]
        
      
    

    
      
        Yes, there are six of them!
      
    

    
      The Tower had vouched for it. If so, the vote tally right now was odd because only five votes had been cast. Where did the last vote go?
    

    
      And who was the last one? What about them made everyone else go silent?
    

    
      It was because the last being was the Tower’s master. There was no need for them to join the meeting because they had been here from the start. It was how they knew everything going on in the Tower.
    

    
      I looked straight at the dark region where I could feel the strongest presence and tried to consider the situation as calmly as possible.
    

    
      
        …I-I think it’ll be yes. Let’s say that NPCs shouldn’t be included as my Skill’s subject. Then how did the Demon King summon all her monsters? I’m sure that all of the people of the empire and the kingdoms that the Demon King killed used to be NPCs.
      
    

    
      I could feel them watching me silently. 
    

    
      
        I understand what all of you are worried about. I might kill any NPCs and use them as my summons… But I’m sure I’ve shown you all what kind of a person I am. 
      
    

    
      The place was dark, but I still turned to face each presence one by one.
    

    
      
        That isn’t who I am,
      
       I continued,
      
         and I won’t be like that in the future either.
      
    

    
      No matter how strong an opponent I was dealing with, I always had two choices: fight them or persuade them.
    

    
      
        The Demon King gets to use NPCs as her summons, but I can’t? That’s unfair.
      
    

    
      
        —Not bad.
      
    

    
      The whisper felt close and far at the same time. It gave me goosebumps. Every syllable spoken felt like an electrical shock. 
    

    
      
        —But you’re thinking too hard.
      
    

    
      The voice was tinged with laughter.
    

    
      
        —Death King, try speaking from your heart, not your head.
      
    

    
      After a short silence, I said what I wanted to say.
    

    
      
        That Demon King is my prey, so don’t touch her.
      
    

    
      The being burst into laughter. 
    

    
      
        [The First Pillar, Master of All Life, has voted in favor of the agenda.]
      
    

    
      
        [Compiling the votes]
      
    

    
      
        [3 consents. 2 dissents. 1 abstention.]
      
    

    
      
        [NPCs shall be included as the subject of the Death King’s Skill 
        
          Monster Legion Reincarnation
        
        .]
      
       
    

    
      As the master laughed, the darkness shattered like a glass window. Empty gaps spiderwebbed my already empty hell, but light soon seeped through them.
    

    
      
        [Revoking the Death King’s temporary apostle authorization level.]
      
    

    
      
        [Ending the meeting.]
      
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      As the brilliant light enveloped me, I realized that I had successfully persuaded the Tower.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        —Zombie? Hey, Kim Zombie?
      
    

    
      When I opened my eyes again, I could see the acacia blossoms, my Guardian, and the fallen Constellation who used to be called the Demon King of Autumn Rain. The acacia blossoms were soundless, and the fallen Constellation didn’t dare to make a sound. Only the Guardian disturbed the peace.
    

    
      
        —Why are you blanking out? Ask the Tower,
      
       the Guardian urged me. 
      
        Hey, Mr. Kim Zombie? Zombie King, can you hear me?
      
    

    
      It felt strange. It seemed that only the blink of an eye had passed… but at the same time, it also felt like an eternity. It was really odd. The memory of the conversation I had just now instantly faded away—I had trouble recalling what we were even talking about.
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Emperor…”
    

    
      
        —Finally, you’re speaking. Did I tease you too much, Zombie? Is your brain actually taking after a zombie’s?
      
    

    
      “Didn’t you hear that? Couldn’t you see it?”
    

    
      
        —What are you talking about?
      
    

    
      “The Tower summoned me to the Underworld… Talked about some ‘all life’…and pillars… Something that I think is the Tower’s master showed up and laughed… Do you have any idea what I’m talking about?”
    

    
      The Guardian looked at me like a dog with rabies and frowned. 
    

    
      
        —Zombie, I’m sorry. I must have called you Zombie too many times. Man, I’ve never sincerely apologized to anyone, but I suddenly feel real bad…  I’ll tone it down from now on, so get a hold of yourself.
      
    

    The man in front of me was a legend. He had cleared the ninety-ninth floor of the Tower in a different world, gaining the title of Sword Constellation[1] and becoming a Guardian… Even he didn’t know what I was talking about. 

    
      
        Who did I meet just now? Who in the world… 
      
      I felt a chill run down my spine.
    

    
      
        …No.
      
       I clenched my hand around the hard metal of my sword’s hilt.
      
         Stay calm, Kim Gong-Ja.
      
    

    
      I swallowed and looked forward. The road I needed to take was still there, and the fallen Constellation was laying in the middle.
    

    
      
        I still don’t know many things, but I know that now is the time to deliver the final strike on my prey. 
      
    

    
      I slowly raised my sword.
      
         
      
      Maybe I would discover something once I reached the hundredth floor of the Tower.
    

    
      
        —Huh, Gong-Ja? Are you going to just kill her? Are you sure you don’t have to ask the Tower? 
      
      The Guardian tilted his head.
    

    
      “It’s okay. I already got my answer,” I said.
    

    
      The fallen Constellation extended her hand. “H-hold on…! Save me—!”
    

    
      I swung my sword. It was the weapon I received for my requiem on the tenth floor, the sword I’d used to move the soldiers’ hearts on the eleventh floor. For thousands of days, I had been trapped in the prison of time when I had been on the twelfth stage. This sword was the witness to my time, and I used it to slay the fallen Constellation.
    

    
      There was a small scream, and the fallen Constellation collapsed. By the time the scream petered out, she lay dying among the white acacia blossoms.
    

    
      I watched a drop of red dye a petal of white blossom as I slowly said, “Monster, rise.”
    

    
      My shadow jolted, and a dark hand emerged from the flat shadow, as if something was escaping from a pit of hell. However, it wasn’t struggling to get 
      
        out
      
      .
    

    
      “Rise.”
    

    
      Its resistance was meaningless, as the shadow couldn’t resist my command. The head came out first, and followed by the neck, the waist, and the legs. She gasped and panted, her limbs quivered like a newborn gazelle’s. Her appearance might be that of an adult, but she had only just been truly born.  
    

    
      “Estelle is the name you stole. It’s not something you can have.”
    

    
      Someone who brought life into the world always had to bear the responsibility of it. The first responsibility was to name the life.  
    

    
      “Preta.”
    

    
      She looked up at me, her long hair fluttering.
    

    
      “Your name is Preta. You will live on and serve me as your master.”
    

    
      The woman used to be called Estelle; she was honored as the Saintess of the Outskirts, and feared as the Demon King of Autumn. However, she didn’t have the right to have any of her former names. 
    

    
      Now, she trembled. Only after she’d received a name from me did she bow.
    

    
      “Yes… I will obey your command… Master. “
    

    
      A white acacia blossom landed on her hair.  On the last of the promised five days, one of the two kings—the Death King and the Demon King—fell.
    

    

    
      1. This is a Skill name, but it’s also the Guardian’s other title. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 47: How To Deal With The World (1)

    
      
        —Only a king and his subject were left, but the one who broke the silence was neither. It was an emperor. The emperor’s solemn voice…
      
    

    
      “…Mr. Sword Emperor, do you really have to Sword-Emperor right now?”
    

    
      The dude had a real knack for breaking the mood.
    

    
      
        —Yeah…I should. No, I don’t really want to… To be honest, I really want to stay as far away as possible from you two and pretend I don’t know either of you. Gosh, but I’m the only one who can say this. 
      
      The Guardian looked mentally tortured.
    

    
      “Get to it already.”
    

    
      
        —What the heck are you two doing?
      
    

    
      I didn’t get the question at first, but it looked like this was what the Sword Emperor had been wanting to say.
    

    
      “What do you mean what? As you can see…”
    

    
      
        —Yeah, you killed the Demon King. And you revived her with your Skill and then you named her… Speaking of which, why would you name a girl Preta? If you really had to name her Preta, then you could have gone for something cuter like Pretia and called her Tia. How adorable is that?
      
    

    
      “Now you’re picking a fight with me over how I name people?”
    

    
      
        —Forget about the name. My next question is… why are you guys playing master and servant?
      
    

    
      The Guardian looked back and forth between me and Preta as like we were the greatest mystery he’d ever seen.
    

    —What bond do you guys have… Fine! Let’s say you feel some kind of bond with her since you defeated her, right? “You’re my slave. I got you~ under my skin.[1]” Like something out of your world’s old pop songs.

    
      “Do you listen to k-pop?” I asked.
    

    
      
        —One of Gramps Marcus’s hobbies is listening to po… No, forget about it. Anyhow, I can understand why you would be like that, But I really don’t get why she would go “Yes, master.”
      
    

    
      Today I learned one of the Sword Star’s hobbies. I would have preferred not to… but that wasn’t important right now.
    

    
      “So you don’t get why Preta would serve me as her master, is that it?”
    

    
      
        —Yes. Zombie, let me list what you did to her one by one, from an objective perspective.
      
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      
        —You stopped her in every way possible.
      
    

    
      “That is how it began.”
    

    
      
        —You erased everything she’s done one by one. And you broke her psychologically with truth bombs.
      
    

    
      “That is how it went.”
    

    
      
        —And then you slit her throat. The cherry on this madness cake is you dragging her out with Monster Legion Reincarnation against her will. 
      
    

    
      “That is how it ended.”
    

    
      
        —Ha, you heartless bastard. Do you have poison for blood? 
      
      The Guardian shook his head in disbelief.
    

    
      “Who knows? Cobra venom, maybe. But you left out one thing for some reason: someone told me to show a sham what a proper swordsman’s ending was, so I even shattered her sword.”
    

    
      
        —That was necessary. Someone had to do it—if she still has a spark of desire to become a proper swordswoman, I’m sure she’s grateful too. She just isn’t  saying it out loud, 
      
      the Guardian solemnly said.
    

    
      I used to think that this ghost was only good at bullshitting, but he would make a great con artist.
    

    
      
        —Anyhow, I was expecting her to hurl her grudges and anger toward you, so why is she prostrating on the ground and waiting for orders? Is the end of the world actually the biggest masochist in the world?
      
    

    
      Although the Guardian said that he wanted to get away from me and Preta, I was the one who took a step back from him. The way the gorilla thought was… Nevermind. 
    

    
      “Whoa… Mr. Sword Emperor… There’s a reason why Preta is obeying me right now.”
    

    
      
        —What reason?
      
    

    
      “She knows.” I glanced at Preta. “You’ll also find out soon enough.”
    

    
      Drops of Preta’s tears—tears of anger, sorrow, and despair—fell onto the forest floor. 
    

    
      
        [Searching for a demon king’s presence on the twentieth floor…]
      
    

    
      Yes, Preta knew perfectly well what was going to happen next.
    

    
      
        [Unable to locate a demon king]
      
    

    
      Preta’s shoulders twitched in surprise. 
    

    
      
        [It has been confirmed that a demon king is not present on the twentieth floor.]
      
    

    
      On the road and the acacia trees—everywhere—drops of light fell. The twentieth-floor stage was small to begin with, so it took no time at all for the entire floor to be covered.
    

    
      
        [Initiating History Reformation.]
      
    

    
      The world expanded.
    

    
      
        [The twentieth-floor stage has been revised.]
      
    

    
      The buildings in the village at the end of the road used to be a pile of burned debris. They had been restored. The wheat fields and orchards were flush with life. The boisterous laughter of children danced over the village once more. 
    

    
      A paradise and its beautiful people had been resurrected. In other words, the time had been rewound to before Preta had become a walking font of waste and became the Demon King of Autumn Rain. However, Preta was grimacing as she knew what was going to happen to this paradise.
    

    
      “
      
        Ahhh…
      
       No. Please, no…” Preta moaned, shivering. However, it was no use. What we knew would happen did happen. She looked into the distance, her face wet with tears. “
      
        Ah…
      
      ”
    

    
      Something was approaching from the opposite side of the village. Each footfall on the forest road made their armor clank threateningly. Flags of various colors flew above them—war banners. I also heard fluttering wings. The world’s united army had just entered the forest.
    

    
      “Please… Again. The village is going to burn again… Burn again… No, please, n-no. 
      
        Ahh…
      
      ” Preta sank to the ground again and bowed to me. “Master…”
    

    
      Just like the Guardian said, I was Preta’s mortal enemy. She wanted to kill me in the cruelest way possible. No doubt bowing to me like she was right now made her stomach turn.
    

    
      But she bowed because she had to.
    

    
      “Master! I won’t harbor grudges… I won’t even consider revenge…”
    

    
      She had no other choice but to accept her servitude to me. When the powerless had something to protect, they were willing to become pretas and swallow any kind of humiliation.
    

    
      “I’ll follow any command… I will become your loyal servant—no, slave.” Preta bowed and scraped desperately. “Please. My paradise…”
    

    
      “Okay, I will.”
    

    
      I left it at that and walked away, the Sword Emperor trailing behind me. The goofy look he had when he was teasing me and Preta was gone; his expression now was as serious as a judge.
    

    
      
        —I see.
      
    

    
      “Yeah, now you get it.”
    

    
      
        —A subject has a duty to obey their ruler.
      
    

    
      “A ruler has an obligation to protect their people,” I answered.
    

    
      
        —I’m sorry for the sarcasm.
      
    

    
      “You also lost the bet. Just think about how you’re going to pay me back.” I stepped in front of my subject and took a deep breath, gathering my aura.
    

    
      “Halt!”
    

    
      The acacia blossoms fluttered as if an invisible giant had slammed the ground. The sound of dragon’s wings flapping and armor clanking faded away along with the noise of hooves and the clatter of weapons. 
    

    
      I stood on the narrow road to the village. The only thing between me and the army was the acacia blossoms.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Blossoms made no sound as they flew. That was why when blossoms covered the world, it seemed like the world melted into sleep. However, all blossoms were fated to eventually meet the ground once they’d left the branch.
    

    
      The commander-in-chief of the Aegim Empire’s army came forward. His armor was the color of the ocean, and the symbol of the sun was engraved on his breastplate. I knew who he was.
    

    
      “I am General Sarbas Aegim! Who are you to stand in my way!”
    

    
      And of course, he had no idea who I was.
    

    
      “Well…” I trailed off. I had fought monsters by the hundreds and thousands. I had also directly faced the wrath of the Demon King of Autumn Rain in her prime. Not many people in this world had experienced as much danger as I had. Even then, I still had to take a deep breath and touch the hilt of my sword.
    

    
      “I could ask you the same question. What business brings you all to this countryside?”
    

    
      “My people and I are here to carry out our emperor’s will!” General Sarbas Aegim thunderously answered.
    

    
      His army of soldiers shouted in response and brandished their weapons in the air. Instead of blossoms, the air was filled with startled birds.
    

    
      “We heard tell of the presence of a witch corrupting the innocent people of the continent! There are also monsters who foolishly fell for the witch’s temptation and plunged themselves into the pits of evil! We have to do something about it!”
    

    
      “So?” I asked. 
    

    
      “The witch and monsters shall be purified with holy fire!”
    

    
      I quietly looked at the blue dots on my minimap.  
    

    
      “This is not just the will of the Emperor of Aegim!”
    

    
      Thousands of blue dots painted one side of the map. Like an ocean wave, more and more of them arrived with every moment.
    

    
      I knew who they were.
    

    
      “Our great pope tasked us to punish the heretic who dared to call herself a saintess!”
    

    
      Those were the paladins I had saved on the thirteenth floor.
    

    
      “The Forest Monarch bequeathed us with this mission. All of the elemental spirits shall bless us on our mission!”
    

    
      They were the forest elves I had saved on the fourteenth floor. 
    

    
      “The Mermaid Queen’s gem shall validate our execution!”
    

    
      The wizards of waterfalls. I had saved them on the fifteenth floor. 
    

    
      “The dragons of the Primordial Volcano are here to keep their oaths of honor!”
    

    
      Those were the warriors of the volcano that I had saved from the sixteenth floor.
    

    
      “The merchants from the Free City Alliance, the riders of the plain, and soldiers of all the empire’s colonies are here too!”
    

    
      I could see the armed merchants of the seventeenth floor and the nomads of the eighteenth floor. There were soldiers from the small and smaller countries on the nineteenth floor too.
    

    
      “The world is with us!”
    

    
      I had been through the eleventh to the nineteenth floors and saved all of them. Those floors had dozens to hundreds of major characters involved in their stages, and all of them were now here, waving their respective flags. I knew all of them, but none of them knew me, just like Sarbas Aegim.
    

    
      “I’ll ask you again!” Sarbas Aegim shouted. “Who are you to stop our mission!?”
    

    
      I looked at my quest window.
    

    
      
        
          The Hero of the Paused World
        
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty level: Unknown
      
    

    
      
        Goal: You have decided that you won’t accept a single victim. It’s said that justice is about not asking for the price of salvation, and devotion is about not seeking recognition from those you save. A person who devotes themself to justice is called a hero.
      
    

    
      
        Hero! The world will never know your justice or your devotion. However, it will not change the nature of your justice and devotion.
      
    

    
      
        The wounded Demon King fled but couldn’t get far. If you wish, you’re free to chase after her. What remains now is your choice: will you continue to be a hero in the paused world?
      
    

    
      Of course, I already made my choice.
    

    
      “General Sarbas Aegim.” I called out. His eyes widened slightly. I pointed, my nose pompously thrust into the air. “Did you say you’re here to uphold imperial orders?”
    

    
      “W-what? I’m the general of the empire acting under imperial orders. How dare you address me with that tone?”
    

    
      “
      
        Haha
      
      . You’re funny. That’s one hell of a story. You know the situation the Aegim Emperor is in right now better than anyone, so don’t try that imperial order nonsense with me.”
    

    
      “H-how…?”
    

    
      
        I saw your trauma when I got killed by you to take your Skill. I know the power struggle between the princes is also getting intense. A rumor was circulating among the citizens of the empire’s capital around the time I saved the twelfth floor.
      
    

    
      Instead of answering him aloud, I just glared at him. He was now silently panicking and furtively scanning the other leaders of the united army because I was openly discussing the Imperial Family of Aegim’s weakness.
    

    
      However, his panic didn’t last long. The leaders of the dragons, paladins, and nomads frowned slightly, but the rest of them were scowling at me as if they hadn’t heard me.
    

    
      Sarbas Aegim, general of the world’s strongest empire, cleared his throat and gave me a glare. “…How dare you make such a presumptuous claim! Are you sent by the witch from this village?”
    

    
      “Presumptuous claim? 
      
        Hah.
      
       I didn’t expect to hear that from the man who is trying to oust the Crown Prince so that the Third Prince can take his place.”
    

    
      Sarbas Aegim panicked once again, and stronger this time, so it broke his poker face.
    

    
      “You know, you shouldn’t live like that. Have you forgotten how much grace the Aegim Emperor has bestowed on you? Did you really forget? You were just a bum who was destined to spend your entire life weaving nets in the harbor. 
    

    
      “You know that you’re called the emperor’s uncle and your position was ultimately only possible because of him. Yet you’re just obsessed with power…” 
    

    
      I kept talking with my nose in the air to provoke Sarbas Aegim. And it was successful. 
    

    
      “
      
        Ahhh!
      
       I get it now,” Sarbas Aegim roared. “You’re from the Amber Palace! The entire world is united right now, so you and your people are trying to use this situation to change public opinion! If you are a true citizen of the empire, you know that His Highness the Third Prince is the only true heir to the empi—”
    

    
      “You fool!” I seized upon his moment of anger and immediately pressed Sarbas Aegim. “The Amber Palace! 
      
        Ha!
      
       Do you seriously think I’m the dethroned queen’s stooge? Did you weave your eyes together during your net weaving days? You’re a true fool!”
    

    
      “T-then who sent—”
    

    
      “You want to know who I am?” I shouted confidently. I held up my sword. “See for yourself!”
    

    
      Sarbas Aegim stopped panicking. Instead, his jaw dropped to the ground.
    

    
      “Do you see it? I’m sure even you can see this, Sarbas Aegim!” 
    

    
      Yes, I held up 
      
        Lefanta Aegim’s Holy Protector Sword
      
      !
    

    
      
        
          Lefanta Aegim’s Holy Protector Sword
        
      
    

    
      
        Rarity: Legendary
      
    

    
      
        Description: The saying, “The one who possesses the holy sword shall have the continent,” comes from the legend of the Aegim Empire’s founding emperor. In the legend, the goddess bestowed the holy sword to him.
      
    

    
      
        However, the sword also comes with the saying “The one who has the continent will be bound by fate.” The founding ancestor left after choosing his successor. It is unclear if he killed himself or was murdered. The legend and history are yet to determine his true fate, and his and his holy sword’s whereabouts still remain unknown.
      
    

    
      
        Only a single line of prophecy has been left to guide everyone: “The wielder of the holy sword shall arrive on the day of destiny.” Whoever possesses the holy protector sword gains absolute trust and support from the people of the Aegim Empire.
      
    

    
      “I am the herald of Lefanta Aegim, the Great First Emperor of the Aegim Empire!”
    

    
      Sarbas Aegim trembled. His quivering spread to the knights wearing the symbol of the Aegim Empire, and then it reached the soldiers. Finally, the entire army of the empire began to tremble.
    

    
      I glared at them like a hawk. “Sarbas Aegim!”
    

    
      “Y-yes…”
    

    
      “I understand the chaos in the imperial family and have witnessed the Crown Prince’s unruly behavior and evil deeds! I’m also aware that you stand by the Third Prince’s side purely out of loyalty to the empire! But I said earlier that you’re obsessed with power to test you! Did it upset you?”
    

    
      Sarbas Aegim’s eyes, which used to be filled with shock, slowly reddened. “N-not at all! I’m grateful… that you acknowledge my loyalty… But I’m such a fool to give in to my emotions. How should I pay for this crime… herald of the Great First Emperor?”
    

    
      “You say that you aren’t upset and have no reservation addressing me by that title. If so, why are you still on your horse and looking down at me!”
    

    
      “M-my apologies…!” Sarbas Aegim was in such a rush to get off of his horse that he fell off of it. He quickly got on his feet and, without brushing off the petals and mud on his armor, got on his knees. “The Great First Emperor guards the rising sun and protects all life between the earth and ocean! The Aegim Empire shall shine forever! I, a humble descendant of the Great First Emperor, offer my greetings to his herald!” 
    

    
      Sarbas Aegim’s ardent voice whipped the entire imperial army into motion.
    

    
      “Greetings!” The knights with the Aegim Empire’s symbol on their chests got off of their horses.
    

    
      “Greetings!” The soldiers dropped their knees. 
    

    
      “Greetings to the herald of the Great First Emperor!” 
    

    
      Some even bowed down to me! The strongest faction of the united army sent to suppress the witch kneeled to me.
    

    
      
        —Wowie… Kim Zombie, I thought you were only good at bullshitting, but you would make a great con man, 
      
      the Guardian exclaimed.
    

    
      
        It took you this long to realize? 
      
      I scoffed. 
    

    
      Just like the time I had dealt with the Tower’s six pillars, the choices I could take when dealing with a strong adversary or many opponents remained the same: fight them or persuade them. But there wasn’t only one way of fighting.
    

    
      
        And there are many ways to persuade someone.
      
    

    
      Now was the time to deceive the world I had saved.
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    Chapter 48: How To Deal With The World (2)

    
      The Guardian was equal parts psychopath and geezer. This golden ratio made ninety-nine percent of his advice crazy or useless. In other words, the remaining one percent contained the essence of both a psychopath and a geezer.
    

    
      
        —When you wield a sword, what matters isn’t just your skill. It’s faith and confidence! Faith in yourself is the most important! 
      
      the Guardian declared with a solemn look. 
      
        Lying works the same way! In order to fool someone, you have to deceive yourself first! Believe your lies! Have confidence! No matter how plausible the lie sounds, people won’t believe it if you lie without confidence. But if you have confidence, it doesn’t matter how implausible it is.
      
    

    
      
        Is that so? 
      
      I asked.
    

    
      
        —I did it a lot, so I know!
      
    

    
      He truly was speaking from experience. Maybe his ratio of psychopath to geezer was six to four.
    

    
      
        —You and other people won’t believe a one hundred percent lie, of course. So mix ten percent truth with ninety percent lies!
      
    

    
      
        Mix them?
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah, that’s the beauty of lying. When you believe the ten percent truth, the ninety percent lie will come to you naturally! Remember, Zombie: lying is confidence!
      
    

    
      I let his words sink in as I looked in front of me. The army assembled from around the world was here to capture the Demon King… The Aegim Empire’s troops, the vanguard of the army, were looking at me. I was going to be in danger if I couldn’t pull off my lie.
    

    
      “The Great First Emperor’s herald…”
    

    
      “But that sword is certainly…”
    

    
      “Why is the herald here?”
    

    
      Even though those from the Aegim Empire kept their heads down, some of the soldiers from the other factions were shooting skeptical glances at me. I assumed that the holy protector sword’s effectiveness was limited to those from the empire.
    

    
      “U-umm, Sir…? Can this ignorant descendant ask you a question?” Sarbas Aegim, the leader of the imperial contingent asked. He watched my reaction carefully.
    

    
      “What is your question?”
    

    
      “Like I told you earlier, the reason why we’re here today is to subjugate the witch. Can I ask you what brought you here today…?”
    

    
      I briefly closed my eyes.
    

    
      
        Lying is confidence.
      
    

    
      With that thought in mind, I shouted, “I have already subjugated the witch!”
    

    
      My aura-infused voice startled Sarbas Aegim.
    

    
      “I-I’m sorry? What do you mean…?”
    

    
      “Look over here!” I stepped aside, revealing Preta, who had been standing behind me. 
    

    
      Perhaps they had already done some investigations on Estelle’s appearance because some people immediately recognized her.
    

    
      “I-it’s Estelle!”
    

    
      “It’s the Witch of the West!”
    

    
      “I’ve seen her before! That woman is the witch!”
    

    
      “Burn the witch!”
    

    
      Preta whimpered and stumbled backward. However, I paid no attention to her reaction.
    

    
      “Preta.”
    

    
      “Yes…?”
    

    
      “Come and kneel in front of them,” I sternly commanded.
    

    
      Preta, who was now one of my monsters, had no ability to fight my orders. She staggered forward and kneeled, but I wasn’t done.
    

    
      “Bow.”
    

    
      She did just that.
    

    
      “Place your hands on the ground.”
    

    
      Her hands trembled as she followed my order. Was it anger or humiliation in her eyes? Her cheeks pinched—it seemed she was biting both the inside of her cheeks and her tongue. A little trickle of blood dripped out from her mouth and flowed down her chin.
    

    
      “Put your head on the ground.”
    

    
      Preta carried out my order with a grunt. The soldiers watched the former Demon King ramming her head on the ground with bated breaths. Preta quietly huffed and puffed with indignation, yet she obeyed my commands in order to protect her small paradise. In some way, it was a sacred act.
    

    
      “Now roll forward,” I solemnly commanded.
    

    
      The acacia forest fell utterly silent for a moment.
    

    
      “…Pardon?” Preta looked up at me, unable to believe her ears.
    

    
      I frowned. “Did you not hear me?”
    

    
      “Huh… Uhhh…?”
    

    
      “Roll, now!”
    

    
      Preta flinched and reluctantly placed her small hands on the ground again. Her blond hair, which was longer than she was tall, swept up the acacia blossoms on the ground. Even after she was done rolling, she had a look on her face that said she had no idea what was going on.
    

    
      I nodded. “Stand on your hands.”
    

    
      Preta turned and looked at me like I’d gone insane.
    

    
      I didn’t even blink. “Get to it, right now!”
    

    
      Preta gasped. She placed her trembling hands on the ground again and slowly tried to do a handstand, but she flopped over due to her lack of strength. Although she tried it again, she just looked like she was swimming on the ground. I ignored her noises of pain and her morose expression and sternly continued to issue orders.
    

    
      “Do twenty jumping jacks!”
    

    
      “Sit down and stand up ten times!”
    

    
      “Once you’re done, ten push-ups!”
    

    
      “I command you to do twenty sit-ups!”
    

    
      “Plank for twenty seconds!”
    

    
      After a minute of that, the former Demon King was completely exhausted and her eyes were teary.
    

    
      “I-I can’t do it anymore, Master… I-I can’t lift a finger…” 
    

    
      I turned back to Sarbas Aegim. “Do you see now?”
    

    
      His jaw was dragging on the ground. His soldiers and everyone else’s reactions were pretty much the same. People from the entire world were staring blankly at Preta’s rather childish slump.
    

    
      “S-sir, what in the world…”
    

    
      I tightened my core to suppress my nervous tremors.
    

    
      “Like I said, I have already subjugated the witch. She won’t be able to disobey me in any way! Naturally, it’s also impossible for her to harm the people. All of you can be at ease when it comes to the witch!”
    

    
      The soldiers buzzed chaotically, their reaction affecting their leaders.
    

    
      “Umm… If you say so…”
    

    
      Sarbas Aegim completely submitted himself to me after I showed him the holy sword, so he was eager to believe me. The other leaders, however, looked like they smelled bullshit.
    

    
      The paladins’ stomped forward and shouted, “Hold on a second! What are you all doing? We’re here to subjugate the witch!”
    

    
      “Well, the Great First Emperor’s herald told us that the witch is already subjugated—”
    

    
      “How are we supposed to believe him!”
    

    
      “H-how can you not believe him!” Sarbas huffed. “You’ve also seen… h-how the witch faithfully carried out all his orders!”
    

    
      The holy sword was quite effective.
    

    
      The paladin leader actually jumped up and down in frustration.
    

    
      “That’s exactly why I’m doubtf— No, no. I mean, that young man’s sword is the only evidence that he’s the messenger sent by the First Imperial Majesty of the Great East! It’s merely a sword—”
    

    
      “
      
        M-merely a sword
      
      ?” Sarbas Aegim’s voice rose.  “Merely a sword?! Oh my god. Are you questioning the authority of the holy protector sword? That holy sword is evidence that the goddess favors the empire!”
    

    
      Realizing his mistake, the paladin leader toned his voice down. “General, calm down… What I was trying to say was just—”
    

    
      “The Great First Emperor went out to the plains with that sword! He rode across the plains, left his footprints in every city, scaled the volcano, and went down the waterfall. He also crossed the forest and mountains! The sword was with him for every single moment! When he finally faced the ocean, he built the empire to guard the sun! All of your ancestors were with the Great First Emperor, so every one of you is indebted to him in a way! Yet you call it a 
      
        mere
      
       sword!”
    

    
      “No, that’s not what I’m talking about—”
    

    
      “What 
      
        are
      
       you talking about then?”
    

    
      “H-His Holiness gave me a solemn order to subjugate the heretic witch… but one word from that young man and—” 
    

    
      “One word?” Sarbas boomed. “Are you putting an order from the Great First Emperor below that of a 
      
        mere
      
       pope?”
    

    
      
        Wow, 
      
      I thought as I watched the chaos unfold in front of me.
    

    
      “W-what?” The paladin leader opened and closed his mouth in shock. It took exactly two seconds for his confusion to turn into fury. “Are you questioning the temple’s authority?! 
    

    
      “You doubted the holy protector sword first!”
    

    
      “Fine! I get it! I guess your Third Prince doesn’t need His Holiness’s support!”
    

    
      “
      
        Hah! 
      
      Who cares? The Great First Emperor’s herald is here and he has subjugated the witch. This is evidence that the goddess still watches over the empire, so who cares!”
    

    
      “Is that how the Third Prince’s faction wants to do it?”
    

    
      The quarrel between Sarbas Aegim of the empire and the paladin leader from the temple was getting intense. I had to suppress a smile.
    

    
      
        This is perfect.
      
    

    
      When many groups were brought together, there was one thing that everyone had to watch out for: if a conflict were to rise between them, it was an express highway to disaster.
    

    
      
        I really don’t have to look far for an example.
      
    

    
      When the Hunters had arrived on the twelfth floor, there were no less than eight different factions. The Sword Star and I could be counted as one faction each, and there were five from each of the Five Guild leaders. Lastly, the Rank 8, 9, and 10 champions made up one small faction.
    

    
      We had banded together for the goal of clearing the Tower, but our unity had never been unbreakable. We had grudges and lingering doubts, which had ultimately led us to destruction right after the Demon King had offered her reward.
    

    
      I recalled what the hologram of the “goddess” had said when the eleventh floor was opened.
    

    
      
        
          [Warriors.]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [While climbing up the Tower, your faith will be tested from the eleventh to the twentieth floor.]
        
      
    

    
      I had to hold back myself from grinning.
    

    
      
        The residents of the Tower should also go through the trial of faith. 
      
    

    
      Otherwise, it wasn’t fair.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      After those from the empire and temple entered the trial of faith, the other factions quickly interrupted.
    

    
      “
      
        Phew. 
      
      People, it isn’t the time for this,” a captain of the elven rangers admonished. “We need a more sure way to verify that the witch is actually under that man’s control. I know all of you are foolish humans, but there is time and place to show your idiocy.”
    

    
      I had no idea if he was trying to stop the fight or make it worse. Regardless, he certainly wasn’t helping.
    

    
      “If I may add, aren’t you contradicting yourself? The Great First Emperor’s holy protector sword was given to him by the Goddess of Protection, whom the temple worships. Doubting the holy sword means questioning the goddess’s authority, I believe. Maybe your short lifespan makes you humans foolish …” The elf gave both the paladin and Sarbas a disparaging look.
    

    
      “What? Is that how elves think of us?”
    

    
      “This is why those long-ears can’t be trusted!”
    

    
      The elf ranger captain had only made things worse.
    

    
      “What are you people from the temple and the empire doing? We are here to keep vows, so why would you waste our time by quarreling!” the dragon leader from the Primordial Volcano burst out. “Fight like warriors! Are your weapons for decoration?”
    

    
      They were just simpletons…like the Viper, the OJP Sect leader.
    

    
      “The Free City Alliance believes that both the Imperial Sword and the Temple Hammer are right. However, it is always possible for someone else to impart more wisdom. The alliance is open to hear from them.”
    

    
      “You farming losers… Anyhow, when can we rob the village? You said we can—that’s why we came,” an armed merchant asked, his greed unashamedly bared.
    

    
      The female leader of the nomads silently grumbled as she tended to the horses.
    

    
      “U-um, people. People… the witch’s den is right in front of us…”
    

    
      Only the lords from small countries were getting anxious. Their land was the closest to Preta’s paradise, so they were desperate to suppress the village before its fever spread to their land. 
    

    
      The “unified” army was a powder keg right now. In contrast, the Sword Emperor and I were relaxing.
    

    
      
        —Man, I’m starting to understand why Preta stirred up a fight between the Hunters. It’s fun to turn people against each other! 
      
      The Guardian crossed his arms and nodded enthusiastically.
    

    
      
        I know, right?
      
    

    
      It was honestly pretty funny. However, not all of them were a lost cause.
    

    
      “
      
        Phew.
      
       People, step aside please!” A lizardfolk wizard from the Mermaid Fall came forward. 
    

    
      “I believe the matter at hand is ultimately simple.” The lizardfolk wizard pointed a webbed finger at me. “We just need to verify three facts: is the young man really the Great First Emperor’s messenger, and is the woman actually the witch? If both are true, all that’s left is to determine whether or not he actually managed to control her.”
    

    
      She was like the Paladin, the Watchmen League’s assistant leader, trying to mediate the situation so she and the others wouldn’t spiral into chaos and destruction. 
    

    
      Tired after quarreling with Sarbas Aegim, the paladin leader scrunched up his face. “So how in the world are we supposed to do that?”
    

    
      “Don’t worry. I have my ways.” The lizardfolk wizard put her webbed hand in her pocket and pulled out a blue gem that seemed to be made from the ocean depths. “This is the Soul Gem bestowed by the Mermaid Queen.”
    

    
      The lizardfolk wizard looked very serious. She sounded like she was showing everyone a treasure so precious that they’d used up a lifetime of luck to lay eyes on it. 
    

    
      “Using the gem and a drop of blood, we can tell what kind of soul he carries. The gem will shine bright white if his soul is kind, but black if his soul is evil.”
    

    
      The Guardian and I leisurely examined the gem.
    

    
      
        Hmm. So it’s similar to the Paladin’s Lie Detector and the Sword Star’s Detective Eyes.
      
    

    
      
        —Looks like it. Beastfolk are good at inventing a mix of everything.
      
    

    
      The description was quite fancy. It was from the Mermaid Queen and so on… but to us, there was nothing new about it.
    

    
      With no idea what we were thinking, the lizardfolk wizard was confident.
    

    
      “Now! You said that the woman is the Outskirt Witch and that you are the Great First Emperor’s messenger. If it’s true, accept the trial!” The lizardfolk wizard held up the gem. “The gem will prove all your good and evil deeds!”
    

    
      I nodded obligingly. “Alright. Test me all you want.”
    

    
      “Don’t regret it. As I told you, the gem will expose your entire soul.”
    

    “You’ll just keep wagging your forked tongue, won’t you?[1] Are you worried it isn’t going to work?”

    
      “I pray that your confidence isn’t a bluff.” The lizardfolk wizard’s eyes narrowed. “First, I’ll test that woman’s soul.”
    

    
      She strode toward me and Preta and snatched Preta’s wrist. The lizardfolk wizard then scratched Preta’s palm using her sharp fingernail. When she saw her palm bleed, Preta quietly gasped and jerked slightly. One slow drop at a time, her dark red blood was absorbed into the Mermaid Queen’s gem.
    

    
      The gem instantly turned black.
    

    
      “No!”
    

    
      “Oh my!”
    

    
      The leaders were horrified. The gem was dyed no ordinary black—the color resembled a seething, slithering abyss.
    

    
      Even the wizard performing the test swallowed nervously. “I can’t believe it…! Your soul is so evil. How many evil deeds have you committed…? Such a color shouldn’t come from someone of this world. She is indeed cursed… She is the witch!” the lizardfolk wizard shrieked.
    

    
      She quickly let go of Preta’s wrist like it was trash. Her eyes overflowed with disgust and fear.
    

    
      “No, calling her a witch is an understatement. I’m sure that she’s a demon king!” the wizard shouted. 
    

    
      Preta’s back hunched a little more.
    

    
      The lizardfolk’s conviction sent a charge through the army. Their low murmurings faded out and the leaders stopped quarreling among themselves. They turned and gave Preta frightening glares. Preta shuffled behind me, her back hunched.
    

    
      “It’s your turn now.” The lizardfolk wizard held up her long fingernail. 
    

    
      All eyes were on me, naturally.
    

    
      “Self-proclaimed herald of the Great First emperor, are you ready?”
    

    
      I nodded. “I’m always ready.”
    

    
      “Bluffing is pointless… Give me your hand, please.”
    

    
      I gave her my left hand and the lizardfolk wizard used her sharp fingernail to open a cut that looked like a gill. My blood quietly fell onto the pitch-black gem.
    

    
      “Hmm…?” The lizardfolk wizard tilted her head.
    

    
      And there was light.
    

    
      “H-huh…?”
    

    
      At first, it was a flicker of white. Then they amassed and got brighter until every trace of darkness was erased from the gem. After a while, it burst into light.
    

    
      The acacia forest instantly brightened. Small cries of surprise arose from here and there as the soldiers shut their eyes and the leaders covered their faces with their hands.
    

    
      “H-how…” The lizardfolk lowered her hand, her mouth opening and closing dumbly. “Wait, what in the world? Your soul is…”
    

    
      “What in the world is going on!?” the paladin leader yelled. “The Mermaid Queen’s Waterdrop!  Why would the gem shine like this?”
    

    
      “His soul…” the lizardfolk wizard mumbled without even giving a glance at the paladin leader. “How many lives did he save for it to be so white…! This is… This is…! 
      
        Ahhh…! 
      
      He’s light…!”
    

    
      Yes, I was light.
    

    

    
      1. The raw is 갈라진 혓바닥이 길기까지 하구나(Your tongue is already forked, but it’s also long.) The expression “You have a long tongue” is a Korean slang that means you sound like a conman and have something to hide. ☜
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      “L-light..?” the paladin leader stammered.
    

    
      The radiant white light from the Soul Gem gradually subsided and people cautiously opened their eyes again.
    

    
      “What do you mean? He is light?”
    

    
      I wasn’t really good at reading lizardfolk’s faces, but the wizard was very transparent right now. She was touched—I could see dewy tears in her reptile eyes.
    

    
      “I told you… He’s… He’s just light….” The lizardfolk wizard was on the verge of tears. “Can’t you tell how sparkling his soul is…?”
    

    
      “I-I can’t.”
    

    
      “Why not? Are your eyes the problem? Or is it your brain…?”
    

    
      The lizardfolk wizard’s sudden doubt made the paladin leader’s expression sour.
    

    
      “I don’t really get what you mean when you say he’s light.”
    

    
      The lizardfolk wizard quickly turned to him, sobbing. “Ahhh… You people from the temple are such idiots…!”
    

    
      “W-what?”
    

    
      “He’s light! Just light! Why can’t you see that? Do you not have eyes? Or is your brain missing? It isn’t just white light! It’s whhhhhiiiiiite light!”
    

    
      “I-isn’t light supposed to be white?”
    

    
      “This is why I—! I can’t have a proper conversation with you humans!” The lizardfolk wizard pounded her chest in annoyance. She looked like she was one wrong move away from pounding on someone’s head instead. The paladin was smart enough to shut his mouth and never opened it again.
    

    
      “A person with a soul like that wouldn’t lie to us!” the wizard insisted, her voice choked with emotion. “Even if he’s lying, it’s for our own good! Foolish humans, when your souls are as corrupt as yours, the wisest thing you can do is to quietly obey him. I’m certain that he’s the Great First Emperor’s herald—no, the goddess’s apostle!”
    

    
      The lizardfolk wizard looked at me, seeking my agreement. Actually, it wasn’t just the wizard; the entire army in the acacia forest was looking at me with bated breath.
    

    
      I held my chin up and put on my most solemn look with my arms crossed. “Yes, I am the goddess’s apostle.”
    

    
      “I knew it!” The lizardfolk wizard clenched her fists. 
    

    
      The soldiers talked among themselves. When they had first seen the holy protector sword, most of the soldiers had been doubtful, but there was a flicker of faith in their eyes now.  
    

    
      “He’s light.”
    

    
      “What is light?”
    

    
      “Something glowed, and his sword was all sparkly…”
    

    
      “I heard the sword was used by an emperor of Aegim or something. “
    

    
      “Then he must be very noble.”
    

    Sarbas Aegim, the imperial general, and a wizard from the Mermaid Waterfall vouched for me. It was said that even when there wasn’t a tiger, it sounded believable if three people said it was there.[1] Still, I needed one more person to pull it off. 

    
      “No! I still don’t get it!” the paladin leader interrupted. “Let’s say he is ‘light’ and the Great First Emperor’s herald! But why would he come here and stop us? Have you all forgotten about our mission? We need to burn that place!”
    

    
      The paladin pointed his finger behind me at Estelle’s home village—Preta’s paradise.
    

    
      “The witch wasn’t His Holiness’s only concern. The heretics that followed the witch can’t avoid divine punishment too! If you’re… truly the goddess’s apostle, you should take charge of their penance!” The paladin’s eyes bored into me.
    

    
      Preta clutched my sleeve. Even without turning to look, I could easily tell that she was paralyzed by fear.
    

    
      
        It’s okay. The best lie is made from ninety percent truth and ten percent lie!
      
    

    
      My arms were still leisurely crossed. Remembering the Guardian’s advice, I slowly opened my mouth.
    

    
      “Watch your mouth, paladin. How divine punishment should be meted out against wicked wrongdoers is not for you to decide. That responsibility lies solely in my jurisdiction.”
    

    
      “What…?”
    

    
      “I have already collected all the evil from the village and carried out the goddess’s punishment,” I quietly said. “My mission is to deliver divine retribution to the mortal world.”
    

    
      “M-mission…?”
    

    
      “Let me show you.” I raised my right hand and my shadow swept over the acacia forest.
    

    
      When skeletons crawled out from my shadow, the soldiers screamed and the paladin went pale. The other leaders nervously pulled out their weapons. However, the number of skeletons rapidly increased from a few dozen to many hundred. Out of the blue, over four thousand monsters had surrounded the army. On top of that, they emerged from under the ground, like the gates of hell had opened. 
    

    
      It was my 
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation, 
      
      the revival of my over four thousand skeletons.
    

    
      The monsters howled. As indicated by Preta’s presence, 
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation 
      
      was active. I could summon my monsters at any time, but it would look different to the army since they didn’t know what was going on.
    

    
      “Th-those are demons!”
    

    
      “S-sir.” The paladin leader shivered. “What abominations are those…?”
    

    
      “They’re part of my mission.” I put my hand on Preta’s head. She flinched, but didn’t say anything. “You see, the witch isn’t the only wicked human in this big world. Look at them. Every one of them is as evil as her, but I took all of them into my embrace.”
    

    
      “A-all of them…?” the paladin blankly repeated. 
    

    
      “Indeed.” I peered into the sky like a hero with a tragic destiny. “The world is overflowing with evil, so the goddess has ordered me to subjugate them on her behalf! Subjugate and shepherd them! That is why she gave me this ability.”
    

    
      My solemn act was flawless. 
    

    
      “My mission is to subjugate and trap all evil in my hell. That is what you are looking at right now.”
    

    
      “Oh my goddess…” Tears flowed out of the lizardfolk wizard’s eyes again. “All these people are as evil as the witch…?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes.”
    

    
      “W-we didn’t know…and yet you’ve been fighting all the evil in this world on your own…?”
    

    
      “That is correct.”
    

    
      “Oh... No one knew of your toil… And so many—so how could you have done this on your own…? I know you’re the apostle of the goddess, but you’re still human. Are you okay…?”
    

    
      “This is my mission!” I nodded again, my arms still crossed. The look on my face was as serious as stone. “You don’t need to punish the witch or her underlings again; I have already incarcerated them in the prison of my shadow. They shall remain trapped and suffer for eternity. I am their hell!”
    

    
      “
      
        Ahhh… 
      
      Light…!” The lizardfolk wizard’s legs gave out. “I’m a fool, but I finally understand why your soul shines with such brilliance! You have been saving the continent all along, we just weren’t aware of it!”
    

    
      I nodded again. “That is so true!”
    

    
      The best lie was made from ninety percent truth and ten percent lie. Everything else might be a lie, but the conclusion of this conversation was true. Wasn’t that all that mattered? 
    

    
      
        —You little shit… I have nothing more to teach you! You’ve outdone me! 
      
      The Guardian looked proud of me.
    

    
      
        What are you talking about? All of this was only possible because of your advice. I still have a lot to learn from you.
      
    

    
      
        —No, Zombie. You’re already way more fucked up than me… Compared to you, your teacher is as innocent as a child and he can’t deal with a son of a bitch like you… 
      
      The Guardian pretended to wipe away tears.
    

    
      
        You’re too humble. All of this is nothing compared to you.
      
    

    
      
        —It’s more than possible for the student to become the master.
      
    

    
      
        Haven’t you heard the saying that no student is better than their teacher?
      
    

    
      The student and teacher praising each other was a beautiful sight in a world where most human interactions were harsh and calculated. 
    

    
      “…Anyhow.” I withdrew my monsters.
      
         
      
      Before the army’s astonished eyes, over four thousand skeletons slipped beneath the shadows like a sinking ship. 
    

    
      “You don’t have to worry about the witch and her underlings any longer. As long as I’m here, they shall suffer in my prison. This is the goddess’s divine ordained punishment.”
    

    
      The paladin hesitated.
    

    
      “Don’t tell me you refuse to follow the goddess’ divine will.”
    

    
      “B-but… sir,” he nervously ventured, “are we really safe from those horrible demons? I mean… if these demons were to break out, the damage would be catastrophic…”
    

    
      “I see,” I slowly replied. “You want to see if I really have the demons under control.”
    

    
      “I-I’m sorry, but I am…”
    

    
      “Okay.” I flicked my finger.
    

    
      One of the skeletons who had yet to disappear approached me and stood between me and the paladin leader. 
    

    
      He instinctively took a couple of steps backward in surprise. “S-sir, why would you bring this skeleton over here…?”
    

    
      “Let me clear your mind of doubts.” I tapped on the skeleton’s shoulder. “Monster, regain your memory.”
    

    
      Wastewater surged from the skeleton’s shadow, crawling over its bones and giving it a new form. The skeleton grew muscles and flesh, and what was left of the sludge turned into clothes. In the blink of an eye, a handsome man was standing where a skeleton had been.
    

    
      “
      
        Arghhh! 
      
      W-what the fuck!”
    

    
      It was a handsome man with a potty mouth.
    

    
      “What…? 
      
        Ugh. 
      
      Hey, you son of a bitch! Why in the fuck’s name would you make me into this mess! What the hell did I do!?”
    

    
      His eyes were blazing with fury. Yes, I had returned the memory of Yoo Soo-Ha, the Fire Emperor, to the skeleton.
    

    
      “You crazy motherfucker, I’ll kill you! How dare an asshat like you do this to me! I’ll fucking kill you!”
    

    
      “As you can see, this man’s evil can match the witch’s.” I grabbed Yoo Soo-Ha’s shoulder and turned to speak to the leaders. Yoo Soo-Ha tried to break free, but it was no use; it was impossible to defy me, his master.
    

    
      I smiled bitterly. “No, he’s more wicked than her in some ways. She was born a monster, but he’s a human by nature. Yet he committed a considerable amount of evil deeds. He burned away everything that stood in his way…”
    

    
      “I’ll kill you! I’ll kill you!”
    

    
      I really didn’t need to say much.
    

    
      “Fuck! Hey! I’ll rip your…”
    

    
      Monster Yoo Soo-Ha flooded the acacia forest with every curse in the world. The longer it went on, the paler the leaders’ faces got. In less than sixty seconds, Yoo Soo-Ha had threatened to kill me no less than fifteen different ways. It was amazing. 
    

    
      After another minute, his curse began to spread to the others.
    

    
      “And who the fuck are you?! Hey, you! The lizard and the long-ears! What are you looking at? Do you have a death wish?!”
    

    
      As a bonus, he came up with ten new ways to kill their parents and the rest of their family members.
    

    
      “S-so ugly and corrupt…!” the lizardfolk wizard hissed, appalled. “I don’t even need to use the Soul Gem. He has the soul of a demon!”
    

    
      “Indeed.” The elf ranger captain groaned. “I’ve lived for a long time and met many foolish humans… It’s been a while since I met such an irredeemable human…”
    

    
      
        Oh, be happy, Yoo Soo-Ha. Your greatness is finally acknowledged even in a different world. 
      
    

    
      
        —Zombie, aren’t you disrespecting the dead? 
      
      the Guardian asked. 
    

    
      
        I sure am.
      
    

    
      
        —Isn’t this a little wrong?
      
    

    
      
        Yoo Soo-Ha deserves it. Besides, Mr. Sword Emperor, you called me Zombie King. The Zombie King enslaved a zombie. What’s wrong with that?
      
       
    

    
      
        —Hmm. You have a point. The logic is sound… 
      
      The Guardian nodded to himself.
    

    
      
        I know, right?
      
    

    
      
        —You are indeed way more fucked up than me, Zombie.
      
    

    
      That was just one man’s opinion.
    

    
      I flicked my finger once again. “Dance.”
    

    
      “W-what? What the fuck…” Yoo Soo-Ha began to tap dance as soon as I gave my command.
    

    
      The quick, light sound of Yoo Soo-Ha’s heels against the blossom-covered road tickled the air. It looked like he had spent a great many hours in the clubs. His dancing was something else.
    

    
      “No, wait. W-wait! What the fuc—”
    

    
      “Show me a different dance.”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha began dancing jitterbug. I didn’t know if it was a good thing or not, but he was gifted at dancing. He had no problem dancing the hopak next. 
    

    
      “I’ll kill you!” Yoo Soo-Ha howled as he threw his body through the hopak. “I-I’ll kill you, you son of a bitch! You fucker! I—! I’ll—! I’ll really! I’ll fucking kill you no matter what it takes!”
    

    
      Again, he was dancing the hopak. People who have seen the dance would know that the hopak made even the most vulgar and horrible curses not scary. Even if Hitler were to come back from death and start giving a speech, no one would take him seriously if he was dancing the hopak. That was the power of the hopak.
    

    
      “F-fuck…! Fuck! Fuck…!”
    

    
      Perhaps he also realized the power of the hopak and the fact that nothing he said would work. He kept on repeating “fuck” while his legs moved to the beat. It made for an awesome background.
    

    
      I turned back to the paladin leader. “Are you still worried?”
    

    
      The paladin leader gaped blankly. 
    

    
      “The demons will never disobey me, so don’t worry.”
    

    
      The paladin leader slowly got on his knees. “Apostle of the goddess…” His voice quivered. “May I ask for your name…?”
    

    
      Everyone in the army was looking at me. I let it wash over me and crossed my arms again.
    

    
      “My name is Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      The paladin leader bowed deeply. “I’ll do what you say, Sir Gong-Ja…!”
    

    
      With that, the most persistent of the leaders gave in.  
    

    
      
        [Congratulations.]
      
    

    
      I was glad to hear the voice again.
    

    
      
        [The normal stage has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Hidden Quest 
        
          The Hero of the Paused World
        
         has been completed!]
      
    

    
      I also heard a voice that I wasn’t really glad to hear, the one that belonged to the dude who was rolling in the air and laughing.
    

    
      
        —Y-you crazy motherfucker! What the fuck! You have to be the first person to complete a quest like this! I’m sure of it! Wowieee. Where did a wacko like you come from? Yeah, I have to hand it to you, Kim Gong-Ja!
      
    

    
      
        Hand what to me?
      
    

    
      
        —You’re… the light of all wackos!
      
    

    
      That was just one man’s opinion.
    

    

    
      1. Gong-Ja is talking about 삼인성호(三人成虎). It’s a four-letter idiom about how people begin to believe the rumor if many people talk about it. ☜
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      As the world’s united army withdrew, the Guardian spun in the air, laughing.
    

    
      
        —You wacko! You’re Kim Wacko now!
      
    

    
      
        For crying out loud… 
      
      I sighed. 
      
        Do you know how many nicknames you’ve given me already? Kim Zombie, Zombie King, and Kim Wacko. You’ll fill an entire page with my nicknames at this rate. 
      
    

    
      
        —That sounds good! Let’s go! Become a wacko with dozens of nicknames!
      
    

    
      The Guardian’s laughter filled the sky. Fortunately, not everyone in the world was out to tease me.
    

    
      
        [The boss stage has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      I heard the Tower telling me that I cleared the twentieth floor, just like the time I had cleared the Infernal Mansion stage on the tenth floor.
    

    
      
        [The champion is Hunter Kim Gong-Ja.]
      
    

    
      
        [Calculating the reward for clearing the twentieth floor…] 
      
    

    
      
        [The calculation is complete.]
      
    

    
      
        [The reward will be given after you enter the twenty-first floor, which will open in twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      I slowly raised my head and, grinning, drank in the blue sky through the acacia trees. 
      
        Yeah, what does it matter if I’m a wacko? I did my part.
      
    

    
      
        —Whoa, look at that confidence.
      
    

    
      
        I cleared the eleventh floor all the way to the twentieth the way I wanted to.
      
    

    
      My goal from the beginning was to make sure no one died. That hadn’t changed, but now that I thought about it, it was a ridiculous idea.
    

    
      
        Not a single Hunter died while I cleared the twentieth floor.
      
    

    
      The Hunters had turned on each other because of the Demon King of Autumn Rain’s temptation. Now that was never going to happen because I had eliminated the source of that tragedy; she was my minion now 
    

    
      
        No one from the empire or the rest of the world died.
      
    

    
      While time had been frozen, I had been fighting for a world that wasn’t mine.
    

    
      
        And… I took her in too. 
      
      I placed my hand on Preta’s head. She was now a prisoner in my shadow. At the moment, she was sitting on the ground, vacantly watching the army. They were supposed to burn her little home, but history didn’t come to pass today. Preta’s paradise was saved. The moment the paladin leader had dropped to his knees, believing that I was the goddess’s apostle, the army had abandoned the hostilities and the mission.  
    

    
      
        I was just thinking... 
      
      I quietly stroked Preta’s head. 
      
        I would have probably… cleared the twentieth floor even if I just stood by and watched.
      
    

    
      
        —Huh? Why? 
      
      the Guardian asked.
    

    
      
        The village being burned down and disappearing is also one of the endings.
      
    

    
      I had realized as I cleared the stages that the Tower didn’t care if we reached a happy ending or a bad ending. As long as it was a proper ending, the Tower acknowledged that the floor had been cleared.
    

    
      
        Otherwise, Yoo Soo-Ha would never have gotten to the fortieth floor.
      
    

    
      The Fire Emperor had chosen to smash the dolls in the Infernal Mansion. On the other hand, I had chosen to play with them. Both of them were recognized as endings.
    

    
      
        The Tower doesn’t decide a world’s future. 
      
      I turned and looked at the village. 
      
        And it doesn’t force me into an ending. 
      
    

    
      The wheat glowed golden under the sun. The old man was normally quiet and stern, but he now leisurely smoked his cigarette, overlooking the children stealing some of the apples from his orchard.
      
        [1]
      
    

    
      This place was the haven of those whose sicknesses were thought incurable.
    

    
      
        This is the ending I chose.
      
    

    
      The sky wasn’t going to pour rain today nor would the land catch fire. I was deeply content. However, the Guardian had an odd look on his face for some reason, as if he was looking at a poor child.
    

    
      
        —I see…
      
    

    
      
        What’s wrong?
      
    

    
      
        —You said that this is the ending you chose. 
      
      The Guardian lifted his finger and pointed. 
      
        Is that part of the ending you chose?
      
    

    
      And there was Yoo Soo-Ha.
    

    
      “Fuck! You fucking piece of shit! You son of bitch! Stop this right now! Do you hear me?! Stop it right now… Fuck! Why can’t I stop!”
    

    
      The handsome man was still dancing the hopak at the entrance of the rural village. The crops were ripening beautifully under the blue sky. If I took a video of this sight and uploaded it online, a masterpiece like that would get millions of views.
    

    
      
        Hmm? What’s wrong with that? 
      
      I tilted my head. 
      
        Isn’t it freaking beautiful?
      
    

    
      
        —You’re a true freak… 
      
      the Guardian mumbled.
    

    
      
        [The twentieth floor has been cleared today.]
      
    

    
      The voice was heard everywhere between heaven and earth. I wasn’t the only one who could hear it this time.
    

    
      
        [Announcement]
      
    

    
      
        [The twentieth floor has been cleared today.]
      
    

    
      It was the official announcement. Just like the time I cleared the tenth stage, the same voice would probably be speaking all over the Tower.
    

    
      I smacked my lip. 
      
        It’s a shame.
      
    

    
      
        —What is a shame?
      
    

    
      
        I don’t have access to the internet here.
      
    

    
      My smartphone was safely tucked away in my bag. It had been five days in the world’s time, but in my time, I hadn’t so much as touched my smartphone for hundreds of days. The first through the tenth floors were the only places in the Tower where people could access the internet.
    

    
      
        It’s gotta be so crazy on the internet now…
      
    

    
      
        —Huh? Didn’t you stop caring about other people’s reactions? 
      
      the Guardian asked. 
    

    
      
        When did I say that?
      
    

    
      
        —You said that you want to earn recognition from people like the Black Witch and Gramps Marcus more than you do from the public. 
      
    

    
      I shrugged. 
      
        Come on, the more the merrier. Earn the recognition of people like the Black Witch and Sword Star, gain popularity, and proudly say my conscience is clear. I want all three. 
      
    

    
      
        —Wow, you’re a greedy pig.
      
    

    
      
        That’s what drives me.
      
    

    
      Fortunately, something arrived quickly to take my mind off of the lack of internet.
    

    
      
        [The twenty-first floor will be unlocked in twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      
        [24:00:00]
      
    

    
      It was just like the last time. Brilliant fireworks bejeweled the sky, and the first firework that had gone off turned into a countdown of light. As soon as it happened, two Hunters—the Black Witch and the Sword Star—arrived on the twentieth floor as if they had been waiting for it.
    

    
      “Death King!” The Black Witch used her teleportation Skill and immediately jumped at me. With her arms around my head, she gave the glowing smile I was growing accustomed to. “This is insane! You’re insane!”
    

    
      “
      
        Argh! Arghhh!
      
       Hold on, Black Dragon Master. You’re hurting me—”
    

    
      “You’re just a kid! You’re less than thirty years old!”
    

    
      I tried to break free, but it was no use. The Black Witch was so strong that I couldn’t escape from her headlock. My god, how much elixir had she consumed?
    

    
      “You actually cleared the twentieth floor in five days! It’s crazy! Crazy!”
    

    
      “Umm… Black Dragon Master. Why don’t you calm down now…?”
    

    
      “You have no idea how wild it is in the Tower! Here!” The Black Witch showed me her smartphone, a model that was at least five years old. Its screen showed a low battery notification and a screenshot of an internet news article, which wasn’t supposed to be accessible here.
    

    
      “Is this…?”
    

    
      “I stopped by the first floor to take screenshots!” The Black Witch sounded genuinely excited.  “There were so many articles I couldn’t screenshot everything! Sorry! But you have to understand, Death King, the Tower and the outside world are going crazy! Look! Even though I only screenshotted the articles with the most clicks, there are so many of them.”
    

    
      The Black Witch swiped her screen, showing me a collection of news headlines.
    

    
      —
      
        Breaking News
      
      : The fourteenth floor has also been cleared at the speed of light!
    

    
      —The rising star has been given the title of Death King.
    

    
      —The Black Dragon Guild officially announces that the Hunter Raid Team is currently composed of three people.
    

    
      —Who is the star behind these accomplishments? The Sword Star? The Black Witch? The Death King?
    

    
      —Exclusive: Solo Coverage on the Death King.
    

    
      There were a lot of news articles. I couldn’t even finish reading the headlines.
    

    
      “I know it may not look like it because of the titles.” The Black Witch giggled. “But they’re all about you!”
    

    
      “Umm…”
    

    
      “Where you’re from, what kind of life you led, how you entered the Tower, how you instantly became a High Ranker. Every article is really about…”
    

    
      “W-wait.” I was stunned.
    

    
      Not because of the news articles. The flood of articles about me was only natural, and I had already been through it before. I was sure that the internet had been dealing with thousands of fires over the past five days. But I was stupefied because…
    

    
      “...Did you screenshot all these yourself?”
    

    
      “Yes!” The Black Witch nodded. Her headlock was still in place, so our faces were close. “Of course!”
    

    
      “To show me?”
    

    
      “What? Why else would I do it?”
    

    
      “Umm… So…” I narrowed my eyes. “After you went all the way to the first floor, you searched and screenshotted all the articles so you can show me?”
    

    
      “I guess you could put it that way!”
    

    
      I imagined the Rank 2 Hunter, also the leader of the Tower’s biggest guild, going all the way to the first floor, and then hammering away at her smartphone to take all those screenshots. And now she was back here, proudly showing off what she had gathered. It was pretty adorable, but I still didn’t understand it.
    

    
      “Why would a person like you go through all that trouble…?” I quietly asked.
    

    
      “What in the world are you talking about?”  The Black Witch beamed.  “Because I wanted to do something for you, of course! Oh, yeah. Don’t read the comments later. Those jealous people wreaked havoc in the comment section. They’re saying that it’s all fabricated.”
    

    
      She sighed quietly.  “Seriously, I don’t know why there’s always people like them. They just don’t know how incredible it is to do it without any casualties! Death King, don’t worry about nobodies. The Black Dragon Guild will help you deal with the media.”
    

    
      
        What? Is she an angel? 
      
      I wondered. 
    

    
      
        —People immediately become angels in your eyes if they’re nice to you even once, don’t they…  I know you’ve lived a pitiful life, but get used to people’s goodwill. You have no problem handling malice, so why do you get all mushy when it comes to people’s goodwill? 
      
      The Guardian clicked his tongue. 
    

    
      
        If she isn’t an angel, is she a goddess?
      
    

    
      
        —You’re nuts… 
      
      The Guardian gave me a look of disgust. 
      
        I knew it was going to happen someday, but we’re already here.
      
    

    
      
        Then you could’ve given me some praise before this. Don’t you know how much I love compliments? The little attention you get during your life in this cold world is very dear. A person like you doesn’t know that feeling, do you?
      
    

    
      
        —No, it’s… icky…
      
       The Guardian actually retched.
      
         I’d rather work on finding my eternal peace.
      
    

    
      
        You psychopath, I bet all my money that you didn’t have a single friend before you died.
      
    

    
      
        —Hey! What the heck are you talking about? I have a friend!
      
    

    
      
        Exclude the Sword Star.
      
    

    
      The Guardian looked elsewhere, tacitly admitting my victory. It was unclear what I was victorious in.
    

    
      “And look at this, too!” The Black Witch finally released me from her headlock. Instead of showing another screenshot, she opened her small backpack and pulled out a thick pile of newspapers.
    

    
      “Look!” She opened the papers wide. “It’s the front page of yesterday’s newspaper!”
    

    
      The long list on the newspaper’s first page was what caught my eye first. 
    

    
      
        Updated Hunter Ranking!
      
    

    
      Rank 1: Sword Star
    

    
      Rank 2: Black Witch
    

    
      Rank 3: Death King
    

    
      Rank 4: Countess
    

    
      Rank 5: Inquisitor
    

    
      Rank 6: Viper
    

    
      Rank 7: Babel Linguist
    

    
      Rank 8: Broadband Communicator
    

    
      Rank 9: Paladin
    

    
      I was speechless. I finally realized what had happened to the world below the twelfth floor while I had been trapped in my prison of time on my own, fighting the Demon King.
    

    
      “I’ve never seen anything like this since the Tower opened up!” The Black Witch laughed. “A Hunter not in the ranking instantly reached the top ten!”
    

    
      I was the Rank 3 Hunter. Just like Hunters’ titles, our ranking was decided by the Tower and prominently displayed on the obelisk in the first-floor plaza.
    

    
      “I’m sure you haven’t felt it yet… But try heading down to Babylon today. You’ll know your current standing immediately.”
      
         
      
      The Black Witch rapped my shoulder with a roll of newspaper. “Congratulations, Death King! You also represent all of the Hunters now!”
    

    
      Yes, the world had changed in only five days.
    

    

    
      1. It’s called 서리(seori). In the past, children stealing a little bit of crops was condoned and considered a game in Korea because it was a difficult time and people lacked food. And they only stole a small amount anyway. ☜
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      “You should put some thought into your next move now!” the Black Witch said, playfully hitting my arm with her newspaper. She was obviously so excited that she couldn’t control it.
    

    
      “My move?”
    

    
      “Yeah! You’re currently in all of the Five Guilds, but that basically means you aren’t part of anywhere. Since things went perfectly, you could even make a guild of your own.” The Black Witch laughed quietly. “You’re the Rank 3 Hunter, so you should at least be a guild leader. It wouldn’t look right if you stayed an ordinary guild member.”
    

    
      “Hmm… A guild leader…”
    

    
      It didn’t feel real. I couldn’t imagine myself becoming a leader of a guild, either. Besides, did I even need to have Hunters working for me? I had an army of skeletons.
    

    
      “Well.” The Black Witch noticed that I wasn’t enthusiastic and shrugged. She glanced over her shoulder at the Sword Star, who was looking at us. “Solo play might be more your thing like the old man over there. There are a surprising amount of people out there who fantasize about taking on the world on their own. I won’t force you if you aren’t interested.”
    

    
      “Are you insulting me?” The Sword Star raised an eyebrow.
    

    
      The Black Witch turned, ignoring the Sword Star. “Anyhow, who are they?”
    

    
      On the side of the forest road, the army was setting up tents. They weren’t going to attack Preta’s paradise anymore, so they were going to rest for the day and then return home.
    

    
      I stroked my chin. “Ah, those soldiers are from all across the continent.”
    

    
      “The whole continent?”
    

    
      “So what happened is…”
    

    
      I explained how I fooled the army, excluding the parts about Preta.
    

    
      The Black Witch and Sword Star listened to me together. They seemed to have mixed feelings about it.
    

    
      “Death King… You’re pretty good at lying too, aren’t you,” the Black Witch remarked. The Sword Star seemed to be thinking the same thing.
    

    
      “It’s how I was able to clear the stage without shedding blood.”
    

    
      “No, I’m not trying to fault you. You did a great job.” The Black Witch’s eyes narrowed like a merchant smelling a business opportunity. “We get to trade with the people here. That means we won’t have to grovel to the old men in the outside world! Bastards! They always try to rip us off for food. We’ll see how long they can get away with that.”
    

    
      She sounded like she had a lot of grudges.
    

    
      “Yes, the trade between the Tower and the outside world is imbalanced,” the Sword Star said. “Capital, resources, technology… The outside is wealthier than the Tower in all respects. Yes, the Tower has elixirs and ingredients that can’t be obtained in the outside world, but…”
    

    
      “Food! Food is always the problem!” The Black Witch stomped the ground in anger.
    

    
      I used to think she was a cold person, but after the three of us had cleared the twelfth to the nineteenth floors, she freely expressed her emotions in front of us. It was a good indication of how close we had become.
    

    
      “So, Black Dragon Master, you’re saying you want to trade with the people in this world, right?”
    

    
      “Hmm? Of course. The outside world ought to get a taste of their own medicine.”
    

    
      I grinned and pointed at the military camp set. “Then you’ll have to talk to them. But it won’t work at all if you just go up to them and say, ’Let’s trade.’ Hunters and the people here are both alien to each other.”
    

    
      “You’re right.”
    

    
      “You can use my name,” I said. “In this world, I’m the herald of the Great First Emperor and the apostle of the goddess, so two of you can act like the apostles too. It’ll help you get the talks started.”
    

    
      The Black Witch narrowed her eyes thoughtfully. “I’m grateful to hear that. It’ll be really helpful, but I don’t think you’re saying that you’re going to let us use your name for free… What do you want?”
    

    
      “The twentieth floor.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      I looked around. The acacia forest, the small plain, and Estelle’s home. This small world was all there was to the twentieth floor.
    

    
      “I want the twentieth floor,” I repeated.
    

    
      It took a while for the Black Witch to continue, “…Wait. The twentieth floor? You want to have the twentieth floor all to yourself?”
    

    
      “Yes, I want the ownership of the land, to be exact.”
    

    
      “That’s…”
    

    
      “In return, I won’t take any spoils from the eleventh through the nineteenth floors. Once you begin with them, you and the others can share the revenue among yourselves.”
    

    
      The Black Witch closed her mouth. That was a shocking offer. When Hunters cleared a stage, the champions normally divided the loot, from the ownership of items to the resources; however, half of the rights were left unclaimed so that everyone in the Tower could use them. Still, there was no precedent for one person having an entire floor to themself.
    

    
      “This… isn’t something I can decide on my own,” the Black Witch said with a troubled look. “I need to call the other guild leaders and discuss with them.”
    

    
      “Well, I have nothing to do for the next twenty-four hours anyway. I’ll wait.”
    

    
      “…Do you really want this stage?” The Black Witch quickly looked around her. “From what I’ve seen, the land doesn’t look valuable. This path… is pretty, but it’s small. There’s not much land for farming.”
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      “Death King, I’m speaking from experience: you’ll get much more from your share of the loot. You’ll get multiple fortunes.”
    

    
      I smiled. “I prefer real estate to money. Having land of your own is the best.”
    

    
      She gave me a look.
    

    
      “Do we have a deal?” I asked.
    

    
      The Black Witch sighed. “I’ll set up a meeting with the guild leaders. Let’s discuss it on the first floor.”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      “Yeah, you need to show yourself to people anyway. But…” The Black Witch slowly met my eyes. “...there is a question I’ve been wanting to ask.”
    

    
      “Go on.”
    

    
      “…Who is that?”
    

    
      I followed the Black Witch’s finger.
    

    
      “F…uck… 
      
        Sob
      
      … You shithead. Stop…! Stop this…! Is that so damn difficult to do?! Fuck! What do you have against me? What did I do…!”
    

    
      The Tower’s best dancer was flaunting his skill, his sweat and desperate tears decorating the forest like the morning dew. It was beautiful.
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master.” I beamed. “You saw nothing.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “You saw nothing.”
    

    
      The Black Witch looked like a biologist who’d just run into the biggest mystery of her life.
    

    
      “Yeah, there are all kinds of people out there. I’ll try to understand,” the Black Witch muttered. “But I see. You aren’t sane either…”
    

    
      That was still just one woman’s opinion.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      After unsummoning Preta and the Fire Emperor, I headed to the first floor with the other Hunters.
    

    
      “Do you mind if we meet at the cafe we were in last time?” the Black Witch asked.
    

    
      “No, I don’t mind. Anywhere is fine for me.”
    

    
      It really had been a while since I was last in Babylon, the first-floor city. In other people’s eyes, it would look like I was back after five days, but that wasn’t true for me. It had taken years for me to get back to the city.
    

    
      I sighed.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “Nothing. It’s just that I finally feel that I cleared the stages.”
    

    
      The Black Witch chuckled. “It might be too early for that.”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “I told you. You’re all people are talking about in the Tower. Brace yourself.”
    

    
      I didn’t even need to ask. Pedestrians, street merchants, and Hunters who were about to leave for the hunting grounds began to chatter almost immediately after I set foot on the first-floor teleportation stone.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Is that…”
    

    
      “It’s the Black Witch and the Sword Star.”
    

    
      “Then that person is…”
    

    
      “It’s the Death King! The Death King is here!” someone shouted.
    

    
      That set them off. Dozens, perhaps hundreds of people, turned to look. Customers had been studying second-hand weapons on the stands, couples had been enjoying their coffee at the outdoor cafe, a merchant had been selling rare flowers, and a Hunter had been chatting with her colleague. However, all of them either stood up or turned their heads.
    

    
      “Wow… Oh…”
    

    
      “There’s a rumor that you cleared the twentieth floor on your own! Is that true?”
    

    
      “Please look over here! Wait! Over here!”
    

    
      There wasn’t any time to do something about it. In a blink of the eye, the crowd surrounded me and the others. With one more blink, the human siege had doubled.
    

    
      “Ummm…” I wasn’t sure what to do.
    

    
      “Don’t say anything,” the Black Witch whispered so only I could hear it. “You have no experience dealing with the media yet, do you?”
    

    
      “Yeah, I don’t, of course.”
    

    
      “Mystery or top star?”
    

    
      “Say what?” I asked.
    

    
      “I’m asking about your media image. Do you want to go mysterious? Or do you want to be a top star?”
    

    
      The crowd had tripled in size by now, and the other Hunters and I seemed to walk thirty times slower.
    

    
      Camera flashes went off at every step. Oh, my god. I couldn’t even think!
    

    
      “I need your answer right now, but once you decide what your image is going to be, it’s difficult to change it.”
    

    
      “Uhhh… I understand going for mysterious, but what do you mean by becoming a top star?”
    

    
      “It’s like a movie star,” the Black Witch said. “You’ll need a new SNS account and two separate secretaries. One for your image, and another for handling the media for you. You also need a stylist to be in charge of your looks and fashion. Ah, don’t worry about the money. The Black Dragon will help you with that.”
    

    
      It was already hectic, but this felt even worse.
    

    
      The Sword Star frowned. “I work alone because I don’t want to deal with all of that nonsense,” he spat.
    

    
      It sounded absolutely reasonable.
    

    
      “Mysterious guy, please…” I mumbled, my voice already strained by fatigue.
    

    
      “Are you sure about that? With the right management, people change. You’ll definitely become more handsome, and you’re going to be able to interact with other people from a new perspective. The Inquisitor models for magazines and has his own photo book, you know.”
    

    
      I knew that very well. As a fanboy, I used to cut those photos out of magazines before I had regressed over four thousand days. That was how I knew that the Black Witch was also frequently featured on magazine covers.
    

    
      But it was a different story if I had to do it.
    

    
      “No. Mysterious! Please let me go mysterious!”
    

    
      “Why? Do you not want to do photoshoots?” the Black Witch asked.
    

    
      I would rather get shot in the head!
    

    
      “I would be embarrassed to death!”
    

    
      “Everyone is like that at first. Wait, the Inquisitor wasn’t… but he’s an exception. Death King, if we have to talk about embarrassing, what you shouted on the ramparts is way more—”
    

    
      “I’ll leave the Five Guilds if you don’t let me go mysterious,” I said from the bottom of my heart.
    

    
      The Black Witch laughed quietly. “Yeah, you would. You seem like the type.”
    

    
      “What should I do if I want to stay mysterious?”
    

    
      “It’s simple. Make a very good poker face.”
    

    
      It was my first time hearing such advice.
    

    
      “Any activities on SNS are forbidden. Never accept an interview from magazines. It’s the same for personal streamers or other media. Doing an interview once or twice a year is okay. If you want, I’ll send you the reporters I’ve screened in advance. “
    

    
      “…Is that all?”
    

    
      “You don’t know how difficult this is.” The Black Witch laughed playfully. “Attention is a drug. The most addicting one of all.”
    

    
      “It’s also the drug that ruins people in every way possible,” the Sword Star added.
    

    
      “Yes, people can be happy with just ten people’s attention. And you’ve reached a place where millions of people will react to every word you say. Not many people can resist that kind of high.”
    

    
      The crowd grew in size again. It felt like everyone from the city was here.
    

    
      “It’s all pointless,” the Sword Star commented.
    

    
      “But it feels good,” the Black Witch said. “Perhaps celebrities should learn to enjoy it. They hang on a little longer until they get sick of the drug or of their other celebrities who are on the same drug. What is your choice, Death King?”
    

    
      I looked around at the wall of people. There was no escape. Camera flashes went off incessantly, so I had to squint, which made the flashes look like a mirage. The wall of people just seemed like a shadow.
    

    
      “…Not many people  care what other people think about themselves as much as I do,” I answered. “I want recognition. I don’t know it very well… but I think receiving attention and recognition is a little different.”
    

    
      I remembered the Fire Emperor, the absolute center of attention in the Tower before I had regressed.
    

    
      “I’m fine without millions of people’s attention. The attention I get from the people around me is enough. It doesn’t matter if it’s from hundreds of thousands of people or millions of people… What I want from people… is recognition, not attention.”
    

    
      “Okay.” The Black Witch smiled. “I personally believe they aren’t completely different, but I respect your answer.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      “It’s good that you are who you are,” she commented.
    

    
      I remembered that she had said something similar before.
    

    
      “So how do you do a good poker face?” I asked.
    

    
      “I’ll tell you my trick.”
    

    
      I could hear the crowd from all directions. My group’s speed decreased to ten centimeters per second.
    

    
      “Remember a really bad memory.”
    

    
      “A bad memory.”
    

    
      “Yes, for me, it’s a memory from when I was seven years old. When I was in the outside world, my father died during the civil war,” the Black Witch calmly said, “I was running away with my parents at the time. I think the soldiers were chasing after us. Father stayed behind and yelled,  ’Run! Don’t look back!’ But…”
    

    
      The Black Witch led the way through the crowd. “...I really ran without looking back. Even though I heard gunshots, I didn’t turn back. I kept running.”
    

    
      The cameras kept flashing.
    

    
      “You were young,” I quietly said.
    

    
      “I was young,” the Black Witch repeated. “I’m not saying I hate the fact that I ran away. I was a child. But why didn’t I even look back? It would have been easy to at least look behind me.”
    

    
      I didn’t say anything.
    

    
      “That’s the memory I think of when I need a poker face. Whenever I recall the way my chest hurt back then, I can make a great poker face. It’s my little trick.” The Black Witch looked at me. “I’m sure that you have a couple of memories like that too.”
    

    
      I actually had one. I recalled the time the Fire Emperor had grabbed me by the head and burned me to death in the dark alley.
    

    
      “Yeah, I do.”
    

    
      Even without looking in the mirror, I could tell that I was wearing a perfect poker face right now.
    

    
      “Look over here for a moment, please!”
    

    
      “Can you give us any comments?”
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master, when will we hear your official announcement?”
    

    
      “What is the relationship between you two!”
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Star! What do you think about the Death King?”
    

    
      When I looked around again, I could see my surroundings better. This was my first time being surrounded by a crowd this size and being dazzled by camera flashes like this, but I was getting used to it. It didn’t feel hectic like earlier. I felt calm like I usually did.
    

    
      “It works great.”
    

    
      The corners of the Witch’s mouth rose. “You’re a quick learner. You’ll get used to it pretty quick.”
    

    
      The world was certainly different after five days, but not different enough to change me.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 52: After The Ending (3)

    
      After passing through the crowd, we finally arrived at the cafe, where I saw familiar faces.
    

    
      “Hahaha. Welcome!” The Inquisitor, the leader of the Pantheon, waved his right arm. “I can’t believe you actually cleared all those floors 
      
        and
      
       the twentieth floor in five days! It’s the greatest thing I’ve ever seen since the Tower appeared. I deeply respect you, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja. Wait, I should call you Death King now!”
    

    
      “I’m still wondering if I’m dreaming, though…” The Paladin sipped on her iced coffee. “To be honest, I thought you, the Black Dragon Master, and the Sword Star would fail and end up dead. You even cleared the twentieth floor on your own, right? If you have a secret to your success, please share.”
    

    
      “Secrets…” I sat by the table. “Things work out if I live a kind life.”
    

    
      “That’s very practical advice.” The Paladin smiled bitterly.
    

    
      “It’s good to see you again. It’s been a while—how have all of you been?” I asked.
    

    
      “Well, it’s only been five days; I wouldn’t call that ‘a while’.” The Countess puffed on her churchwarden pipe. “At first, we stayed in the audience chamber like we promised to you—a promise is a promise, after all—but after some time, the empire’s NPCs suddenly started moving around. I was shocked!”
    

    
      “Oh, yeah.” I blinked in surprise. That must have happened when I had defeated the Demon King on the twelfth floor. After defeating the Demon King for the first time, I had received a quest, which had triggered time resuming on the twelfth floor.
    

    
      “That didn’t occur to me. What happened afterward?”
    

    
      “The NPCs thought we invaded the palace to overthrow the king!” The Inquisitor giggled. “Someone with fancy clothes roared ’Get those traitors!’ The Imperial Knights and their elite soldiers came running to get us. Gosh, I had goosebumps!”
    

    
      “But this kid has many tricks up his sleeve.” The Viper, the one-eyed Hunter who led the OJP Sect, tousled the Inquisitor’s hair. “We obediently let them lock us up and then escaped from the prison. Tsk. Seriously, that was crazy.”
    

    
      “Hahaha! Wasn’t it fun? I didn’t expect a hidden passageway like that in the dungeon! That brought me back to my childhood!”
    

    
      “Huh? You said that the Bulgarian mafias held you captive when you were young.”
    

    
      “Yes!” The Inquisitor smiled innocently. “That’s why it brought me back to my childhood! Prison! Underground dungeons! Escape! Those are the highlights of my treasured childhood! Ahhhh… that’s all so nostalgic now.”
    

    
      “You nuthead…” The Viper let out a long, loud sigh.
    

    
      It looked like the guild leaders had been on quite a ride while I was having my hero’s showdown with the Demon King.
    

    
      “Yes, we all led fascinating lives in the outside world.” The Black Witch shrugged, joining the table. “The Countess was born in India’s trash mountain. Viper, your parents were gangster execs. The Paladin went through quite a lot in Venezuela. We’re all trash in the eyes of people in the outside world, aren’t we?”
    

    
      The air in the cafe quickly became heavy. No one made a sound except for the Paladin, who sipped on her coffee.
    

    
      “…This really isn’t the kind of conversation to have in a place like this.” The Paladin’s eyes lingered subtly on my face. “Are you treating the Death King as one of us now?”
    

    
      “Yes,” the Black Witch said. “The rest of you wouldn’t know, but the Death King played a vital role in clearing up to the twentieth floor.”
    

    
      “We’re aware.”
    

    
      The Black Witch shook her head. “No, you aren’t. We didn’t take a single casualty in this expedition even with how many Hunters were at the eleventh-floor stage together. Every one of them came back alive. That’s all thanks to the Death King. He told me all the tactics I needed to use.”
    

    
      All eyes were firmly on me now. The cafe was completely silent.
    

    
      “It’s true.” I shrugged.
    

    
      “I want to make this man the hero that represents the Tower,” the Black Witch continued. She carefully met the eyes of each of the Hunters sitting around the table one by one. “Countess, you love money too much.”
    

    
      “I can’t deny that,” the Countess casually answered.
    

    
      “Inquisitor, you’ve killed too many people.”
    

    
      “Yes!” The Inquisitor’s hand shot into the air. “That was a necessary sacrifice!”
    

    
      “Paladin, you hate receiving attention.”
    

    
      “It’s just my personality.” The Paladin took a sip of her coffee.
    

    
      “And Viper, you’re…”
    

    
      “Huh? What?” The Viper scratched his chin.
    

    
      “…I’m sorry. You’re too ugly,” the Black Witch finished with a genuinely apologetic expression.
    

    
      The Viper, aghast, opened and closed his mouth. However, his head soon drooped. He was the very picture of the grief of a middle-aged man.
    

    
      “As all of you already know, the Sword Star is just an old man who’s obsessed with his sword.”
    

    
      The Hunters nodded.
    

    
      “I often have to work from the shadows, so I can’t do it,” the Black Witch went on. Finally, her sharp gaze landed on me. “In contrast, the Death King doesn’t have a public image yet. If we try, it’s more than possible to make him the perfect hero. This is a chance to refresh the Tower’s image.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor stroked his chin. “I see. We’re all old news, so it’s true that we’ve lost our influence a little! We keep printing magazines about Hunters, but the sales are gradually decreasing in the outside world!”
    

    
      The Black Witch nodded. “Yes, that’s what I’m talking about.”
    

    
      “Then we should start working on his image today!” The Inquisitor stood up energetically and circled me like a puppy. “Hmm. You’re a little small, but that’s okay! As you can see from me, cameras and photoshop can take care of it!”
    

    
      “Umm…” I thought the Inquisitor’s selling point was his petiteness.
    

    
      A wide smile spread on the petite Hunter’s small face. “’Death King, the small but big-hearted man.’ A catchphrase like that will work perfectly!”
    

    
      Before I could retort, the Black Witch, the Countess, the Viper, and the Paladin clustered around me. Regardless of their affiliation, they gathered around and examined me from head to toe.
    

    
      “I’m asking this just in case: are you dating anyone?” the Inquisitor loudly asked.
    

    
      “N-no, I’m not.”
    

    
      “Did you ever date anyone after you entered the Tower?”
    

    
      “No, I haven’t.” I shook my head.
    

    
      “In other words, there’s no chance of a romance scandal. Perfect.”
    

    
      I didn’t really get what it was supposed to be perfect for.
    

    
      The High Rankers began to talk among themselves.
    

    
      “I’ve been watching, and he looks a little like a third-rate villain if he smiles. So I think that he should stay mysterious. He has a good poker face, so it’ll work.”
    

    
      “But dating no one is a problem in its own way,” the Paladin said. “We should create a romance scandal ourselves. If not, people outside will fabricate…”
    

    
      “It’s okay. I’ll handle it,” the Black Witch reassured them.
    

    
      “Oh! Love sprouted during five days of fighting for your lives together? Hahaha! Good, good! We’ll be able to create a story that people will love!”
    

    
      “How about we release a story that the Death King has been donating a significant amount of his earnings to orphanages? There are some donations I’ve been making anonymously for a time like this. I’ll say that they were the Death King’s donations.”
    

    
      “Yes, please do that, Countess.”
    

    
      What? What was happening right now?
    

    
      “Let’s get on with it! We should get photographers!” The Inquisitor beamed. “We’d better bring in stylists too—we have to give the media at least one photo today. I’ve already made several videos of the battle we had on the eleventh floor, so I’ll spread them online at the right time!”
    

    
      “No, wait. Excuse me, everyone…” I reached out to them.
    

    
      “Don’t worry.” The Black Witch stopped me with a smile. I could feel her long experience from her smile. “Death King, you don’t need to worry about a thing. We’ll take care of everything. You should… Yes, you should keep doing what you’ve been doing.”
    

    
      “Wait, you said I can go mysterious. Why do I need a stylist?” I quickly asked.
    

    
      “It’s just for one day. Please.” The Black Witch pressed her hands together pleadingly. “Everyone in the world wants to know about you. One photo—just take one photo and show it to people. Please? It’s going to be okay, Death King. Our exclusive stylists are all amazing.”
    

    
      Thirty minutes later I discovered that it was absolutely not going to end with one photo.
    

    
      “Look over here please!”
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      Over ten stylists came running. They dressed me and did my hair. Every time they put me in different clothes and slightly changed my hair, the photographer’s camera went off.
    

    
      “Yes, good. Please hold up a dagger this time! Pretend you’re a wolf searching for your prey in the depths of the forest!”
    

    
      “No… Wait…” I groaned.
    

    
      “Very good!”
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      The Hunters were in a huddle behind the photographer, watching me like a hawk while I posed and whispering to each other.
    

    
      “He looks surprisingly good in a suit.”
    

    
      “Maybe we should add a bit of a mischievous boy image.”
    

    
      “No! That’s my image!”
    

    
      “That is true. Then what should we do… How about a young man burning with adventurous spirit?”
    

    
      “Let’s go with that.”
    

    
      
        Flash!
      
    

    
      “Very good!” The photographer gave me a thumbs-up.
    

    
      Very good, my ass.
    

    
      
        —Hahahahahaha! Haha! Haha! Hahahahahahahaha!
      
       The Guardian had been rolling in the air for a while now.
    

    
      Even after two hours, the photoshoot was nowhere close to completion. Finally, my patience ran out.
    

    
      “Forget it! I’m not doing this anymore!” I took off my jacket and threw it on the floor. “Hunters’ jobs are to climb the Tower! What’s with all this media image and photoshoots? You all couldn’t get through the tenth floor for years because you were too busy worrying about this crap!”
    

    
      The air got cold and quiet. Perhaps my sincerity worked, because the Black Witch and the other Hunters were looking at my face, nodding.
    

    
      “…That line wasn’t bad.”
    

    
      “Yes, he really is a young man with a burning passion for adventure!”
    

    
      “Let’s make our next magazine tagline, ’Hunters are who climbs the Tower.’”
    

    
      “We used to have spunk like that when we were in our twenties…”
    

    
      It didn’t work one bit.
    

    
      “Ah, forget it! I’m here to talk about the twentieth floor. You all can have all the rights from the eleventh to the nineteenth floors, so let me have the ownership of the land in the twentieth floor!”
    

    
      The Hunters nodded again.
    

    
      “Adding how he isn’t greedy to his image will be good too.”
    

    
      “How about this for the headline of tomorrow morning’s paper? ’Death King declares he will share the rights of the eleventh to the nineteenth floors with all Hunters. He’s satisfied with clearing the Tower.’”
    

    
      “Sounds good to me!”
    

    
      “’Death King has been secretly making donations to orphanages’ will make a good article for the second page.”
    

    
      “Yeah; then let’s say we offered the land on the twentieth floor to the Death King as a sign of our gratitude and respect.”
    

    
      “It’s perfect! Ahhh. A beautiful ending!”
    

    
      No. They didn’t listen to me at all. They were too distracted by trying to make me a hero.
    

    
      “Give up, young man,” the Sword Star said curtly. He’d been leaning against a pillar. “The same thing happened after I became the Rank 1 Hunter. They said all sorts of things. ’There is such a thing as senior rizz.’ ’You should groom your mustache differently.’”
    

    
      Oh my god.
    

    
      “Those kids want to show the outside world that their lives are good and that they should be proud of them. It’s sort of an inferiority complex,” the Sword Star quietly informed me. “They abandoned everything from the outside world when they entered the Tower, so what drives them to act like this…?”
    

    
      He turned his back on them. “Let’s go.”
    

    
      “What?” I asked.
    

    
      “It will never end if you stay here. After they’re done with your photoshoot, they will say it’s time to make some video. And then they will ask you to prep for your press conference. That is how those kids are. You’ll lose your entire day if you don’t run away now.”
    

    
      What a horrible thought.
    

    
      “Let’s run!” I immediately said.
    

    
      “You made the right decision.”
    

    
      We focused our aura into our feet and took off. I heard gasps behind us, but I didn’t stop.
    

    
      “Death King!” The Black Witch shouted. “We’re going to have a press conference tomorrow, so try to be back by tomorrow morning! You shouldn’t attract attention just yet, so if you have to, use the roofs to get away! Be careful!”
    

    
      
        —Hey, I don’t think she’s an angel or a goddess. She sounds like your mom.
      
       The Guardian giggled.
    

    
      She really was, although I didn’t really know what mothers were supposed to be like.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It was already sunset. Following the Black Witch’s advice, we fled across the roofs. When I looked down, I could see hundreds of people still crowded in front of the cafe, plus the reporters from broadcasting networks.
    

    
      It would have been a disaster if we’d used the main door!
    

    
      Leaping from one red roof to another, we eventually arrived at the bell tower in the plaza. The bell tower’s young guard, who had been playing with his smartphone, recognized us after a moment and gasped.
    

    
      “M-Mr. Sword Star!”
    

    
      The Sword Star skillfully entered the top floor of the bell tower. “I’m sorry, but could you excuse us for a moment?”
    

    
      “Ah… Umm… Well…”
    

    
      “We’ll be done in five minutes.”
    

    
      The young guard, suddenly confronted by a living legend, was at a loss to be asked by a living legend to give privacy. His eyes wandered for a moment, but when they locked with mine, the guard’s eyes widened. “No way… Death King?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yeah, that’s me.”
    

    
      “Wow! Woah! It’s my first time meeting the two of you in person! Wow! This is awesome!” The guard hurriedly rummaged through his bag and pulled out a romance novel. It looked like he had brought it with him to kill some time during his shift. “T-this is the only paper I have right now! Can you give me an autograph, Mr. Sword Star?”
    

    
      The Sword Star took the novel. He looked used to it. “Do you have a pen?”
    

    
      “H-here!”
    

    
      “What is your name, young man?”
    

    
      “I-I haven’t received a title...!”
    

    
      The young guard gave the Sword Star his name and the Sword Star signed the book neatly and returned it. At this point, the guard just looked like an innocent boy. The guard turned back to me. For some reason, his eyes sparkled too brightly. “Can I also ask for yo-yours, Mr. Death King?”
    

    
      My autograph?
    

    
      “Umm… I’ve never autographed anything…” I moved back a little.
    

    
      “Please! It’s my biggest wish!”
    

    
      I ended up receiving the novel and the pen. It seemed like the smallest “biggest wish” I’d ever heard. I awkwardly looked at the novel.
    

    
      When I grabbed the pen to write my autograph, it suddenly hit me that this was my first time writing down “Death King”. By then, my autograph was right next to the Sword Star’s.
    

    
      “T-thank you! Thank you so much!” The guard bowed again and again. He quickly reclaimed his book as if he were worried that autographs would disappear.
    

    
      “Um…” It was an odd feeling. I couldn’t quite decide how I felt about it.
    

    
      “I’ll make this a family heirloom! Don’t worry! I’ll never sell this to anyone! Thank you so much to both of you! Have a great weekend!” The guard disappeared down the bell tower stairs.
    

    
      “Yes! I hit the jackpot!”
    

    
      His excited voice grew fainter and fainter. By the time he was finally out of earshot, only a speck of sunset and the sound of two people breathing remained. Both the Sword Star and I were silent for a while.
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Star.”
    

    
      “Young man.”
    

    
      The Sword Star and I spoke at the same time, our voices canceling out each other’s. The awkward silence didn’t last long. With a calm look, I turned to the Sword Star.
    

    
      “To you, I must look like I’m the mass murderer of the century, who deserves nothing but the harshest of punishments. But you’ll see another mass murderer when you look in the mirror. Yourself.”
    

    
      The Sword Star was looking at the sunset, not me.
    

    
      “But you wouldn’t punish yourself. I believe that’s because you have a clear standard for who you kill—you aim to punish those who killed many people.” I watched the sunset play on the Sword Star’s face. “I have also done what I did with a clear standard. It’s to punish those who will hurt a lot of people. While you kill people because they’ve already murdered many people, I kill people because they will kill a lot of people.”
    

    
      It was the intricate lie I had prepared for the Sword Star ever since I had deceived him into believing that I was a clairvoyant.
    

    
      “So, Mr. Sword Star, we’re practically working for the same—”
    

    
      Before I could finish my lie, the Sword Star said, “Young man, you don’t need to try that hard to convince me.”
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Star, I…”
    

    
      “Young man.” His quiet voice made me hold my tongue. The Sword Star’s eyes were still on the sunset. “I’m different from other Hunters.”
    

    
      It sounded a bit out of the blue.
    

    
      “Black Witch, Countess, Inquisitor, Viper, Paladin… All of those children went through a very rough life in the outside world, but I was different. I was born and raised without any depravity.”
    

    
      I was aware that Marcus Carlenbery was from a prestigious family from Europe. To be precise, I had learned that when I had been researching him. Yes, his family was quite well known in Northern Europe.
    

    
      “By the time the Tower appeared, I had experience running a business; I got married, had children, and saw my children give me grandchildren. I was successful in every way I could imagine,” the Sword Star calmly said. “But that got me wondering.”
    

    
      “It got you wondering what?” I asked.
    

    
      “I was curious if my success was really from my ability.” The Sword Star slowly drew his sword. “Perhaps it was all possible because I had been born in a good country.”
    

    
      The sunset continued to seep into the bell tower’s top floor, staining the sword blood-red despite being pristine.
    

    
      “I was born into a good family, received a good education, and met good friends. I was surrounded by the best things in the world. All of that might be a fancy birdcage. Although I was confident that I had built everything I had… maybe it was just the delusions of the one trapped inside the cage.” The Sword Star’s eyes were as sharp as his sword. “No, I didn’t want to believe it.”
    

    
      His voice carried emotions from his heart that were as red as the sunset. “I was certainly born in luxury, but I’m still confident that I got where I am on my own. And I want to prove that my pride wasn’t a delusion.”
    

    
      “…That’s why you came to the Tower.” I nodded.
    

    
      The Sword Star nodded. “Those who entered the Tower can never return to the outside world, so I was without my family or my loyal subordinates. I’m on my own, and I want to prove my life. But I think I let my guard down too much and I wasn’t aware of it.”
    

    
      His face was deeply wrinkled.
    

    
      “Open my Skill Card.”
    

    
      A silver card floated above the Sword Star’s palm.
    

    
      
        
          Detective Eyes
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: B-
      
    

    
      
        Effect: You can see other people’s kill counts. Does not include indirect murder. Only the murders the person committed with clear intention are tallied.
      
    

    
      
        ※However, you can’t see the means of murder.
      
    

    
      “I was a fool.” The Sword Star looked down at his Skill Card. “I decided to trust only my eyes and hands… but one day I realized that I was relying on something called a Skill. Instead of seeing the world with my own eyes, I looked at the world through my Skill. I blindly believed my Skill’s assessment like everyone else, rather than making a judgment of my own.”
    

    
      His blue eyes turned to me. “Young man, I’ll ask you one last time: did you take any innocent lives?”
    

    
      I came to a realization: this is why he said I didn’t need to convince him. Yes, you convinced someone through their head; however, even the most intricate lies would only get through their brain. They didn’t touch people’s hearts. What I had to do was get through to the Sword Star’s heart like what I had done with the Tower’s Pillars.
    

    
      “No, I never have, Mr. Sword Star,” I said, speaking from my heart. “And I never will.”
    

    
      The Sword Star closed his eyes as if he was ruminating on my expression and voice. Silence hung in the air.
    

    
      “…Hah!”
    

    
      He threw the card into the air and his glittering blade cut it neatly in two. Golden sunset shone through the gaps between the pieces, which soon scattered into motes of light. His Skill was destroyed.
    

    
      “I’ll trust my judgment. Thank you for enduring this old man’s stubbornness for the last five days.” The Sword Star sheathed his sword. “I know it’s late, but I want to say that it was a pleasure to clear the twelfth to nineteenth floor with you. Rest well today. The twenty-first floor will open right after the press conference ends tomorrow.”
    

    
      The Sword Star took a step forward and stopped. Before he leaped to another building’s roof, he briefly looked at me. “I look forward to your work on the next floor, Death King.”
    

    
      And then he zipped away from the bell tower.
    

    
      I couldn’t open my mouth for a long time.
    

    
      “...Mr. Sword Emperor.”
    

    
      
        —Yeah.
      
    

    
      “...The Sword Star gave me his approval just now, didn’t he?”
    

    
      
        —It looks like it.
      
       The Guardian nodded.
    

    
      Relief rushed over me, turning my legs into jelly. The stone floor was cold. I blankly looked up at the sky, which was such a thick red that it was almost black.
    

    
      “Wow… It’s really… It’s really over. The twentieth floor is mine. The guild leaders will take care of the media… Yeah, it’s really over.”
    

    
      
        —What do you mean over? If someone saw you, they’d think you just cleared the fiftieth floor. 
      
      The Guardian laughed quietly.
    

    
      “I feel like I cleared the ninetieth floor.”
    

    
      
        —Tsk, tsk, tsk. I sometimes wonder if you’re a lion or a mouse.
      
    

    
      “Sometimes I wonder too, actually…”
    

    
      Anyhow, all of my business on the twentieth floor down was taken care of. The thought gave me a subtle feeling of satisfaction.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection admires your accomplishments!]
      
    

    
      It had been a while since I heard that divine voice.
    

    
      “Huh?” Come to think of it, the Goddess of Protection had been quiet even though the Demon King of Autumn Rain was defeated. No, the goddess was always quiet, except for the time I had cleared the twelfth floor.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection has given her approval for everything you have done!]
      
    

    
      The voice continued as if she were trying to make up for the silence until now.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection believes that although you aren’t actually her apostle, you have enough qualifications to become one.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection has given her approval for you to continue using her in the future!]
      
    

    
      The message was getting weird.
    

    
      “…What do you mean ‘to continue using you’?”
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection is sad to hear your reply after all the good time you and her spent together.]
      
    

    
      I really couldn’t understand what was going on.
    

    
      “All the good time we spent together…?”
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection asks you to look down.]
      
    

    
      I did that, but I saw nothing except the stone floor.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection asks you to look a little bit to the left.]
      
    

    
      When I followed her instructions, my eyes landed on my legs and waist. On my waist was the sheathed Lefanta Aegim’s Holy Protector Sword, the legendary weapon bestowed by the Goddess of Protection to the first emperor of the Aegim Empire.
    

    
      “…Hold on. No way…”
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection urges you to focus on your waist.]
      
    

    
      I felt a chill run down my spine. The time I had fought the Demon King’s army on the twelfth floor crossed my head. At the time, the Goddess of Protection had said that she used the last bit of her power and as soon she had said that, something I had been holding burst into light. There was no other miracle. In other words…
    

    
      “Wait, wait. When I was fighting against the Demon King, the Goddess of Protection was occasionally mentioned…” My voice was thick with disbelief. “This whole time, you’ve been… a sword?”
    

    
      After a moment, I had an answer.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection has affirmed your statement!]
      
    

    
      Oh my god. It looked like my holy sword was genuinely divine.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 53: The Ultimate Fan (1)

    
      「This is an amazing video BBS just acquired. You are looking at the Hunter known as the Black Witch leading the Hunter Raid Team on the eleventh floor. Ah! Zoom in here, please. Yes, perfect! Please pause the video for a moment.」
    

    
      I sat in an empty waiting room, blankly watching the television.
    

    
      「Can you see it, fellow viewers? The Black Witch is holding hands with another Hunter, who we presume is the Death King. Unless the video was fabricated, it looks like the Death King killed the eleventh-floor boss monster in one strike. Hunters like to call this One Hit Kill, but it’s never been done on a boss monster before.」
    

    
      The two anchors buzzed with excitement.
    

    
      「So, this is the first, isn’t it?」
    

    
      「Yes, exactly. While yes, he had the Black Witch’s help, the Death King seems to be the only one who directly engaged the boss monster.」
    

    
      The bottom of the screen read, “Death King to hold a press conference this afternoon.”
    

    
      「Let’s go on to our next video.」
    

    
      「The mysterious Death King returned to Babylon using the teleportation stone yesterday afternoon, revealing himself. As you can see, the Black Witch and Sword Star are with him.」
    

    
      「It looks like the two Hunters are guarding the Death King.」
    

    
      「I’ll increase the volume so our viewers can get a better feel for what it was like at the site.」
    

    
      They played a video that seemed to have been taken on someone’s smartphone, showing me walking with a blank face.
    

    
      「Look over here for a moment, please!」
    

    
      「Don’t push! Mr. Sword Star! Please give me a comment!」
    

    
      「Black Dragon Master, when will we hear the official announcement?」
    

    
      「What is the relationship between you two…!」
    

    
      I couldn’t take it anymore and had to use the remote control.
    

    
      
        —Why did you turn it off? I was having fun.
      
       The Guardian, who had been watching the television with me, gave me a look of annoyance.
    

    
      “I feel like I’m going to die from embarrassment!”
    

    
      It had been a day since I earned the Sword Star’s recognition, and today was the day of the press conference. It was going to start soon. The Five Guild leaders were going to talk about the recent accomplishments in clearing the Tower; that job was mostly for the guild leaders, but I had been invited as a special guest. That was why I was in the waiting room.
    

    
      
        —Who cares if you do? You won’t stay dead anyway.
      
    

    
      “I still hate it!”
    

    
      I had been watching the television because I had nothing to do before the press conference. However, that was a mistake.
    

    
      
        —Tsk. Alright. Change it to a different channel.
      
    

    
      “Every channel is talking about me anyway!”
    

    
      It wasn’t just the news. Almost every channel talked about how the twentieth floor had been cleared. I couldn’t escape even if I got on the internet. I had actually become a celebrity overnight.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection points out that this is an indication of how unprecedented your accomplishment is.]
      
    

    
      The holy sword vibrated from its position on my waist.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection says that a hero is a celebrity, which comes with a price.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection advises you to get used to your position!]
      
    

    
      I looked down at the holy sword uncomfortably. “I was too tired to talk much yesterday, so I just went to sleep… But, Miss Goddess, aren’t you overrating me?”
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protections says that you are light!]
      
    

    
      The holy sword shook harder. For some reason, she sounded like an idol’s fangirl.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection whispers that she still remembers the moment vividly. On the ramparts, you roared and declared that you would leave the empire in the hands of its people.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection found the moment very imposing…]
      
    

    
      “Arghhhh!” I covered my ears. “Stop! Stop it! I said that when I was too emotional!”
    

    
      However, it was no use. The holy sword spoke directly into my head. She continued to whisper about my embarrassing past.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection says that a hero should love himself! A hero who doesn’t love himself makes the people around him miserable and will meet a miserable end. On that note, your confidence is amazing and exemplary!]
      
    

    
      Yes, the Goddess of Protection was fangirling for me.
    

    
      “Stop… Please stop…!”
    

    
      It was just like the time I had fanboyed for the Fire Emperor. I wouldn’t really care if she did it when I couldn’t see her, but I heard her voice twenty-four seven.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection confesses that she is happy that she gets to have a person like you as her second master!]
      
    

    
      Oh my god. Her praise was genuine, but the memory she mentioned was one I found deeply embarrassing and wanted to forget about as soon as possible. However, she continued to bring up more of those memories and praised every one of them. It didn’t look like that was going to end soon. I wanted to die.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection comments that the best part is when you took the Demon King of Autumn Rain under your command. You muttered, “A ruler has an obligation to protect their people.”]
      
    

    
      No, that was it. I pulled out a bottle of oil used to maintain the sword. Glaring at the holy sword, I dabbed a cloth in the oil bottle.
    

    
      “You asked for this.” I reached out for the sword, which flickered with white light.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection feels a threat to her safety.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection asks you to stop.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection...]
      
    

    
      Ten minutes later…
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection apologizes.]
      
    

    
      The holy sword was clean, thanks to my caring maintenance. It was now as clear as a mirror; I could literally see my face in it. However, the sword shook with humiliation.
    

    
      “Finally, you’re quiet.” I looked down at the holy sword. “So why are you a sword? Aren’t you a Constellation? Were you always a sword?”
    

    
      To my understanding, a Constellation was the manager of a stage. I assumed that it was possible for a monster to become a Constellation, like Preta, but I had no idea how a sword could be a Constellation.
    

    
      In response to my question, the holy sword shone in dim white light.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection explains that it is easier to understand a Constellation as someone who represents their world.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection says that she is a divine spirit who used to be worshiped as a goddess. However, Lefanta Aegim, the empire’s first ancestor, split and sealed her into five swords.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection explains that she is Idol, the first holy sword.]
      
    

    
      I blinked. “Your sword name is Idol?”
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection affirms your statement.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection says that the following are the five sister swords.]
      
    

    
      
        [First Holy Sword: Idol.]
      
    

    
      
        [Second Holy Sword: Sympathy.]
      
    

    
      
        [Third Holy Sword: Prayer.]
      
    

    
      
        [Fourth Holy Sword: Sacrifice.]
      
    

    
      
        [Fifth Holy Sword: Salvation.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection confidently states that once you gather all of her sister swords, she will be able to regain power as strong as her prime.]
      
    

    
      In other words, the shining sword I was looking at was a fragment of the real holy sword. In order to draw out its true power, I had to collect the remaining four swords.
    

    
      “Interesting. So, where are your sisters?” I asked.
    

    
      I got no response. An awkward silence filled the waiting room.
    

    
      “Hello? Miss Goddess? Where are your sisters?”
    

    
      The holy sword remained silent.
    

    
      I narrowed my eyes. “…You don’t know?”
    

    
      After a moment, I heard a quiet voice.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection exercises her right of silence.]
      
    

    
      “Which means you don’t know.”
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection insists that she can feel their presence if they are nearby.]
      
    

    
      I shrugged. “Well, it’s not urgent and I guess you at least have one-fifth of your original power. What can you do exactly?”
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection explains that you will be able to receive absolute support from people of the Aegim Empire.]
      
    

    
      “I knew that already. What else?”
    

    
      The holy sword released light at her maximum output.
    

    
      “Ahhhh! My eyes! My eyessssss!” I rolled on the ground, clutching my eyes.
    

    
      The holy sword’s voice was pompous.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection proudly says that she is good at shining.]
      
    

    
      “Of course I know that! I’ve seen you do that a lot!”
    

    
      Thank god I shielded my eyes using aura. I almost went blind!
    

    
      “I mean, what can you do other than getting support and shining?!”
    

    
      The waiting room went quiet and the holy sword’s light grew faint. I could almost hear her stammering.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection says she is good at cutting monsters.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection quickly adds that she is good at cutting humans too.]
      
    

    
      Her answer left me completely dumbstruck.
    

    
      Just then, someone knocked on the waiting room’s door, so I quickly sheathed the sword. If I talked to the holy sword in front of other people, I would become nothing short of a madman.
    

    
      “Who is it?”
    

    
      “It’s me,” the Black Witch called. “It’s been noisy in there for a while now. Is anything wrong?”
    

    
      “It’s okay. Everything is fine!”
    

    
      “Is that so…?” The Black Witch sounded skeptical of my answer, but she didn’t press me further. “The press conference will start in five minutes. The reporters will probably flood you with questions, but the twenty-first floor will be open by the time the press conference ends. You just have to answer some of their questions until then and then head straight to the twenty-first floor. Do you have any questions?”
    

    
      “No, I don’t!”
    

    
      “If only you were a smooth talker… Don’t be late.”
    

    
      I heard the Black Witch walking away from the door. Once her footsteps had completely faded away, I drew the holy sword and looked at her again. “To summarize, you’re a shiny sword that is completely useless.”
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection protests that your statement is unfair.]
      
    

    
      “Forget it. From now on, you’re Shiny, not Goddess of Protection. You don’t deserve to be called a holy sword!”
    

    
      Now that I thought about it, this Constellation was pathetic. She had lost almost her entire world to the Demon King of Autumn Rain and I had to step up and protect her world. Just like Preta, she was in no position to act high and mighty.
    

    
      “And you’re too noisy. My head is already at maximum capacity with Mr. Sword Emperor over there. And you keep saying ‘Goddess of Protection’ every time you say something. It’s too distracting! Don’t talk to me unless it’s absolutely necessary.”
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection—]
      
    

    
      “I’m more than willing to return you to the Aegim Empire. You got that, Shiny?”
    

    
      After a brief silence, the holy sword vibrated.
    

    
      
        [Shiny answers, “Yes, Hero.”]
      
    

    
      It was a “Gotcha, Constellation!” moment.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The press conference was held in the plaza. The crowd appeared to be well into the tens of thousands; they not only filled the plaza but also the alleys nearby. When we walked up to the platform in the plaza’s center, cameras flashed from all directions.
    

    
      The Black Witch, the Sword Star, and I sat side by side at the table prepared for us. The Black Witch took the microphone.
    

    
      “…Thank you for your welcome.”
    

    
      The Black Witch’s calm voice triggered bursts of cheers in the plaza.
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master!”
    

    
      “I love you!”
    

    
      “Please look over here, Black Dragon Master! Just this once!”
    

    
      A group of people waved flags. Some were even holding up the magazines for which the Black Witch had modeled.
    

    
      It was amazing.
    

    
      Perhaps that was because the Saintess was yet to appear, the Black Witch currently reigned as the most popular female Hunter. She bowed obligingly before she moved the press conference forward.
    

    
      “As all of you already know, we cleared the eleventh to the nineteenth floors. Various press and broadcasting networks have described that as a remarkable feat, and yes, it truly is. We were wondering how to announce this joyous accomplishment… but that turned out that it wasn’t necessary. You immediately advertised it for us. I would like to express my sincerest gratitude for helping us save on advertising expenses.”
    

    
      The reporters in the front row laughed quietly.
    

    
      “But that isn’t our most proud accomplishment.”
    

    
      The plaza slowly quieted down.
    

    
      “I’m not talking about how we finally cleared the tenth floor after years of trying. It isn’t how we cleared the twentieth floor at a speed no one expected, either. What makes me the happiest is that we’ve taken zero casualties. No one died in this expedition.”
    

    
      She spoke from her heart after making a little joke. I knew nothing about giving speeches, but the Black Witch of the Black Dragon Guild had deftly led the press conference right from the beginning. Is that what it takes to become the best guild’s leader?
    

    
      I wondered if she was really the person who had been eagerly stuffing me into clothes yesterday like I was a doll.
    

    
      “Everyone, please take a moment to look down at the plaza,” the Black Witch said. “You’ll see a name on each paving stone. They belong to our fallen predecessors who have given their lives to clear the Tower. Even when we cleared the second and third floors, many names were carved into these stones. “
    

    
      The reporters’ cameras zoomed in on the floor.
    

    
      “Thanks to their sacrifice, we’re standing here today, and I’m… truly happy that I can say this in front of them.” The Black Witch’s voice swelled. “Today, we carve no one’s name here.”
    

    
      The cameras moved back and forth between the plaza and the Black Witch. The cover for tomorrow’s newspaper was decided, and so was the press conference’s mood. The crowd was chanting the Black Witch’s title.
    

    
      I watched the conference with a carefully managed poker face. I was pleasantly surprised—I wouldn’t even need to come forward. This is why knowing the right people was important.
    

    
      I felt much more relaxed as I glanced up at the air.
    

    
      
        [01:22:10]
      
    

    
      It was just like the time the eleventh floor had opened up. The moment the glowing countdown in the sky hit zero, the twenty-first floor would be opened.
    

    
      I just want to be done with the press conference and head to the twenty-first floor…
    

    
      The press conference smoothly progressed to a Q&A between the Black Witch and the reporters when one of the reporters sprang to his feet.
    

    
      “I’m John Evans from Babylon Daily News! I have a question for the Death King, the new Rank 3 Hunter.”
    

    
      Huh? Me? I looked at the reporter.
    

    
      Naturally, the attention of everyone in the plaza was on me now.
    

    
      “There are many discussions about the sudden increase in your ranking, Mr. Death King. The theory that you’re the product of a long program run by the Five Guilds is gaining the most credibility!”
    

    
      “Uh…”
    

    
      “If it’s true, that makes you a hero deliberately created by the Five Guilds. What do you think about these allegations?”
    

    
      The plaza grew a little noisy.
    

    
      “A lot of concerns have also been raised as to the Five Guilds possibly colluding to monopolize the rights to the eleventh to the twentieth floors. And I heard that you are going to have exclusive rights to the twentieth floor! Is that true, Death King?”
    

    
      The commotion was growing.
    

    
      The Black Witch maintained a blank expression, but she clicked her tongue. The sound was so quiet that only I could hear it. She sighed. “He’s trying to provoke you. Don’t answer him; I’ll take care of it.”
    

    
      “No.” I shook my head. “People like that will continue to show up in the future anyway. I need to take a stand at least once.”
    

    
      “But…”
    

    
      “It’s okay.” I extended my hand to the Black Witch. “Please hand me the microphone.”
    

    
      My mind was set. I was going to make sure no one would provoke me like that again before I got to the twenty-first floor.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 54: The Ultimate Fan (2)

    
      The Black Witch sighed, concerned. “Don’t go too far. I can cover up most of your mistakes, but if you go too far, I have no way to control the media.”
    

    
      “You won’t find anyone as peaceful as me. Besides, you know that I’m a clairvoyant. I know what the best answer is.”
    

    
      “…Can I really count on you?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      I took the microphone from the Black Witch. She still looked concerned, but it really was fine. I had the ultimate trick up my sleeve.
    

    
      I cleared my throat a couple of times before I spoke into the microphone. “Hello, everyone. I’m the Hunter who received the title of Death King. It’s nice to meet you all for the first time.”
    

    
      The speakers carried my voice into the crowd.
    

    
      The flashing of cameras that replied turned into one big wave of light. It didn’t really faze me. Perhaps the experience of being surrounded by the crowd of cameras yesterday had inured me because it was considerably easier to put up with the constant bombardment of lights.
    

    
      “Your name is… Mr. John Evans, yes?” I asked.
    

    
      “That’s right.” The young reporter looked straight into my eyes; his eyes were burning with the spirit of a true reporter. He wasn’t going to miss any of my movements and was determined to expose me.
    

    
      It was quite stressful, but only one thought occupied my mind as I faced him: to never become like the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      “I believe that all of the concerns are raised because of my inadequacy.”
    

    
      “Pardon?” The reporter blinked, the microphone he held momentarily forgotten. He probably hadn’t expected that answer.
    

    
      I remembered the cocky Fire Emperor.
    

    
      “I’ll say it again: I believe that all of the concerns are raised because of my inadequacy.”
    

    
      My ultimate trick was very simple: always say the opposite of what the Fire Emperor would say. I was no expert at interviews. I was certainly not the Black Witch. I didn’t have the abilities, the gifts, or the experience to captivate a crowd with my speech.
    

    
      However, I knew what others didn’t: the interviews of the world’s cockiest Hunter!
    

    
      
        If I act the opposite of the Fire Emperor, I’ll at least make it halfway.
      
    

    
      I had been the Fire Emperor’s fanboy for almost ten years, so I had a library of all the Fire Emperor’s outrageous acts and words tucked away in my head. If the Fire Emperor had taken the microphone now, he would have said, “I cleared the twentieth floor because I’m great, you dimwits. So what? I worked my ass off to clear those floors, so of course the items and experience points from the floors are mine. Hey, Mr. Media Jackal. If I don’t get them, then who do you think I should give them to? Your daddy?”
    

    
      I didn’t make this up. He had actually said that at the conference before my regression!
    

    
      
        The Black Witch’s face was so pale back then…
      
    

    
      It had later been dubbed the “Your Daddy” incident. Of course, all hell had broken loose. The Black Witch had quickly ended the conference, but it was too late; the reporters’ swearing had already been aired live. It had been an absolute disaster.
    

    
      And even though the broadcast had been stopped, the tragedy didn’t end. Yoo Soo-Ha had decided to fight fire with fire and spew all the curses in the world at the reporters, their parents, their in-laws, and the rest of their families. And the streamers had aired the entirety of it.
    

    
      
        He was called the Fucker for a reason.
      
    

    
      According to the rumors, the Black Witch had been bedridden for a week. The Your Daddy incident was almost certainly why she had grown sick of Yoo Soo-Ha and he had grown apart from the major guilds.
    

    
      
        The Fire Emperor messed up the conference miserably. In other words, I just have to say the opposite of the Fucker.
      
    

    
      The opposite of the worst was the best! I kept Yoo Soo-Ha’s outrageous remarks in mind, and adjusted my grip on the microphone.
    

    
      
        “I cleared the twentieth floor because I’m great, you dimwit.”
      
    

    
      “I know how much attention is on me right now, but you’re giving me too much credit. If I didn’t have help from the Black Dragon Master and Sword Star over here, I would have never gotten to the twentieth floor so that I could clear it on my own.”
    

    
      
        “So what? I worked my ass off to clear the floors.”
      
    

    
      “Of course, I’m confident that I gave it everything I had. To achieve my goal of preventing any casualties, I made an excruciating effort, but I don’t necessarily think I sacrificed anything. That is something I should do as a human and a Hunter. All else aside… I did it because I wanted to.”
    

    
      
        “Of course the items and experience points from the floors are mine. Hey, Mr. Media Jackal. If I don’t get them, then who do you think I should give them to?”
      
    

    
      “So I have no intention of claiming rights over those floors. That’s why I let the guild leaders have all the rights to the eleventh through the nineteenth floors. Earlier, you said that I have exclusive rights to the twentieth floor, but no. The twentieth floor will serve as a sort of greenbelt area. The original residents will continue to live there. I’m satisfied with just the role of managing the floor.”
    

    
      
        “Your daddy?”
      
    

    
      “That would be my answer, Mr. Evans. Do you have another question?”
    

    
      The young, eager reporter was left stammering, “N-no, I don’t.”
    

    
      Good. I quickly thought about what the Fire Emperor’s response would be.
    

    
      
        “Alright. If you have nothing else to say, get lost, you American pig.”
      
    

    
      I had no problem imagining it. He would also show how long and thick his middle finger was.
    

    
      
        Let’s see. The opposite of that would be…
      
    

    
      “Thank you,” I said. “Oh, if anyone else has questions, I’ll be happy to answer them.”
    

    
      A very brief silence hung over the plaza.
    

    
      “Me! It’s the Retrospective Newspaper!”
    

    
      “Please take my question, Mr. Death King! I’m from Youtower News!”
    

    
      “I’m from the Babel Tower Broadcasting System!”
    

    
      “Mr. Death King!”
    

    
      The reporter’s arms shot into the air. As soon as they realized that I was someone they could talk to, they threw themselves at me to squeeze an article out of me. They were like baby ducks waving their beaks at their mother.
    

    
      I was amazed. Wow… This strategy worked great.
    

    
      Indeed. The Fire Emperor may be the shittiest, most reprehensible psychopath in the world, but he was a constant moral compass. Even at this moment, he clearly showed me which direction I shouldn’t take. I recalled the Fire Emperor’s words once again.
    

    
      
        “What? Retrospective Newspaper? I’ll never do an interview with you. Your company is full of geezers. I can smell how old you are just from your newspaper. Hey, if you want to call yourself a reporter, at least take a shower.”
      
    

    
      I gestured to the reporter from the Retrospective Newspaper. “Why don’t you start first?”
    

    
      It worked wonders. I answered the reporters’ questions for over an hour, but my tongue didn’t slip once. The conference ended in a grand success. It was actually kind of hard to end the conference—the reporters were desperate to get one more line for their articles, and in the end, the Black Witch had to take my microphone and apologize to them.
    

    
      “Everyone! I understand that you want to learn all about our new hero. Unfortunately, we don’t have much time left.” The Black Witch pointed at the sky.
    

    
      
        [00:05:27]
      
    

    
      The countdown was close to its end; only about five minutes were left before a new stage opened up. There was no better excuse to end the press conference.
    

    
      “Our day off is over, so we’ll start focusing on clearing the Tower. Please keep watching us and cheering us on. We’ll try our best to make sure we keep coming back with no casualties.”
    

    
      The people sighed, disappointed that it was over. Just when the press conference was about to really end, one brave soul held up his hand. “B-Black Dragon Master! Please answer one last question!”
    

    
      “Okay. The conference will really end after your question.”
    

    
      “What is your relationship with the Death King?”
    

    
      The people’s eyes sparkled—mostly with pure interest, but it was slightly mixed with naughtiness. Since the dawn of human history, our greatest interest had always been in dating, so the reporters were eager to put me and the Black Witch together like that.
    

    
      The Black Witch looked at me with eyes that sparkled with childish mischief.
    

    
      “Our relationship, huh…” The Black Witch’s lips slowly formed the quote of a century. “…We’re comrades that are more than friends.”
    

    
      The reporters buzzed. They looked confused. Should they focus on the fact that we were more than friends? Or should they focus on the comrade part? Even the man who had asked the question looked taken aback.
    

    
      “A-are you saying you two are more than friends?” he asked.
    

    
      “Well,” the Black Witch leisurely answered, “I’ll say it again. We’re comrades that are more than friends. That’s it. I hope my answer doesn’t cause any misunderstandings.”
    

    
      “Misunderstandings…?”
    

    
      “That will be all for the Black Dragon Guild’s press conference today.” The Black Witch stood up from her seat. “Once again, I would like to express my sincerest gratitude to those of you who watched our journey and cheered us on. That will be all from me, the Black Witch and the leader of the Black Dragon Guild. I hope all of you have a great day.”
    

    
      The reporters stood up too.
    

    
      “B-Black Dragon Master! You can’t leave like that!”
    

    
      “Please clarify your statement!”
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master!”
    

    
      “Mr. Death King, what do you think about her statement just now? Mr. Death King!”
    

    
      Wow. The reporters were practically screaming themselves hoarse, but the Black Witch didn’t even blink. She merely guided me backstage with a grin.
    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    
      I glanced back at the reporters, who couldn’t look sadder if they tried. “…Are we really leaving after the fire you set?”
    

    
      “I watch a lot of dramas.” The Black Witch gave me a playful wink. “A fire at the finale leaves the deepest impression.”
    

    
      Her words carried the experience of the guild leader who practically ruled the Tower.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Backstage, we walked until no one would be able to see us anymore. Only then did the Black Witch heave a deep breath and grab my hands.
    

    
      “That was perfect, Death King!” The Black Witch’s eyes were shining. She really didn’t look like the same person who had maintained her poker face throughout the press conference. “When did you learn how to do an interview? Great job!”
    

    
      
        I just did what the Fire Emperor wouldn’t do.
      
    

    
      “Your politeness was a big plus factor! People like a hero, but what they like better is a hero who’ll bow to them! Sure, you shouldn’t be too polite since that would make you look servile… but your balance was perfect! It was incredible!”
    

    
      
        I just said what the Fire Emperor wouldn’t say.
      
    

    
      “I didn’t know you were good at handling the media too. Ahhh… Where have you been all this time, kid? You clear the Tower and create a good media image on your own. My shoulders feel ten times lighter…!”
    

    
      What? I felt a prick in my conscience when I saw her this happy, but I really couldn’t tell her that I had just acted the opposite of a psychopath.
    

    
      “Tell me whenever you want something. Money? Fame? Power? A lover? Don’t worry, I’ll get you anything that’s in the Tower.”
    

    
      “Well, it’s okay. I’m already taking what I want… Black Dragon Master, what was with that ’comrades that are more than friends’ earlier? I didn’t let it show, but I was really surprised.”
    

    
      “Oh, that?” The Black Witch shrugged nonchalantly. “It’s nothing. I intentionally put up a bit of a smokescreen.”
    

    
      “Smokescreen?”
    

    
      “Yeah; even if it isn’t true, the media will be all over your so-called romance scandal. It’ll damage your image, so it’s better to put up a smokescreen and draw attention to you and me.”
    

    
      “Is that so…?” I wasn’t sure if that was true because of my lack of experience in handling the media.
    

    
      The Black Witch chuckled. “Don’t worry, Death King. I’ve been handling the media on my own for years, so you can trust me on this one. Leave the expert in charge. Do you understand?”
    

    
      “Ah, okay.”
    

    
      It felt weird for some reason… Yes, I felt like a mysterious monster was out to get me, but I was in Babylon, not a hunting ground. There was no monster. Was I imagining things?
    

    
      
        —Tsk, tsk, tsk.
      
       The Guardian clicked his tongue. 
      
        You’re pathetic, Zombie. You have a head, but not a brain. So how can I not call you Zombie? You call yourself a Hunter and yet you don’t know you’re walking to your death. Gosh.
      
    

    
      
        What the heck are you on about?
      
    

    
      
        —You’re pathetic! Pathetic!
      
       The Guardian pounded his chest in frustration. He already looked ape-like, so pounding his chest really made him look like a gorilla.
    

    
      Just then, loud shouts erupted from the opposite side of the stage. They were a little different from the cheers meant for us.
    

    
      “Ten!”
    

    
      “Nine!”
    

    
      “Eight!”
    

    
      They were counting down together. I stopped talking to the Guardian and looked up at the sky.
    

    
      
        [00:00:05]
      
    

    
      The time for the twenty-first floor’s opening was approaching.
    

    
      “Three!”
    

    
      “Two!”
    

    
      “One!”
    

    
      
        [00:00:00]
      
    

    
      The countdown burst into a shower of light, making the crowd cheer wildly. As if answering their excitement, the particles of light gathered again, taking the form of a goddess.
    

    
      
        [Greetings to the warriors who climb the Tower.]
      
    

    
      
        [Congratulations for breaking through the Demon King’s shadow of resentment.]
      
    

    
      It was the opening of a new stage. Perhaps because the people had seen the goddess before, they just chattered joyfully.
    

    
      
        —Zombie, 
      
      the Guardian said in a concerned voice.
    

    
      I nodded. 
      
        Yes. It’s okay. I won’t let my guard down.
      
    

    
      However, I had experienced the Tower in the past, so I knew that the twenty-first floor was entirely different from the twentieth floor; it was just as drastic as the transition between the first ten tutorial stages and the whole new stage that had greeted us on the eleventh floor.
    

    
      
        [This is a shelter for the outcast.]
      
    

    
      
        [You could have given up on challenging the Tower’s stages.]
      
    

    
      
        [You could have chosen to stay on the first floor of the Tower forever.]
      
    

    
      
        [However, you made a choice when you cleared the tenth and twentieth floors.]
      
    

    
      Her voice reverberated in the vast sky.
    

    
      [
      
        You have decided to see the Tower’s top.]
      
    

    
      
        [Therefore, it is only right to answer your determination.]
      
    

    
      Without a warning, white light enveloped us. It wasn’t just me and the Black Witch—I could hear panicked voices coming from the plaza.
    

    
      “W-what?!”
    

    
      “I-I didn’t say anything…”
    

    
      The biggest difference from the last time was that the white light took us even though no one said “Send me.”
    

    
      Bewildered, the Black Witch looked at her feet. “…Wait, the Tower is teleporting us by force?”
    

    
      She was right.
    

    
      
        [Those of you who decided to climb up the Tower..]
      
    

    
      
        [Those of you who climb up the Tower.]
      
    

    
      
        [Those of you who readily received your new names and became the Tower’s warriors.]
      
    

    
      The goddess held her hands together against her chest as if she were praying for someone.
    

    
      
        [Only you, the chosen warriors, shall carry out the honorable mission.]
      
    

    
      The white light covered my vision.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 55: The Ultimate Fan (3)

    
      Latecomers were at a disadvantage in any field. Many fields were bloody oceans which were dominated by very experienced frontrunners, but the latecomers had to jump into the fray and prove their value. It was difficult—making their way in a place like that was like charging an entrenched enemy. The Tower wasn’t any different.
    

    
      “…Welcome, warriors who climb up the Tower!”
    

    
      When the white light subsided and I opened my eyes again, it wasn’t the voice of the goddess that welcomed us, it was the voice of a child of unclear gender. The child was up in the air, looking down at us abruptly summoned Hunters.
    

    
      “I’ve been anxiously waiting for you. Every day was like three years to me!”
    

    
      His clothes were airy and superficially resembled a traditional eastern outfit—however, they were completely different up close. Aside from his long sleeves, nothing about his clothes was traditional. Actually, his sleeves were far from ordinary too. They were five meters long.
    

    
      “But that’s okay. A life is a journey that starts and ends an encounter. In the end, the meaning of life is in reflecting on who you met. Waiting is a spice that adds deep flavor to life!”
    

    
      It was said that the finishing touch of fashion was the looks of the person who wore them. Even if clothes were very special, their appeal depended on who wore them. On that note, the child with five-meter-long sleeves was certainly special.
    

    
      “Once again, let me offer you my sincerest welcome to the Great Library of All Life!” 
    

    
      
        [Constellation Indoor Librarian welcomes you!]
      
    

    
      The Constellation, the manager and representative of the twenty-first to the thirtieth floors, spread his arms wide and smiled. Unfortunately, no one cared for his greetings. The Hunters were yet to understand the situation, so they were busy looking around at their surroundings.
    

    
      “Uhhh… Uhhh…”
    

    
      “What? Why was I suddenly teleported?”
    

    
      “Where am I?”
    

    
      Several hundred people were here, all talking in panic. Most of them were people who had been chanting the countdown together in the plaza. However, there were also those who had been spending time elsewhere.
    

    
      “Ahhhhh!”
    

    
      “Don’t l-look at us!”
    

    
      Embarrassed screams erupted from all across the library. Some Hunters had been teleported in the middle of their showers. Several people who appeared to be lovers were naked. Those who were looking around with half-opened eyes seemed to have been teleported in the middle of their sleep.
    

    
      Many Hunters’ privacy was jarringly interrupted and they were thrown out into the open, leaving them alarmed and confused.
    

    
      “Oops. I believe I was a little inconsiderate.” The Indoor Librarian grinned and flicked his fingers.
    

    
      Big book covers flew in from somewhere. They had holes for heads, arms, and legs, and went to the naked Hunters and used themselves to dress them.
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      “T-thank god.”
    

    
      The Hunters heaved a sigh of relief. The situation was a little awkward for me too, so I was equally relieved.
    

    
      “What the h-heck is this…?”
    

    
      The Hunters wearing the covers made long faces because they looked like they were in Gundam suits made out of cardboard. They were the minority opinion, however. After a mess of embarrassment, the Hunters finally regained their composure and their gazes gradually made their way to the Constellation.
    

    
      “…Who are you?” the Black Witch asked on the Hunters’ behalf. “And what is this place…”
    

    
      “Ah, I’m just a nobody who manages a somewhat large library, Black Witch. Compared to you, I’m a lot closer to an extra, so I would prefer that you pretend I’m not here.”
    

    
      The Black Witch furrowed her brows and pursed her lips. She didn’t know who the kid was, but he knew her. That didn’t feel right with her. It was only natural—I was somewhat used to these Constellations after making the Demon King of Autumn Rain and Goddess of Protection my subordinates, but the Constellations were still mysteries to other Hunters.
    

    
      “…A somewhat large library,” I remarked. “Well, it doesn’t look 
      
        somewhat
      
       large.”
    

    
      The twenty-first stage was one giant library. In fact, giant might be an understatement. We were surrounded by bookcases. I could see more bookcases far into the distance and the floor and ceiling also seemed to be made from bookcases. This place was like a world of endless bookcases.
    

    
      The master of this world looked at me, his eyes sparkling like those of an innocent child. “I see. You’re the Death King.”
    

    
      I narrowed my eyes.
    

    
      “Ah, you don’t have to be so guarded. I’m truly harmless, everyone. I sincerely want to welcome you. To me, all of you are like the heroes from the epics.”
    

    
      I knew what he meant because I had regressed over four thousand days. This place was no ordinary library. But I pretended I knew nothing and asked, “Heroes from epics?”
    

    
      “It’s like this.” The Indoor Librarian flicked his fingers.
    

    
      Two hardcover books were pulled from the bookcases. They circled around the Indoor Librarian. On the covers were written 
      
        Chronicle of the Aegim Empire
      
       and 
      
        The Story of the City of Ascension
      
       respectively.
    

    
      “My hobby is reading books, but the books in my library are far from ordinary. They are the records of your history—the history of the worlds where the Towers are built.” The Indoor Librarian stroked the spine of the book with his thin finger. “You all must be wondering why you were the only people summoned out of the many warriors. The reason is simple! It’s because you people are the only ones who have character names.”
    

    
      “…Character names?”
    

    
      “You call them titles.” The Indoor Librarian looked down at us with a gentle smile. “All 302 people here are warriors with titles.”
    

    
      “Only the Hunters with titles were summoned?”
    

    
      “O-other people…”
    

    
      “Wait, so we have to clear the Tower on our own?”
    

    
      Yes, he wasn’t talking about the real names that Hunters had been using since they were born. The tickets used to the twenty-first floor and onward were Hunter titles, which were given by the Tower.
    

    
      
        …That’s why before my regression, I was stuck on the same floors after the twentieth floor was cleared.
      
    

    
      The frontrunners were those who had titles and the latecomers were those without titles. The gap between the two groups would widen over time.
    

    
      I touched the dagger hanging on my waist. It… was my little ritual to calm down.
    

    
      
        I’m different from old me.
      
    

    
      The loser without a Skill or a title had been stuck on the same floors after the twentieth floor had been cleared. However, that loser was gone. The person standing here right now was the new Rank 3 Hunter.
    

    
      
        I won’t fall behind before I can even try clearing the floors.
      
    

    
      Unlike me, not many Hunters were able to maintain their composure. Even the Black Witch was obviously perplexed.
    

    
      “I can’t believe it,” she muttered. “Three hundred people? That’s too few to clear the Tower…”
    

    
      “Don’t worry!” The Indoor Librarian waved the 
      
        Chronicle of the Aegim Empire
      
       and laughed. “Three of you successfully protected the Aegim Empire, and there’s over a hundred times as many of you here now! I’m sure you’ll clear my stages very easily. Have some confidence!”
    

    
      The Hunters exchanged nervous glances with each other. In the center of this great, seemingly endless library, a little over three hundred Hunters looked like a speck of sand on a beach.
    

    
      “Let’s get on with it, Mr. Librarian,” I quickly said before the anxiety could get out of control.
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “I get that you’re excited to meet live people after so long, but we want to climb up the Tower quickly. And you didn’t even give us a quest yet. Can you please keep moving?”
    

    
      “Haha. Hahaha.” The Indoor Librarian laughed quietly. “I see! I was so happy that I didn’t even give you the quest. But explaining every detail isn’t really my thing…”
    

    
      He flicked his finger again and hundreds of hardcover books began to circle him.
    

    
      “Let’s see. Which one will make you feel it right in your bones…? This apocalyptic book is too dull. This apocalypse is too quiet… Ah, yes! This one will be the best.” The Indoor Librarian grabbed a book and opened it, bathing his face with white light. “Keep in mind that this is just a preview. Don’t be too surprised.”
    

    
      The wave of light struck us.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      All of the Hunters were teleported somewhere. I didn’t know where it was, but it was clear that it wasn’t our world. I had never seen buildings in this style—they were like a forest of termite mounds that had been magnified hundreds of times.
    

    
      The Hunters and I were high in the sky. Below our feet were buildings that they had never seen or heard about. Someone screamed; maybe they feared heights. The Hunters weren’t falling one bit, but they instinctively clung to each other.
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian watched them and smiled. “Like I mentioned, the records that are gathered in my library aren’t ordinary history books or novels. It’s a little—no, a lot more sophisticated than that!”
    

    
      The Great Library of All Life was where the worlds were stored in the form of books.
    

    
      “This is the world you cleared.” The Indoor Librarian tapped the book titled 
      
        Chronicle of the Aegim Empire
      
      . “And that is your world!”
    

    
      He pointed at 
      
        The Story of the Ascension City
      
      .
    

    
      There were hundreds of other books flying around the Indoor Librarian. The childish-looking Constellation gazed at his books endearingly.
    

    
      “These books are known by many names. While some call them epics, I’ve also heard people calling them chronicles or sagas—but there’s one name I prefer the most.” The Indoor Librarian turned back to look at us.
    

    
      “Apocalyptic books.” His peculiar laughter danced through the sky. “Your apocalyptic book is… being serialized, if I may. The long prologue is over, and now you’re climbing the Tower in earnest. That’s the part where that gets fun. But not all apocalyptic books make it smoothly to serialization like yours.”
    

    
      At that moment, something descended from the sky. No, that was too docile a description of what it was doing—it was tearing the sky apart.
    

    
      “It’s tragic, but there are apocalyptic books which stopped publishing.”
    

    
      Burning meteors rained down on the mound-like buildings. With a thunderous 
      
        boom,
      
       the world shook. The land cracked and the sky split. The city where other intelligent beings had lived was destroyed without a trace.
    

    
      The clouds of dust created by the rain of meteors hit us. The Hunters screamed. In the impenetrable darkness that followed, the only thing we heard was the Indoor Librarian’s voice.
    

    
      “This isn’t the only book. There are a lot of them.”
    

    
      I heard the sound of a book being closed. At the same time, the clouds of dust, the destroyed city, the cracked land, and the torn sky vanished. New worlds unfolded below us.
    

    
      “The apocalyptic book just now was discontinued because of stones… but now it’s water!”
    

    
      A tsunami that could drown the sky devoured the city. In truth, that was too massive to call it a wave; however, it was too destructive to be even a tsunami. It was more than a disaster. As the tsunami was right in front of them, the Hunters burst into screams again.
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian sighed plaintively. “Ahhh. How tragic is that?”
    

    
      All humans in one world died from a plague. Due to losing every drop of water, sand covered an entire world. Volcanoes erupted in another, and their smoke clouds blocked the sky. There was even a world where a zombie virus was rampant.
    

    
      “All of them are humans like you. They were alive and were writing a story of their own. However, everything ended before they could pen their majestic ending. No, it was before they even met a proper ending. It all happened because of a very unfair reason.” The Indoor Librarian closed the book. “I call that discontinued serialization...”
    

    
      Hundreds of books still circled him.
    

    
      “But you would call that doom.”
    

    
      We were now back in the giant library.
    

    
      “Bl-blargh…”
    

    
      “Blarghhhhhh!”
    

    
      All across the library, Hunters began vomiting. They had just witnessed the fall of dozens of worlds. Although they weren’t injured physically, many Hunters were mentally driven to the breaking point.
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian watched us.
    

    
      “The quest I’m going to give you is simple: pick eight discontinued apocalyptic books.”
    

    
      Pick eight doomed worlds.
    

    
      “I want to finish reading the discontinued apocalyptic books!”
    

    
      Help him continue reading the stories of the doomed worlds.
    

    
      “Go into the eight apocalyptic books.”
    

    
      Enter the eight worlds.
    

    
      “Save the books from getting discontinued!”
    

    
      Save them from their doom.
    

    
      “This is the quest I give all of you.”
    

    
      Those were the quests of the twenty-second to the twenty-ninth floors. As they continued to vomit, the Hunters heard the voice.
    

    
      
        [Initiating the twenty-second floor’s quest.]
      
      
        [1]
      
    

    
      A window of letters showed up in front of them.
    

    
      
        
          Remake the World (Book 1) 
        
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty level: Undecided
      
    

    
      
        Goal: There are many worlds and many dooms. Constellation: Indoor Librarian calls this phenomenon the discontinued serialization. The worlds met discontinued serialization for an unfair reason, so the Indoor Librarian wants the stories to continue.
      
    

    
      
        Pick one of the apocalyptic books in which serialization stopped! If you successfully save the world, it will be registered as the twenty-second floor.
      
    

    
      
        ※However, the twenty-second floor will not open if you fail the quest. 
      
    

    
      That Constellation was a bookworm and fanboy of all worlds. 
    

    
      “So…” I slowly opened my mouth. “...you don’t like the ending and you would like us to rewrite the books?”
    

    
      “That’s right!” The Indoor Librarian smiled sheepishly. “I do so hope you’ll satiate my reading tastes!”
    

    
      Our mission was to rewrite the endings of the worlds for this bookworm.
    

    

    
      1. It seems the twenty-first floor is a lobby for the twenty-second to the thirtieth floor. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 56: Bibliomania (1)

    
      The great library fell silent. The Hunters with weak stomachs vomited; those with strong stomachs contemplated the quest window in front of them.
    

    
      Only the Indoor Librarian spoke.
    

    
      “Oh, please clean up your own vomit. That’s basic manners. Maintaining the library’s cleanliness is only possible with the cooperation of all visitors.”
    

    
      He clapped, his five-meter-long sleeves fluttering. From the dark shadow behind the bookcases, mysterious entities approached. They had limbs, so at a cursory glance they looked like humans. 
    

    
      However, the Black Witch immediately furrowed her brows. “…Bookmarks?”
    

    
      The mysterious entities’ torsos were bookmarks with weird drawings in the middle—an impression of a traditional maid’s uniform.
    

    
      “Oh, you’re spot on. They are bookmark maids!” The Indoor Librarian stuck his nose in the air and pompously put his hands on his waist. “They’ll tend to you until you clear the thirtieth floor.”
    

    
      The bookmark maids bowed.
    

    
      “When you want to eat or go to the bathroom, you can tell the maids. They may not look like it, but they’re quite competent.”
    

    
      “They’re… monsters, right?” the Black Witch queried. 
    

    
      “Hah.” The Indoor Librarian hid a grin behind his sleeve. “You can think of them that way.”
    

    
      The smile on his face couldn’t be heard in his voice. It was a startling contrast to the cheerfulness he had shown so far.
    

    
      “You have a few things to be careful of during your stay here,” the Indoor Librarian said. “First, don’t ever touch the books without my permission. Don’t even lay a finger on them. I shed blood, sweat, and tears to collect all of these books. There is only one of each of these apocalyptic books in this universe. Those yahoos who would put their hands on books without the owner’s permission—”
    

    
      “Fuck!” a Hunter spat. “You’ve got to be kidding me. That just means you’re the boss!”
    

    
      “…
      
        Hmmm.
      
      ” The Indoor Librarian raised an eyebrow.
    

    
      “Hey! Grab your weapons, you guys! Forget the quest, we’ll clear the thirtieth floor right away if we kill him! There are three hundred of us, so we can crush him if we attack together!”
    

    
      The Hunters stirred. The Indoor Librarian didn’t really stop the instigator. He simply watched with a plastered-on smile. The Constellation’s silence made the instigator more confident. 
    

    
      “He’s just a kid! We can beat him!” the Hunter shouted. “If some boy cleared the twentieth floor on his own, there’s no reason we can’t do it!”
    

    
      So he was dragging me in now.
    

    
      People of all shapes and sizes looked at me. Their eyes were each different colors too. However, the emotions in them were the same: jealousy and greed. I was very familiar with these emotions.
    

    
      “You should stay out of this! The guild leaders should stand down too! I already don’t like how you took all the credit from the eleventh floor up. It’s like you guys are the only ones who represent the Tower. And you find some boy and fabricate a new hero—did you really think nobody would notice your scheme?”
    

    
      That set the Black Witch off.
    

    
      “Who do you think—!”
    

    
      “Don’t.” I grabbed her wrist.
    

    
      “Death King, if you leave those brats like that—”
    

    
      “Still, you should still hold yourself back,” I whispered. “Everything is being broadcast live now.”
    

    
      The Black Witch blinked. “Live broadcast? What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “We’re being aired on a hologram in the plaza.”
    

    
      Before, I couldn’t set foot on the twenty-first floor because I had been without a title, yet I knew the stages and quests in detail.
    

    
      “It’s like a television program. People in the plaza are watching everything we’re doing in real-time,” I added.
    

    
      “Why…?”
    

    
      “The Constellation said that we’re characters from a book,” I quietly reminded her. “So there have to be readers.”
    

    
      I had watched everything from the plaza before. I may not have been part of clearing the floors… but I had seen how the Hunters with titles had cleared the twenty-first to the thirtieth floors from beginning to end.
    

    
      
        They should be able to see the hologram in the plaza right now. 
      
    

    
      Hundreds of thousands of “readers” were watching every word of our dialogue and each move in real time. We were truly on a stage.
    

    
      “Don’t let your guard down because we’re the only ones here, Black Dragon Master. If you say or do something bad, people will remember it forever.”
    

    
      The Black Witch immediately understood how scary that was. “…I see. Clearing the floors isn’t the most important objective here.”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes, what matters is how we clear it.”
    

    
      We had to play our roles and look like real heroes from a book so people—no, readers wouldn’t find faults later. 
    

    
      “We’re already in a book named 
      
        The Great Library of All Life
      
      .”
    

    
      
        [Welcome, Death King.]
      
    

    
      That voice that didn’t belong to the Black Witch or the Indoor Librarian. It was the Tower, giving me a message that I expected whenever a quest was given.
    

    
      
        [Your rewards for clearing the twentieth floor will be given now.]
      
    

    
      I suppressed a smile. It was time to receive the prize for protecting the Aegim Empire and its world.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The Tower was cruel to the late runners, but the front runners were richly rewarded.
    

    
      
        [You have received the God of Beauty’s blessing for clearing the normal stage.]
      
    

    
      
        [You can now observe the affinities of characters on the twenty-first through the thirtieth floors.]
      
    

    
      That wasn’t the only reward. I still had the reward for clearing the hidden quest.
    

    
      
        [You have received the God of Serpents’ blessing for clearing the hidden stage.]
      
    

    
      
        [You can now observe the state of mind of characters on the twenty-first through the thirtieth floors.]
      
    

    
      
        Good! These rewards are just what I need! 
      
      I thought. 
    

    
      The key to this quest was how well I played my role. However, I couldn’t do it perfectly on my own; acting was a team exercise. I needed to know the mental states of other people, the characters.
    

    
      
        Show me my status window.
      
    

    
      Before I began working on the quest, I examined my status.
    

    
      
        Name: Kim Gong-Ja
      
    

    
      
        Class: D
      
    

    
      
        Skills (5/6):
      
    

    
      
        1. I Want To Be Like You(S+)
      
    

    
      
        2. Returner’s Clockwork(EX)
      
    

    
      
        3. Sword Constellation(A+)
      
    

    
      
        4. High Society of Goblins(F) 
      
    

    
      
        5. Monster Legion Reincarnation (SSS)
      
    

    
      
        6. None
      
    

    
      
        ※The God of Beauty’s blessing is active.
      
    

    
      
        ※The God of Serpents’ blessing is active.
      
    

    
      
        Okay. 
      
      I quietly looked at the Black Witch. Only then did I realize that I was still holding onto her wrist and had to let go of it as naturally as possible. I tried to command the system in a manner that sounded somewhat legitimate. 
      
        Show me the character window.
      
    

    
      A new, totally unfamiliar kind of system window showed up in the form of a hologram.
    

    
      
        Name: Black Witch
      
    

    
      
        Affection: 82
      
    

    
      
        Liked genre: Romance
      
    

    
      
        Disliked genre: History
      
    

    
      
        Liked characters: Prince Charming, younger men, wild men, naive men 
      
    

    
      
        Disliked characters: Psychopaths, soldiers, politicians, incompetent female lead
      
    

    
      
        Liked plot points: Repay gratitude, sacrifice for the greater good
      
    

    
      
        Disliked plot points: Amnesia, betrayal, female leads’ misunderstanding
      
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          If what we’re doing here is being broadcasted in Babylon… I have to act noble for the future. Clearing the floors is a secondary goal. Yes, I need to be strategic with every move. The wisest tactic is…
        
      
    

    
      I was at a loss for words. My silence made the Black Witch grow more serious, fearing that I was having a problem.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “N-no, it’s nothing.”
    

    
      “…That’s fine, but please tell me immediately if there’s other information I should know. I’m working on a plan right now.”
    

    
      “O-okay.” 
    

    
      The Black Witch turned away and lost herself in thought. She looked very serious. As I looked at her from the side, indescribable guilt hit me.
    

    
      
        What? I… feel like I peeked at someone else’s diary…
      
    

    
      As the Guardian and I shared my consciousness, he was already rolling in the air, laughing.
    

    
      
        —HAHAHAHAHAHAHA! Prince Charming! Prince Charming…!
      
       
      
        Hahahaha! Her elixir of eternal youth is the only reason she can hide how old she is! But she still wants her Prince Charming! Zombie, get a fancy horse from somewhere and ride it in front of her! You’re a so-called hero, right? And a hero with a crown is a prince! Wow, you guys are perfect for each other!
      
    

    
      I stared at the Guardian.
    

    
      
        —Hmm? What’s with that look? Don’t give me that.
      
    

    
      
        Show me the character window.
      
    

    
      
        —Huh? Hey! Kim Zombie, what are you doing?! Hey! Hey! 
      
      The Guardian, flustered, waved his hands. However, it didn’t stop the system. The Guardian’s long character window exposed his very soul to me.
    

    
      
        Name: Sword Emperor
      
    

    
      
        Affection: 59
      
    

    
      
        Liked genre: Murim
      
    

    
      
        Disliked genre: Everything else
      
    

    
      
        Liked characters: Machoes, rivals, mothers
      
    

    
      
        Disliked characters: Weak people, pushovers
      
    

    
      
        Liked plot points: Victory, refreshing moments
      
    

    
      
        Disliked plot points: Defeats, frustrating moments
      
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          Fuck! Don’t tell me it works on me too!
        
      
    

    
      I almost burst out laughing. 
      
        M-mothers. Mr. Sword Emperor, I didn’t know you were a mama’s b—
      
    

    
      
        —I’ll kill you!
      
       The Guardian glared at me. He was actually losing it.
      
         I’ll kill you! Fuck! Turn it off right now! Erase it from your memory, you little shit! I’ll blow your head off if you don’t! I will literally kill you! I won’t be your friend!
      
    

    
      It had been a while since the Guardian and I first met, but I’d never seen him panicking like this. Well, the more pressured someone was, the more they would run their mouth.
    

    
      Unlike him, I was very relaxed.
    

    
      
        Why don’t you be more polite until I clear the thirtieth floor? Or else I might just pull up your character window whenever I have a chance.
      
    

    
      The Guardian huffed and puffed. The blasts from his nostril were amazing, but meaningless. He couldn’t beat me or stop me from using the ability on him.
    

    
      
        —You’ll see! Someday, it’ll all come back to bite you!  
      
    

    
      I laughed. His threat wasn’t scary at all.
    

    
      While I tested the new ability, the Hunters had divided into two sides. One side was made up of extremists; they and the instigator wanted to hunt the “boss monster” together. The other Hunters were cautious and were waiting to see how the situation turned out. There were about one hundred extremists, and the rest were in the cautious group.
    

    
      “How foolish,” the Sword Star sneered, the first thing he’d said since arriving. He watched the extremists contemptuously. “Have you already forgotten what the Constellation just showed us? If he wanted to, he could simply throw us into one of those worlds and walk away, yet you still want to pick a fight with him. You’re all crazy. Well, I won’t stop you if mass suicide is what you’re aiming for.”
    

    
      Half of the extremists immediately broke away from the group, leaving behind fifty Hunters.
    

    
      “Hey!” the instigator yelled. “Don’t chicken out! The Death King cleared the tenth and twentieth floors on his own! That’s how all boss monsters are. The Five Guilds are trying to monopolize the trophies! If you want to wag your tail to the Five Guild all your lives, then fine! Get lost!”
    

    
      The instigator seemed to hold quite a high ranking, judging from the fact that fifty people were still hooked by what he was saying.
    

    
      
        He may lead a decent guild even though it’s not one of the Five Guilds, 
      
      I thought. 
    

    
      However, I couldn’t recall his face or his title. The Fire Emperor, Master Alchemist, Black Witch, Sword Star… I remembered all of the High Rankers and had fanboyed over every one of them. If I didn’t remember the instigator, there had to be a good reason for it.
    

    
      “Hmm… Have you settled on your stance?” The Indoor Librarian looked down at the fifty extremists. Hundreds of books were circling around him like planets orbiting the sun.
    

    
      “Yeah, you boss monster shit! Fifty people will be enough to crush a kid like y—!”
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but I don’t really like cliches.” The Indoor Librarian grabbed a book titled 
      
        The Epic of the Sealed World.
      
       “I’ll make it quick.”
    

    
      He opened the book, lighting up the library with a flash of light. It was quickly followed by a mass of dark tentacles crawling out and striking the extremists.
    

    
      “W-what?”
    

    
      “In this apocalyptic book, only one wizard survived the fall of humanity,” the Indoor Librarian narrated. “Well, after multiple trials, the wizard became closer to a tentacle monster, than a human. Still, I like this protagonist quite a lot. He’s my ninth favorite protagonist.”
    

    
      The tentacles took hold of the extremists and held them up in the air one by one.
    

    
      “
      
        Ahhhhhhh!
      
      ” 
    

    
      
        The Epic of Sealed World 
      
      soon swallowed the extremists.
    

    
      “H-help me!”
    

    
      The extremists who had been lucky enough to dodge the tentacles began to run, but it was no use. More tentacles, ten times as many as before, shot out of the book. They grabbed the Hunters by their wrists, waists, and ankles.
    

    
      “This wizard, my ninth favorite character, specializes in sealing magic, and I’m like his customer. I occasionally provide him with “materials”, and
      
         
      
      the wizard will readily do my commissions.”
    

    
      The fifty extremists were eaten by the book in no time.
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian grinned. “Like so.”
    

    
      With its gluttony sated, 
      
        The Epic of Sealed World 
      
      started vomiting something out. We watched it with tightly held breaths. I couldn’t see them from here… but the crowd in the plaza was probably doing the same.
    

    
      The book vomited out bookmarks. They were as tall as humans and had limbs.
    

    
      “Oh, yes. The wizard’s hobby is dressing up his artwork in maid uniforms.”
    

    
      The bookmarks had drawings of maid uniforms in the middle.
    

    
      “He’s a little bit of a pervert. Well, he’s humanity’s last survivor, so it would be more odd if he’d kept his sanity.”
    

    
      The Hunters looked around and saw fifty bookmark maids quietly standing at attention. To the Hunters’ dismay, a little farther away, thousands of bookmark maids were working, with mops or cutlery. That was what we could see right now, but the great library stretched beyond the horizon. How many bookmark maids were in this entire library? 
    

    
      The Hunters were utterly silent.
    

    
      “Yes, it’s a lot cleaner now! The useless extras have been taken care of.” The Indoor Librarian closed the book. “Do you feel like becoming protagonists now?”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 57: Bibliomania (2)

    
      The Hunters sat in a circle. In the center were hundreds of apocalyptic books. The Hunters and I had to choose from the pile, but no one dared to approach it. It was only natural—fifty fellow Hunters had only just been eaten by one of those books. Everyone was either scared or depressed. It would take someone truly insane to laugh in this situation.
    

    
      “Hahahaha! It’s quite a loss to have fifty of us eliminated.”
    

    
      Surprisingly, we had one such maniac among us. He had blond hair and looked like a boy. He was recognized as the Tower’s number-one madman: the Inquisitor. 
    

    
      The Inquisitor stroked his chin. “But marching forward comes with sacrifice. We shouldn’t let their sacrifice be in vain! Let us devote ourselves to clearing the floors! Pull yourselves together! We almost lost one hundred people. It was very lucky that it ended with fifty people. Instead of mourning what we lost, we should celebrate what we protected!”
    

    
      The more the Inquisitor said, the more the mood dropped. 
    

    
      The bookmark maids continued to bustle around us, serving hot coffee and black tea that they had produced from somewhere. Of around two hundred fifty Hunters, the Inquisitor was the only one who gladly accepted the drink. As he sipped on the black tea, the Inquisitor tilted his head in confusion. “Is no one else having any? It’s pretty good.”
    

    
      “First of all,” I interrupted—it was no good to let a psychopath talk for a long time. “Mr. Inquisitor, please shut up.”
    

    
      “Eh? Why?”
    

    
      “Your words dampen our spirits. We can’t let them drop any further, so please shut up until I say otherwise.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , that’s a real problem.” The Inquisitor beamed. “Okay, Mr. Death King! I’ll gladly shut up!”
    

    
      The Hunters looked back and forth between the Inquisitor and me. They shouldn’t look at me that way; I just got the hang of handling that weirdo.
    

    
      I raised my voice, eager to change the mood. “Now, I’m sure all of you know by now that we shouldn’t attack the Constellation over there. Right now, we need to carry out the quest he gave us.”
    

    
      The Hunters slowly turned their attention to me. I could feel the pressure in my gut, but I endured it.
    

    
      
        I’m now the Rank 3 Hunter, which means I have the third-strongest say in this matter! 
      
    

    
      I needed attention to feel like a second skin.
    

    
      “But the quest isn’t necessarily bad for us,” I said, feigning nonchalance. “Please take a look at the quest window, everyone.”
    

    
      The Hunters looked at the air. They were probably looking at the same system window as mine.
    

    
      
        
          Remake the World
        
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty level: Undecided
      
    

    
      
        Goal: There are many worlds and many dooms. Constellation Indoor Librarian calls this phenomenon the discontinued serialization. The worlds met discontinued serialization for an unfair reason, so the Indoor Librarian wants the stories to continue.
      
    

    
      
        Pick one of the apocalyptic books in which serialization stopped! If you successfully save the world, it will be registered as the twenty-second floor.
      
    

    
      
        ※However, the twenty-second floor will not open if you fail the quest. 
      
    

    
      “Have you all finished reading it?” I asked.
    

    
      The Hunters nodded. Some even answered, “Yes.” Perhaps it was because I successfully shut the Inquisitor up. For the time being, it looked like none of the Hunters would challenge my authority.
    

    
      “The last part is the most important here. ‘If you successfully save the world, it will be registered as the twenty-second floor.’ Do you get what that means?”
    

    
      The Hunters looked confused. They didn’t know how amazing that reward was.
    

    
      “Our reward depends on which world we save. Let’s say we clear a world where a lot of diamonds are buried! Then it becomes our twenty-second floor.”
    

    
      The Hunters’ eyes lit up. 
    

    
      “The world of diamonds is just an example. We’re in the Tower, so we don’t need some lumps of carbon. But what if the world we save is abundant with food, water, or minerals?”
    

    
      “Self-sufficiency…” the Black Witch mumbled. “We really could be self-sufficient.”
    

    
      “That’s what I’m talking about.” I stood up and walked toward the pile of apocalyptic books that the Indoor Librarian had selected for us.
    

    
      “H-hey, Death King!” the Viper yelled behind me. “If you touch that, the tentacle monster will…”
    

    
      I grabbed a book from the pile at random. The Hunters gasped and shut their eyes. Some even ran away, scared that the tentacle monster would show up again. One second… two seconds… three seconds… Nothing happened. The apocalyptic book sat in my hand like any ordinary book.
    

    
      “What?” The Viper slowly opened his eye. “Nothing happened…”
    

    
      “Haha.” The Indoor Librarian’s laughter floated down to us. “That’s right! Unless I use my ability, these are just ordinary books. Although there are some forbidden books that will endanger you as soon as you touch them, they are sealed very deep in the library, so don’t worry.”
    

    
      I nodded. I opened the book in my hand and another system window showed up, displaying information on the book.
    

    
      
        
          The Story of Sormwin Academy
        
      
    

    
      
        Genre: Romance, fantasy
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty level: D
      
    

    
      
        Required challengers: 4~5 people
      
    

    
      
        ※Serialization is currently discontinued. 
      
    

    
      
        Description: Sormwin is a prestigious magic academy where friendship, healthy rivalry, love, and jealousy can be found just like any other place. This apocalyptic book could have remained an ordinary academy novel if only an artifact capable of destroying the world hadn’t been sealed in the academy’s basement!
      
    

    
      
        Reason for discontinuation of serialization: The villainess loses her fiance, the Crown Prince, to a female student who has been given a second chance in life. This drives the villainess mad, so she unseals the artifact, releasing a great demon and bringing destruction to the world.
      
    

    
      The reason for the discontinued serialization, the cause of the world’s damnation, was really sad. It would have been better if the world had been doomed because of a meteor strike or a tsunami.
    

    
      
        I pity the world. It was doomed because of some children’s romantic squabble…
      
    

    
      I could understand why the Indoor Librarian was mad.
    

    
      
        The ice in the crown prince’s eyes cracked like blue jewels as understanding dawned. The long misunderstanding that had divided him and her melted away, though it took two lifetimes. 
      
    

    
      
        “Ahhh. My other half has been here all along. Lady Sylvia, you complete me,” the crown prince lamented as he dropped to his knee.
      
    

    
      
        Sylvia, on the verge of tears, held her breath. It suddenly dawned on them that they would never be able to forget this moment.
      
    

    
      
        And then the crown prince exploded.
      
    

    
      
        Sylvia gasped, but she was the next one to blow up. As her consciousness faded away, the last thing she heard was screams coming from all directions.
      
    

    
      
        “Ahhhhhhhh!”
      
    

    
      
        “It’s a demon! A demon is here!”
      
    

    
      
        “We’re cursed.”
      
    

    
      
        It was the end of the world.
      
    

    
      If a romance novel I was enjoying suddenly ended like that, I would go crazy. Any readers would. It was annoying in novels, so it would be even worse for a real world to end like that. Well, that wasn’t important right now.
    

    
      “Everyone, why don’t you come over here and look through these books?” I yelled at the Hunters. “Each book has a different difficulty level and story. We have to pick carefully! Their difficulty level needs to be within our capabilities, and their worlds should be as useful as possible!”
    

    
      Some of the Hunters stood up, but most of them just glanced at each other.
    

    
      
        —Idiot, it’s because you’re speaking politely to them. Do you still not understand that it’s impossible to reason with Hunters? 
      
      the Guardian said. 
      
        You currently have to handle two hundred and fifty Hunters. The only chance you have of getting through their heads is bossing them around, and even then your odds aren’t great.
      
    

    
      
        Are you serious? 
      
      I asked.
    

    
      
        —You hear [Your presence has become stronger] whenever you level up, right? Do you know what it means? It means [Your ego has become bigger.] High-level Hunters have extremely strong egos, so they just don’t listen. 
      
    

    
      He had a point, so I gathered my aura.
    

    
      “There are hundreds of apocalyptic books, so how am I supposed to read everything? Get over here and start reading!” I roared.
    

    
      The Hunters finally lifted their heavy bums.
    

    
      “Split into groups!” I ordered. “Those of you who’ve read some novels or books on the left! If you know nothing about them, move to the right! Go, go!”
    

    
      The Hunters quickly divided themselves as ordered.
    

    
      “You hobby readers split into groups depending on your preferred genre! Like romance, fantasy, and mystery!”
    

    
      They began to mill about. It finally looked like some work was going to be done in the library. 
    

    
      “We’ll all read books now!” I tapped on the apocalyptic book I was holding. “First, we’ll divide these books depending on their genres. The romance group will read romance novels. The rest of the groups will also read your designated genres! Read these books and decide if they’re good or bad.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor waved his arm wildly, but didn’t say anything like I had told him to.
    

    
      “…Yes, go ahead.”
    

    
      “Mr. Death King! I don’t get what novels are bad! Can you give me a standard? Is it how good or bad the story is?”
    

    
      “No, not at all.” I showed him an apocalyptic book. “This is an example of a bad novel.”
    

    
      
        
          Survive from a Volcano!
        
      
    

    
      
        Genre: Survival, romance
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty Level: D
      
    

    
      
        Required challengers: 2 people
      
    

    
      
        ※Serialization is currently discontinued. 
      
    

    
      
        Description: The world is devastated by a nuclear war, but the humans have amazing resilience! The protagonist and his lover survive the nuclear war and overcome various trials and tribulations. After that, they decide to become humanity’s new Adam and Eve.
      
    

    
      
        Reason for discontinuation of serialization: The place where the protagonist couple camps is near an active volcano. The volcano erupts at night and its volcanic ejecta strike and kill the protagonists. Humanity ended. 
      
    

    
      After a long sigh, I said, “This isn’t just bad. This is the worst kind of book we could pick.”
    

    
      “Why?” The Inquisitor tilted his head in confusion. “It’s the new Adam and Eve. Isn’t it romantic?”
    

    
      “There’s no use saving this world since a nuclear war already took place.” I closed the book. “The world is filled with radiation, so what use do we have with it? We don’t want to die from radiation poisoning.”
    

    
      “Aha.”
    

    
      The way the Fire Emperor had cleared this library floor was unbelievable. He had only chosen the worlds with lava or volcanoes.
    

    
      
        He’s nuts, 
      
      I thought.
    

    
      He had immunity to fire. Even if the apocalyptic books had outrageous hazards like lava lakes and multiple volcanic eruptions, they were a walk in the park for the Fire Emperor. His only standard had been how easy it was to get to the ending. He had given absolutely zero consideration to which apocalyptic books would benefit those in the Tower.
    

    
      
        This is a chance to have eight treasure vaults.
      
    

    
      This was why a guy who was full of himself was no help to other people living in the Tower.
    

    
      
        I’ll pick only the apocalyptic books that we can make the most out of. 
      
    

    An apocalyptic book full of monsters would be good for Hunters to gain actual combat experience. It would also be good if we could get rare minerals, weapons, or equipment from them. The apocalyptic book of fried chickens and porks[1] running through the forests and fried shrimp dancing in the ocean… No, that last one didn’t seem like a good idea. It would be scary if there was such a world.

    
      Anyhow! I distributed books to the Hunters.
    

    
      “Remember! The protagonists might be incredibly frustrating, and the plots may not make any sense at all. How crappy the storylines are doesn’t matter to us! Don’t think about that! Just read them from beginning to end! Think about how this world can benefit us all…”  While I was passing out books, I met one Hunter’s eyes and paused. “…Black Dragon Master?”
    

    
      “Yes, what is it?” the Black Witch answered.
    

    
      I slowly opened my mouth.
    

    
      “...This is the mystery group.”
    

    
      I couldn’t see why the Black Witch was standing with the mystery group. Her character window had shown me earlier that she was a romance fan.
    

    
      The Black Witch nodded as if she was right where she belonged. “I know where I’m sitting,” she said.
    

    
      “
      
        Uhh…
      
       I didn’t know you like mystery novels.”
    

    
      “Of course. I’m an intellectual.” The Black Witch elegantly sipped her black coffee.
    

    
      What the heck? Why was she suddenly acting like this? It was obvious that she was absolutely crazy for romance dramas.
    

    
      I suddenly realized something.
    

    
      
        Wait, is it because she doesn’t want others to know she’s a romance fan…?
      
    

    
      Come to think of it, there were particularly few Hunters in the romance group. Not a single man was there either. Although I wasn’t sure why, the 
      
        murim
      
       group was full of men even though I could say with confidence that only a handful of them were truly 
      
        murim
      
       readers.
    

    
      
        Wow, they’re pretending to be someone they’re not at a time like this?
      
    

    
      My head went blank.
    

    
      
        —I told you, 
      
      the Guardian said sulkily. 
      
        High-level Hunters will die to protect their pride. And all of them have titles. They would rather die than lose their swagger. Didn’t you just see fifty Hunters forming a suicide squad? They’re nuts.
      
    

    
      I was going to go nuts.
    

    
      “Black Master… Still…”
    

    
      “What do you mean?” the Black Witch nonchalantly asked. She resembled an impregnable fortress, somehow.
    

    
      I desperately tried to figure out what to say.
    

    
      “...I thought you were a very romantic person, so it surprised me that you chose the mystery group…”
    

    
      The hand holding the coffee cup stopped moving.
    

    
      “Is that so?” she asked, her voice even. “Do I look like a romantic person?” 
    

    
      “Yes, so it’s rather weird if you’re somewhere other than the romance group… It’s like you’re wearing clothes that don’t suit you…”
    

    
      “
      
        Phew.
      
      ” The Black Witch put down her coffee cup and stood up. “I’ll give it a shot if you say so. I’ve never read romance novels in my life, but I’ll use this chance to explore new things. After all, a Hunter should always seek new challenges.”
    

    
      “That’s very true…”
    

    
      “Okay, I’ll try.” The Black Witch headed to the romance group with lighter steps, like a cowboy from a movie walking toward the moors.  
    

    
      I stared at her back with mixed emotions.
    

    
      “That was amazing, Mr. Death King!” The Inquisitor looked up at me with sparkling eyes. He was also in the mystery group for some reason. “Once the Black Dragon Master sets her mind on something, she rarely changes her mind. Haha, you’re truly incredible, rookie!”
    

    
      “…Mr. Inquisitor, do you read mystery novels too?”
    

    
      The Inquisitor smiled like an angel. “I know Sherlock Holmes! Oh, I know Doctor Watson too.”
    

    
      
        Show me the character window,
      
       I quietly said.
    

    
      
        Name: Inquisitor
      
    

    
      
        Affection: 50
      
    

    
      
        Liked genres: Fairy tales, myths, legends
      
    

    
      
        Disliked genre: None
      
    

    
      
        Liked character: Humans
      
    

    
      
        Dislike character: None
      
    

    
      
        Liked plot point: The greatest happiness of the greatest number
      
    

    
      
        Disliked plot point: None
      
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          I know Sherlock Holmes! Oh, I know Doctor Watson too.
        
      
    

    
      I had goosebumps. 
      
        What the heck? He’s the same on the inside and outside.
      
    

    
      On top of that, he had no dislikes.
    

    
      
        Is he really human?
      
    

    
      It was utterly horrific. He was a natural-born psychopath.
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm?
      
       What’s wrong, Mr. Death King?” The natural psycho tilted his head in confusion.
    

    
      I briefly pondered how I should deal with this before I pulled out a marker and wrote “Fairy tale” on the back of the Inquisitor’s hand.
    

    
      “Mr. Inquisitor,” I said with a serious expression.
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      “You’re now in the fairy tale group.”
    

    
      “I see!”
    

    
      “You’re the only one in this group, so you have to read and evaluate all the books assigned to this group.”
    

    
      “Wow! That’s a lot of responsibility!” the psycho exclaimed with a sparkle in his eyes.
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes, it is a lot, so I’ll trust you with it.”
    

    
      “Hahaha. Don’t worry, Mr. Death King. I’ll do my best to evaluate them!”
    

    
      There wouldn’t be a single fairy tale among the hundreds of apocalyptic books though. 
    

    
      I searched from top to bottom to see if any Hunter was pretending to be someone they weren’t. The results were amazing. One hundred of the two hundred fifty Hunters were lying about their reading preferences.
    

    
      
        All of them are crazy…
      
    

    
      In the end, it took three hours just to settle groups and send 112 people to the right places. However, even after that… I was at a loss for words when I found the last person.
    

    
      
        Name: Viper
      
    

    
      
        Affection: 32
      
    

    
      
        Liked genres: Portal fantasy
      
    

    
      
        Disliked genres: Political fiction, crime fiction
      
    

    
      
        Liked characters: Older women, sisters, married women, innocent characters, tsunderes, pretty boys disguised as women…
      
    

    
      
        Dislike characters: Mafias, gangsters, tanned mafia, and gangsters with blonde hair
      
    

    
      
        Liked plot point: Overpowerness, protagonists wreaking havoc, system cheats, take on the world alone, harem, I guess there is no other choice but for me to step up, I’m a hero summoned from another world but it turns out I’m an overpowered character inherited the pure blood of the strongest dragon and demon empress so I’ll show how to take on the world on my own, is there a problem…
      
    

    
      
        Disliked plot point: NTR
      
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          What the fuck is Nine Sects? Seriously, what is wrong with murim? The Beggar Gang, the Secure Agency… There’s sweaty men in every line. Shit. These novels aren’t considerate of their readers at all.
        
      
    

    
      The man with an eyepatch, was the swordsman leading the OJP Sect and… also the king of light novels.
    

    
      “Huh?” The Viper looked at me over his shoulder. “What are you looking at? I’m busy reading books.”
    

    
      I tried to find something to say but eventually just gave up.
    

    
      “Nothing…sorry I interrupted you. Please keep reading…”
    

    
      “Alright.” 
    

    
      I staggered away. On the twenty-first floor, it became clear that all High Rankers were crazy—and now it was my problem. 
    

    

    
      1. The raw is 탕수육. Image. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 58: Bibliomania (3)

    
      I asked the Hunters to find good apocalyptic books.
    

    
      “Do you understand?” I said as I went around their groups. “The books shouldn’t be too easy or too hard. It has to be somewhere in the middle and give the right rewards.”
    

    
      Two hundred fifty Hunters followed my lead and began to read the apocalyptic books. Since each of them was the history of an entire world, they were all long. All of the Hunters were dedicated to their reading, but they were still far from being finished.
    

    
      However, the Inquisitor was an exception because he had no book to read. “Fairy tale” was still written on the back of the natural psycho’s hand.
    

    
      “Death King, something is strange.” The natural-born psycho raised his hand.
    

    
      “What is?”
    

    
      “I haven’t received any apocalyptic books. Are fairy tales not a popular genre?”
    

    
      “It can’t be. There are many people who haven’t read fantasy or romance, but everyone knows fairy tales. It’s one of the most popular genres,” I answered.
    

    
      “You’re right. Hmm. But why haven’t I received any books…?” The psycho tilted his head.
    

    
      Because no fairy tale would end with the destruction of the world, you psychopath.
    

    
      I almost said that out loud, but I held myself back. “I’m not sure,” I told him, pretending I didn’t know anything. “Why don’t you wait a little longer? There are a ton of books, so at least one fairy tale is bound to be lying around somewhere.”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s true. I must have gotten a little impatient. I’ll wait quietly!” The psycho bounced away and sat himself in the corner.
    

    
      I, the Black Witch, and all of the other Hunters knew that the Inquisitor wasn’t going to get a fairy tale book ever.
    

    
      “Hey, preacher.”
    

    
      I stood corrected. It looked like the king of light novels didn’t know.
    

    
      “Yes, Mr. Viper?”
    

    
      “This one looks like a fairy tale. I got it from the pile of 
      
        murim
      
       novels.”
    

    
      “I see! Thank you!” The Inquisitor took the book from the Viper with a bright smile on his face that had the holiness of an angel and a saint.
    

    
      It was a little scary.
    

    
      “Then I’ll get to reading, Mr. Death King! Hehe. I wonder what kind of apocalyptic book it is!”
    

    
      “Ah, yes… Um. Can I ask what the title is?” I asked the Inquisitor.
    

    
      “It’s 
      
        Our Victim
      
      !”
    

    
      The title was also a bit scary.
    

    
      Eventually, every group had their books to examine and resumed reading.
    

    
      After who knew how long, it was time to eat.
    

    
      “Urghhhh.”
    

    
      “I f-feel like my eyes are going to burst.”
    

    
      The Hunters groaned. They were so tired that they ate the sandwiches and drank the black tea from the bookmark maids without remark.
    

    
      “Death King…” The Black Witch, in the romance group, was just as bad; she looked much more tired than the last time I had seen her. “I can understand the Constellation.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “All of these stories stopped right at their climax. Meteors suddenly fall when the female lead confesses her love to the male lead; the moment the lead couple is about to hold hands and kiss, aliens suddenly launch their invasion. They’re all disasters! No, I can accept the meteors, but why would an alien invasion suddenly start in an imperial palace?
    

    
      “And it’s supposed to be a romantic comedy! Besides, the cruelest part is that the books are really good until they get cut off. The lead characters are charming, the storylines are so interesting… Only the endings are trash! It’s like I’m enjoying a perfect, full-course meal, and I got my main dish, which is a cutlet. I cut that open, and the inside is—”
    

    
      “You don’t have to tell me what’s in it. Can’t you see that I’m eating a pork cutlet sandwich?”
    

    
      “Oh, I’m sorry, Death King. It was inconsiderate of me to say that while you’re eating… No, I have to tell you! So it feels like the inside of the cutlet—”
    

    
      “It’s all broadcast live, Black Dragon Master. Live broadcast!”
    

    
      The Black Witch flinched in realization and closed her mouth. Ever since I saw her so desperately wishing to pop the zombie cyclops’s eye, I got the impression that she tended to get worked up at strange moments.
    

    
      Anyhow, I took a bite of my pork cutlet sandwich, relieved.
    

    
      After looking around for a moment, she whispered, “The inside of the cutlet is…”
    

    
      How would the crowd watching from the plaza react? Would they be holding their breath as the Black Witch whispered into my ear? Her whispering actually took my breath away. I didn’t want to look at another pork cutlet sandwich for at least a month.
    

    
      
        Oh, god. Please save me…
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny tries her best to save you.]
      
    

    
      I would prefer a goddess who couldn’t even save her own world to stay put… And yes, the god of this great library didn’t save me either. Instead, the Indoor Librarian floated about us, grinning.
    

    
      “It looks like you finally understand my pain.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian looked like a child, but his grin was nothing like one. It was the empty smile of a gourmet who lost his sense of taste after enduring life’s carrots and sticks.
    

    
      “I have nothing to hide. The 683 apocalyptic books I allowed you to read are some of the most evil ones in my great library, and they will take a great toll on you all.”
    

    
      “Books are evil?”
    

    
      “Yes, they’re so fun and exciting, leaving the readers no choice but to love them.” The Indoor Librarian’s laughter was dreary. “But that’s it! Despite how fun they are, you’ll never be happy. No, that’s exactly what makes them so miserable! All of these evil books met crappy endings!”
    

    
      The Black Witch swallowed. “Did you pick these on purpose? So we’ll suffer just like you…?”
    

    
      “You can think of it like that.”
    

    
      “That’s the only way I can think of this situation right now…”
    

    
      “You should fall into the hell of discontinued serialization too. Suffer eternally like I do! Go on! Suffer!” The Indoor Librarian burst into laughter.
    

    
      I saw some of the Hunters shiver in fear.
    

    
      “Is he a demon?”
    

    
      “He’s crazy. He purposefully made us read masterpieces that stopped serialization.”
    

    
      “He’s going to hell…!”
    

    
      I later found out that those Hunters enjoyed reading as a hobby. Although I didn’t really get it, those who loved books seemed to find the Indoor Librarian’s remarks horrifying.
    

    
      “Ah, M-Mr. Hunter.”
    

    
      That voice was familiar. I turned around to discover a Hunter from the fantasy group waving her hand at me. I briefly wondered who she was, but soon, I was able to match her face with a name.
    

    
      “Oh, it’s you. Did you also receive a title?” I asked.
    

    
      She was the Hunter who was going to be the Master Alchemist in the future—the chemist, who had supplied me with elixirs.
    

    
      “O-one thing led to another, but my title is Chemist. It’s pretty boring… Hehehe.” The chemist who was now The Chemist laughed awkwardly.
    

    
      I was a little surprised. 
      
        The Master Alchemist already got her title?
      
    

    
      Yes, she had high potential, but she had been stuck in the slums until recently. A title was given to those who achieved something recognized by the Tower, so it was quite early for her to make an achievement like that. I had only gotten my title after arming myself with overpowered Skills and repeating an endless cycle of madness. I guessed that those with potential made greater progress in the early stages of their lives.
    

    
      “You’re amazing. How did you get a title so quickly? I knew my judgment wasn’t wrong. It was obvious that you were going to make that someday. My investment was worth it.” I laughed, feeling pleasantly surprised.
    

    
      “N-no! It’s not amazing at all!” The Chemist waved her thin right hand. “I mean it. I’m not trying to be humble… I literally did nothing, but I got a title.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “I-I don’t understand what happened either. Several days ago, I suddenly heard the message, ‘The items you made have contributed to the salvation of the world’, and I got a title. Ahhhhh. I’m sorry. It’s really random, isn’t it…?”
    

    
      The Chemist looked confused by her own story, but I was not. I instantly understood what had actually happened.
    

    
      
        Oh, it’s because of the elixirs she made for me!
      
    

    
      When I had been battling the Demon King of Autumn Rain, the Chemist’s elixirs had been super helpful. Thanks to her elixirs maximizing my senses, I could observe the Demon King’s attacks in slow motion.
    

    
      
        What? Did… I give her a boost?
      
       I wondered.
    

    
      I didn’t mean it, but that happened.
    

    
      Although that was unclear if she knew that or not, the Chemist squirmed her fingers. “You a-are the remarkable one, Mr. Hunter! Oh, yeah. I should call you Mr. Death King… Anyway, you’re truly the amazing one. Several days ago, you were outside the ranking, but you instantly became the Rank 3 Hunter! I’m very, very, very honored to know you in person! I really wanted to say this!”
    

    
      “Come on. I was also just lucky…” I awkwardly scratched the back of my head.
    

    
      The Chemist laughed brightly and held her clasped hands behind her back. “Please tell me if you need anything, Mr. Death King! I’ll help you in any way I can!”
    

    
      
        What? Is she an angel?
      
       I wondered.
    

    
      
        —Zombie, would you please raise the standard of an angel a little higher?
      
       The Guardian buried his face in his hands.
    

    
      
        Mr. Sword Emperor. I just believe in people. I can’t stop no matter how many times I’m betrayed. It’s not my fault that I have such a big heart.
      
    

    
      
        —Your bullshit is extra hot today. Do you know what that makes it? Still bullshit.
      
      
        [1]
      
    

    
      I pretended I hadn’t heard the last part.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It had been four days since the Hunters and I had begun to read when all of the Hunters declared that they were finished reading their share of the books. We had successfully read all of the apocalyptic books.
    

    
      “The romance group will recommend these four novels.”
    

    
      “The SF group has these two as recommendations.”
    

    
      “The mystery group...”
    

    
      Each group presented a list of recommendations that had well-balanced difficulty levels and rewards.
    

    
      “My fairy tale group will recommend this! It’s the only book my group has though!”
    

    
      
        
          Our Victim
        
      
    

    
      
        Genre: Fairy tale
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty level: A
      
    

    
      
        Required challengers: More than 2 people
      
    

    
      
        ※Serialization is currently discontinued.
      
    

    
      
        Description: In this world, humanity has successfully created a utopia, but maintaining it requires a special power source—the painful screams of innocent, sinless children.
      
    

    
      
        Although it is unfortunate, one innocent child can guarantee seventeen million people’s perfect happiness, so it’s obvious that the child endures such suffering. Thanks to highly developed torture techniques and life-sustaining care, it’s possible to delicately extract one child’s screams for five years. Efficiency, baby!
      
    

    
      
        Reason for discontinuation of serialization: It has been 118,000 years since the foundation of their utopia. All of the innocent children have been consumed. The utopia has run out of innocent children and has stopped functioning.
      
    

    
      
        Hmm, I should drop by this apocalyptic book regardless of the difficulty level and rewards,
      
       I thought.
    

    
      However, there was another apocalyptic book that caught my eye more.
    

    
      “The 
      
        murim
      
       group strongly recommends this novel,” the Sword Star said, speaking as the leader of the 
      
        murim
      
       group. Unlike someone who looked like a 
      
        murim
      
       reader but was actually the king of light novels, the Sword Star actually had extensive knowledge about 
      
        murim
      
      . He opened an apocalyptic book. “It’s this one.”
    

    
      
        
          Heavenly Demon Chronicle
        
      
    

    
      
        Genres: Murim, fusion fantasy
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty level: B
      
    

    
      
        Required challengers: 2~4 people
      
    

    
      
        ※Serialization is currently discontinued.
      
    

    
      
        Description: This is a world where people admire, practice, and master martial arts! The Heavenly Demon shows up and tries to unify 
        
          murim
        
        , leading the Heavenly Demon Cult. The other factions rise against him and fight for the world’s future… Well, they would have done that if it hadn’t been for a super plague.
      
    

    
      
        Reason for discontinuation of serialization: A mysterious plague breaks out, killing the Heavenly Demon and wiping out the Heavenly Demon Cult and the other factions. The end.
      
    

    
      “The reason why we recommend the Heavenly Demon Chronicle is simple,” the Sword Star said. “This world has a character named ‘Heavenly Demon’. That title is usually given to a martial artist who gathered every manual in 
      
        gangho
      
      . That is how a giant manual library was built in the Heavenly Demon Cult’s base.”
    

    
      The Hunters who weren’t in the 
      
        murim
      
       group loudly asked, “What manual? 
      
        Gangho
      
      ? What is that?”
    

    
      The Sword Star looked a little embarrassed and had to stop using the 
      
        murim
      
       terminology and switch to more colloquial words.
    

    
      “It’s safe to say that these martial arts manuals are like books that explain how Skills work. Once we save this world, we’ll get a library stocked with the best Skills we could ask for. It’s the chance for us to become stronger.”
    

    
      The Hunters’ eyes shone.
    

    
      “Martial arts manuals…”
    

    
      “So we’re getting new Skills?”
    

    
      “Well, a chance to learn new Skills is really rare…”
    

    
      “This is a chance to learn the principles of 
      
        gangho!
      
      ”
    

    
      The priority right now was for them to become stronger, so the recommendation was received well, especially by those who valued individual strength like the Sword Star.
    

    
      
        That’s a good one,
      
       I agreed, stroking my chin. 
      
        Murim will have martial arts masters who can actually fly. If those masters kill me… Wow. Won’t I get at least one Class A Skill?
      
    

    
      
        —Zombie, do you really have to live up to your nickname every time? Why are you always looking for a way to weasel through things?
      
    

    
      
        There is a world I want to challenge, but it’s difficult to do that at my level right now.
      
    

    
      The Sword Emperor went quiet, but someone else began to talk.
    

    
      
        [Shiny reports she has detected the presence.]
      
    

    
      The sword on my waist suddenly shook.
    

    
      
        Presence? What Presence?
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny says her sister is very close.]
      
    

    
      
        Your sister?
      
    

    
      The Constellation, Goddess of Protection, had been divided and sealed away in the five swords. Shiny was one of them. Shiny had told me that she didn’t know where the rest of the swords were, but she could sense her sister nearby now.
    

    
      
        Where? Where can you sense her? 
      
      I looked around.
    

    
      The bookcases of the Great Library of All Life stretched beyond the horizon. Each of them was huge. When I looked up, it felt like they were as high as the Tower. I could see nothing except books.
    

    
      
        [Shiny recommends you to look in front of you, not elsewhere.]
      
    

    
      
        In front of me? The Sword Star is the only one… Wait.
      
    

    
      Each apocalyptic book held a world.
    

    
      
        Is she inside there?
      
    

    
      The holy sword vibrated.
    

    
      
        [Shiny affirms your statement.]
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny says that she can feel the presence of her sister from the book the Sword Star is holding!]
      
    

    
      Our next destination was decided.
    

    

    
      1. The raw is 오늘따라 개소리가 뜨겁구나. 영어로 말하자면 핫도그 사운드다.(Literal: Your dog sound is extra hot today. In English, it’s a hotdog sound. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 59: The Expedition Team Without Hopes And Dreams (1)

    
      I washed my face in the sink in the bathroom at the great library. “Okay. Before I head to 
      
        murim
      
      … I’ll die first.”
    

    
      As there was no other human in the bathroom, it remained silent. However, there was a ghost and a sword, and they both responded.
    

    
      
        —What part of that is supposed to be okay?
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny does not understand your statement.]
      
    

    
      The Guardian blinked, and the holy sword flickered.
    

    
      “I’m talking about Lefanta Aegim. The first emperor of the Aegim Empire, and the guy who turned the Goddess of Protection into Shiny.”
    

    
      
        [Shiny points out that the one who named her Shiny is you…]
      
    

    
      “I don’t know who he is, but he can travel across worlds.”
    

    
      I donned my suit jacket. The Black Witch had this tailor-made for me. My reflection in the mirror looked like a brand-new employee who had just finished getting ready to head to work. It was somehow reassuring.
    

    
      “Think about it. Shiny was in the Aegim Empire, but one of the sister swords is in 
      
        murim
      
      , which is a different world. That means Lefanta Aegim has the ability to travel from world to world.”
    

    
      
        —Oh.
      
    

    
      “He’s probably like an overpowered protagonist.” I felt the grip of the holy sword hung from my waist. “He’s capable of building an empire, sealing a Constellation after splitting her apart, and traveling to a different world. It would be stupid to blindly jump into 
      
        murim
      
       looking for another sword.”
    

    
      I needed to be more cautious.
    

    
      “I’m not invincible,” I muttered.
    

    
      Yes, recently I was… feeling wary of myself. I was worried that my confidence would mutate into arrogance if I let my guard down just a little bit.
    

    
      “I’m now the Rank 3 Hunter, I beat up the Demon King mostly on my own, and everyone in the city talks about me. On top of that, I’m even ordering around Hunters who have titles.”
    

    
      
        —So what?
      
       the Guardian asked.
    

    
      “I feel like I’m going to let my guard down at some point.”
    

    
      The Tower had one hundred floors, and I was only on the twenty-first floor. It was too early to feel secure about my success.
    

    
      
        That was how I hunted the Fire Emperor,
      
       I thought.
    

    
      The reason why the Fire Emperor, Yoo Soo-Ha, had let his guard down was his Returner's Clockwork. With that Skill, he wasn’t going to stay dead even if he was killed. It was the ultimate cheat Skill that seemed to have no way of countering—but how was he now?
    

    
      
        He’s dead. After his death, he even had to go for a round of hopak in front of the army of an entire world. He’s the perfect example of why a Hunter should never let their guard down, regardless of their strength.
      
    

    
      
        —I think it’s just an example of how evil you are, Zombie…
      
       the Guardian grumbled.
    

    
      “Anyhow, I’m not going to jump into the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       before coming up with a solution. I should at least find out what Lefanta Aegim is like since I know nothing about him.”
    

    
      It was said that an ounce of prevention was better than a pound of cure. I wanted to get as much information as I could before entering the next stage. Why was another holy sword in 
      
        murim
      
      , not the Aegim Empire? Why had an overpowered figure named Lefanta Aegim split up and scattered the pieces of the Goddess of Protection?
    

    
      
        —Well, it’s better to be safe than sorry. 
      
      The Guardian tilted his head.
      
         But how exactly are you going to prepare? Like you said, you know nothing about this Lefanta guy and have no way to find out.
      
    

    
      “It’s true that I know nothing, but…” I tapped on my holy sword. “...you’re wrong that I don’t have a way.”
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      “This sword is technically the Goddess of Protection. There are five of them in total, but this holy sword is still a Constellation.” I grinned. “Now here’s the question: if I stab myself with this sword, is that suicide or a murder committed by a Constellation?”
    

    
      
        —Huh? Huhhhh?
      
       The Guardian’s eyes widened in surprise.
    

    
      “It’s either one of them. I’m not sure which one it’ll be… Let’s say it’s fifty-fifty—it’s worth testing out.”
    

    
      As I unsheathed the holy sword, I heard a voice urgently call out to me.
    

    
      
        [Shiny sincerely asks you to reconsider your choice.]
      
    

    
      “Why?” I asked.
    

    
      
        [Shiny says it’s embarrassing to show her past to someone else.]
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny strongly requests you protect her privacy.]
      
    

    
      I smirked. “Come on. What do you mean by privacy? I show you everything about my life twenty-four seven. Let’s be fair.”
    

    
      
        [Shiny pleads you to not—]
      
    

    
      The holy sword pierced me. The next moment, I realized that I’d won my gamble..
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [It has been determined that your death met the requirement for the Skill’s activation.]
      
    

    
      
        [Unable to duplicate the Skills of Constellation: Goddess of Protection because they are sealed.]
      
    

    
      It was a little sad that I couldn’t copy her Skill, but that wasn’t what I was after right now.
    

    
      
        [Your Hunter Class is D.]
      
    

    
      
        [Initiating your Skill penalty.]
      
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      
        [The penalty’s intensity level is intermediate.]
      
    

    
      
        [The penalty’s theme is Preta Realm.]
      
    

    
      The moment I had wished to see started playing in front of me.
    

    
      “Your long journey is finally over,” I heard a beautiful voice say. “I knew you would be able to do it, hero.”
    

    
      I had never seen the woman before, but for some reason, I immediately realized who she was: the Goddess of Protection. This was before she got sealed in the five swords. Right now, she was a Constellation with her full power.
    

    
      “Yeah,” The man she called a hero answered.
    

    
      
        Is he Lefanta Aegim?
      
    

    
      Lefanta Aegim, an elegant-looking man with silver hair and the first emperor of the Aegim Empire, was sitting on an undecorated throne, looking deeply fatigued.
    

    
      “I feel like it was only yesterday that I was panicking after getting summoned to this world out of the blue. You truly never know how life is going to turn out.”
    

    
      “Haha. I feel the same. You really were a civilian who knew nothing, but you’re now stronger than me. Most divine spirits won’t par—”
    

    
      
        —Huh? I’ve seen that bastard before, 
      
      the Guardian interjected. He peered at the reconstructed trauma with me.
    

    
      
        What?
      
    

    
      
        —I’m talking about that silver-haired guy. He’s the Constellation Murderer. I’m sure of it, 
      
      the Guardian said, obviously perplexed.
    

    
      I was completely blindsided by the fact that the Guardian and Lefanta Aegim had met before.
    

    
      
        What’s the Constellation Murderer?
      
    

    
      
        —It’s his title. He got it because he’s a crazy motherfucker who did nothing but hunt down Constellations and beat them up.
      
    

    
      
        Beat up Constellations?
      
    

    
      
        —You’ve seen that the Tower is connected to different worlds. Once you reach the fiftieth floor, you have to compete with Hunters from different worlds.
      
    

    
      
        Huh? Is that so?
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah, and that Constellation Murderer never leaves the fiftieth floor, 
      
      the Guardian said.
      
         The Tower is there so Hunter can climb, but he’s always on the fiftieth floor. When Constellations occasionally drop by, he immediately beats the life out of them. He probably killed hundreds of Constellations.
      
    

    
      
        …Then Lefanta Aegim is also a Hunter?
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah. I wondered where that psycho was born. Wow, I didn’t know he was from Aegim, 
      
      the Guardian mumbled.
      
         I didn’t think I would meet someone from my past here.
      
    

    
      
        Uhh… How do you two know each other…?
      
    

    
      
        —What do you mean, how? We went at it. He’s strong, but he can’t compete with me.
      
    

    
      Even as we talked, the trauma continued to play.
    

    
      “What are you planning to do from now on, hero? There are no divine or demonic spirits. Your long journey is now—”
    

    
      “Constellations.”
    

    
      “Excuse me?”
    

    
      “They aren’t divine or demonic spirits. They’re Constellations.” Lefanta Aegim stood up from the throne. “And the worlds belong to humans, not Constellations.”
    

    
      He turned back to the goddess, his dark red aura firing up.
    

    
      “…Hero? Why are you suddenly using your aura…?”
    

    
      The first emperor of the Aegim Empire stopped to ponder something, but despite his profound weariness, it didn’t take very long.
    

    
      “I won’t kill you since you’ve been helping me until now.”
    

    
      A wave of his red aura struck the goddess.
    

    
      “I’m going to split your existence and seal you; then you’ll never be able to regain your power. When Constellations are gone…”
    

    
      The last bit of his words was muffled by the goddess’s piercing scream. Her very existence was being torn apart.
    

    
      “I’m sorry,” Lefanta Aegim said, “but this is the right way.”
    

    
      The goddess’s scream was the last thing I heard before the world of trauma cut away.
    

    
      
        [The trauma recreation has been completed.]
      
    

    
      
        [It has been confirmed that the ego of the subject under the Skill penalty is intact.]
      
    

    
      
        [Ending the Skill penalty.]
      
    

    
      After returning a day, I cooped myself up in the bathroom again.
    

    
      “…Who is this guy?” I mumbled. “I thought I would get an idea of who he is if I saw the past using the trauma penalty…but I still have no idea. Hey, Shiny, why did your old master seal you?”
    

    
      
        [Shiny answers that she doesn’t know why either.]
      
    

    
      Shiny shone with a wan light. Maybe that was just me, but the light looked unusually weak today.
    

    
      
        [Shiny weakly says that she remembers Lefanta Aegim to be a righteous hero, although he was very quiet.]
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny has no idea why he sealed her and left the empire he built with his own hands.]
      
    

    
      The mystery only deepened.
    

    
      
        —I told you. The higher level Hunters are, the crazier they are. 
      
      The Guardian shrugged.
      
         Don’t try to understand the Constellation Murderer and those nutheads. If you look into the abyss, the abyss looks into you. Just become strong like me and beat up all of the guys you don’t like. Then it’s all over!
      
    

    
      I sighed. “Well, at least I learned what he looks like.”
    

    
      And one more fact became certain: Lefanta Aegim, the Constellation Murderer, would antagonize me as soon as he laid an eye on me because I had a piece of the Goddess of Protection, whom he had sealed.
    

    
      I looked into the mirror, frowning. “If I’m going to meet him on the fiftieth floor one way or another, I want to be prepared…”
    

    
      
        —Wake up. You’re nowhere close to his level! He may be weaker than me, but he’s still one of the strongest Hunters in the Tower. And if you have time to worry about the fiftieth floor, get to the fiftieth floor, you weakling!
      
    

    
      He wasn’t wrong, so I spent today like I had done before. The next day, the Hunters finished reading the apocalyptic books and chose a book to be their twenty-second floor. Since it was the recommendation of none other than the Sword Star, the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       was chosen with minimal opposition.
    

    
      “You chose a 
      
        murim
      
       novel as your first novel, huh?” When he saw our choice, the Indoor Librarian smiled mysteriously. “That’s not a bad choice! It won’t be completely the same as the 
      
        murim
      
       you know, but it has its own martial arts and 
      
        gangho
      
      . Depending on how you all lead the storyline, you may receive a hidden gem that’s worth a ton of gold, such as an ability of 
      
        murim
      
       that’s similar to a Skill, to use your terminology.”
    

    
      The Hunters got excited.
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian immediately threw a wet blanket on the mood.
    

    
      “But everything is a high risk high return! The enemy characters are also strong. I’m sure this is obvious, but if you perish in an apocalyptic book, you die in real life. Of course, you can’t escape from an apocalyptic book until you see a proper ending!”
    

    
      The Hunters went quiet, unsurprisingly. Unless one had an unusual Skill like mine, death had the power to shut people up.
    

    
      “The number of required challengers is two to four people. Now! Who wants to be the characters of this apocalyptic book?” the Indoor Librarian inquired.
    

    
      The Hunters’ eyes fell naturally on the High rankers, especially me. The reason was simple: I had been ordering them for the past few days as if I were their leader. Well, with great power comes great responsibility, and I had no intention of running away from them.
    

    
      “I’ll do it.”
    

    
      My quick answer brought proud smiles to the guild leaders’ faces, as if they knew I was going to say it. However, most of the Hunters looked at me with surprise.
    

    
      “I’ll come too,” the Sword Star said after me. “I’m the one who recommended the apocalyptic book, so I can’t sit it out.”
    

    
      He looked serious, but the corners of his mouth were slightly curled. I could see that he was itching to fight. He was probably happy that he, an avid 
      
        murim
      
       reader, got to enter the real 
      
        murim
      
      .
    

    
      “Good. The minimum number has been met!” The Indoor Librarian laughed gently. “Two more people can become characters of this apocalyptic book… What is your choice?”
    

    
      “Speaking of which, there is one more reason I recommended this book,” the Sword Star announced. “I would like everyone to take a look at the reason why serialization was discontinued.”
    

    
      
        
          Heavenly Demon Chronicle
        
      
    

    
      
        Genres: Murim, fusion fantasy
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty level: B
      
    

    
      
        Required challengers: 2~4 people
      
    

    
      
        ※Serialization is currently discontinued.
      
    

    
      
        Description: This is the world where people admire, practice, and master martial arts! The Heavenly Demon shows up and tries to unify 
        
          murim
        
        , leading the Heavenly Demon Cult. The other factions rise against him and fight for the world’s future. …Well, they would have done that if that hadn’t been for a super plague.
      
    

    
      
        Reason for discontinuation of serialization: A mysterious plague breaks out, killing the Heavenly Demon and wiping out the Heavenly Demon Cult and the other factions. The end.
      
    

    
      Even looking at it again, the reason was still outrageous. It didn’t specifically state what kind of plague that was either, it was just “It wipes out the Heavenly Demon Cult and the other factions”. No one knew what exactly happened.
    

    
      I’ll find out when I enter this world.
    

    
      In any case, it was clear that 
      
        murim
      
       was going to meet its doom because of this mysterious plague.
    

    
      “As you all saw, a plague brought the world to extinction. We need not only strong Hunters but also those who are knowledgeable about diseases. And I know the best.” The Sword Star nodded and then called a person from the 
      
        murim
      
       group with a smile. “Would you step forward, Medicine King?”
    

    
      An absolute geezer of a man walked out, his hands clasped behind his back.
    

    
      
        —Oh, I know him!
      
       The Guardian shouted.
    

    
      
        Why? Who is it?
      
    

    
      
        —You remember the shop I tried to bring you to at first? 
      
      the Guardian reminded me. 
      
        That guy owns the shop that Gramps Marcus frequents.
      
       
    

    
      
        Aha, I see.
      
    

    
      
        —He’s good at making medicine, yeah, but…
      
       The Guardian trailed off.
    

    
      No one would know the reason better than I did.
    

    
      “Don’t worry. I’ll do most of the fighting. If I’m not enough, the Death King will help, and the Medicine King can focus on solving the plague. The three of us can… Death King, is there something you want to say?” The Sword Star looked at me with a confused look.
    

    
      “Ah, yes. There is one person I would like to join me.” I put my hand down and then pointed at the Chemist.
    

    
      The Chemist opened and closed her mouth a couple of times, unsure as to why she was being called out out of the blue before she managed to say, “Y-yes? Are you talking about me…?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes, I’m talking about you.”
    

    
      The Chemist trembled as if she’d been struck by a bolt of lightning. “M-Mr. Death King…it’s been less than a week since I received a title. I’m r-really weak! I’ll be no use! So why…?”
    

    
      “You’re the most proficient pharmacist and doctor I know, Miss Chemist.”
    

    
      “Pardon? What…?”
    

    
      “And you told me earlier, didn’t you, Miss Chemist?”
    

    
      
        “Please tell me if you need anything, Mr. Death King! I’ll help you in any way I can!”
      
    

    
      I gently smiled. “Unless you didn’t mean it, I’m sure you’re going to help me. “
    

    
      The Chemist gave me a look of utter despair as if she was looking at a demon, but I wasn’t sure why. I was the reason she had her title. If she received a boost, she had to pay the price.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
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      “Huh? What? Then we have all four challengers?”
    

    
      “But who is she?”
    

    
      “You can say that again. I know the Medicine King, but…”
    

    
      “It’s the young lady I met before,” the Sword Star remarked. He seemed troubled.
    

    
      The Chemist gasped and hid behind me. Despite her timidity, she had stopped the Sword Star together with the Paladin when he had mistaken me for the murderer of the century. Back then, the Sword Star had been downright menacing, so facing him again must have reminded her of that.
    

    
      The Sword Star recalled that incident as well and awkwardly cleared his throat. “There is no need to be scared. The Death King and I have talked it out.”
    

    
      “I-is that so…?” The Chemist peeked out from behind my back.
    

    
      “That’s right. But… still.” The Sword Star turned and gave me a troubled look. “Death King, the place we’re headed to is very dangerous. And the Constellation said that dying in the apocalyptic book means death in real life. Are you sure about bringing that young lady to such a dangerous place?”
    

    
      I nodded immediately. “Yes, she’s the best chemist I know.”
    

    
      I was pretty sure that she was also objectively the best chemist out there.
    

    
      The Guardian groaned, a reluctant acknowledgment of the Chemist’s talent. She had used the same ingredients in the same amounts as the shop the Guardian was originally going to introduce, but she had made fifteen times more elixirs than what I would have gotten from the shop owned by this Medicine King guy or whatever his name was. Her elixirs were also more effective.
    

    
      
        —He’s good… but not best. There is her now…
      
    

    
      Yes, he’s not.
    

    
      “The best chemist you know…” The Sword Star’s expression changed subtly.
    

    
      I pulled up the character window to see what he was thinking.
    

    
      
        State of mind: Hmm. It’s a recommendation from an extraordinary young man, so she’s bound to be extraordinary. But there is always a bigger fish… As rare as it is, the Sword Emperor is right this time. The biggest fish in the pond will eventually learn that it’s smaller than the smallest fish from the river. This is a chance to build a relationship between the two youngsters and Medicine King.
      
    

    
      Wow, I thought.
    

    
      He didn’t say that out loud because of the connection we had been building and the vow he had made to me. And I was aware that he meant well… but it looked like his geezer spirit hadn’t gone anywhere. The other Guardian accompanying the Sword Star seemed to be belittling the Chemist based on her looks, just like my Guardian had done.
    

    
      Still, there was a man who had no goodwill and wasn’t willing to hide his geezer spirit—the one they called the Medicine King.
    

    
      “Ha! The best chemist he knows! This is the problem with young people! They climb a rock but they stick their noses into the air as if it were a mountain. I hate it. I feel like I’m looking at myself when I was young. Tsk, tsk.”
    

    
      
        Oh.
      
    

    
      “Medicine King, please be understanding,” the Sword Star gently plied. “The Death King is an outstanding man, but his experience is a little—”
    

    
      “Experience! That is most important! But they don’t know that and pretend to know the world. Goodness, I feel embarrassed. It’s just like the time I earned a billion dollars in Silicon Valley. They’re all rotten on the inside and only they don’t know it.”
    

    
      “Why don’t you keep your temper down…?”
    

    
      “I’ve been doing that until now, Marcus. You’re the reason why I let the boy boss us around. And now he’s telling us that he’s going to bring along this scrawny girl from nowhere. It’s like those young billionaires in Silicon Valley walking around with their trophies.”
    

    
      “Death King isn’t that kind of—”
    

    
      “What do you mean he isn’t? Hey, you!” The Medicine King thrust his finger at me. “Look me in the eyes and tell me! Are you sure you’re not that kind of person?” 
    

    
      This was amazing… There was someone out there who could give the Sword Star a hard time. It seemed that in the food chain of geezers, geezers were preyed upon by worse geezer. The new discovery of the ecosystem’s wonder kept my mouth agape, which left someone else to stand up to the geezer.
    

    
      “I-I don’t mind you calling me that…” the Chemist said, still clutching my sleeve tightly. “...b-but don’t talk about Mr. D-Death King like that! Y-you even called him rotten on the inside… He’s an incredible person!”
    

    
      “Haha, look at that, Marcus. She’s acting like she’s covering for her husband. This is the problem with young ones. Tsk, tsk. Well, I also didn’t realize they were youthful follies when I was young…”
    

    
      “C-covering for her husband…” The Chemist opened and closed her mouth several times. It seemed that her brain had trouble processing such outrageous nonsense.
    

    
      “Stop,” the Paladin interrupted. “The Chemist is indeed skilled. I came to know her through  the Death King’s introduction, but the Watchmen League is currently receiving a steady supply of exceptional potions from her.”
    

    
      The Medicine King scoffed. “I’m sure they are by the Watchmen League’s standard.”
    

    
      “…What?”
    

    
      “Let’s be frank. With your current funds, you and your people couldn’t have done so much as visited my shop. You don’t know what the sky is, so you think your ceiling is the highest. But you don’t even know that you’re not even in a room, you’re in a box… Your naivety is just like when I was young. Tsk, tsk…”
    

    
      The Paladin bit her lip—the Medicine King had struck a sore spot. The Watchmen League may have been one of the Five Guilds, but it had always suffered from financial difficulties.
    

    
      The Medicine King waved his hand as if he was shooing away a bird. “It’s no use talking. Enough. Enough! Continuing this conversation will hurt my mouth and tire your ears.”
    

    
      Well, he was right on that point.
    

    
      Mr. Sword Emperor, I said.
    

    
      
        —Yeah.
      
    

    
      
        I’ve put up with enough insults, right?
      
    

    
      
        —More than enough. Are you trying to get humiliated?
      
    

    
      I glanced around at my surroundings. No, I’m not.
    

    
      I had said this to the Black Witch multiple times, but everything in the library was being broadcast live in the Babylon Plaza. In other words, this was the perfect time for both a debut and a retirement.
    

    
      “Then do you want to test it?” I asked the Medicine King.
    

    
      While the Sword Star seemed to be in an awkward spot, the Medicine King’s veins instantly bulged out of his neck.
    

    
      “Ha! Look at him, Marcus,” he screamed. “He can’t defeat me on logic, so he immediately threatens me with a sword. That rotten boy reminds me of the time I became the world’s boxing champion in my forties.”
    

    
      “No, I’m not the one going up against you.” I pulled a bunch of medicinal herbs from my pocket. “I’ll provide the ingredients, and each of you can make a potion. When we compare your potions, I’m sure everything will become clear.”
    

    
      The Chemist gasped and instinctively hopped backward, startled. “M-Mr. Death King! The way that old— The way he insulted you makes me very angry… but s-still, he’s called Medicine King for a reason. He’s a celebrity that all Hunters know… Compared to him, I’m just someone who got her title less than a week ago…”
    

    
      I grabbed her shoulders and she reflexively shrank back.
    

    
      “Miss Chemist,” I said.
    

    
      “Y-yes!”
    

    
      I looked straight through her glasses into her eyes. “I trust you.”
    

    
      “…M-Mr. Death King.”
    

    
      “So you should believe in yourself too.”
    

    
      The Chemist took a deep breath and her lip slowly stopped quivering. She clenched her fists and gave me a firm nod.
    

    
      “Okay, Mr. Death King! I’ll do my best. No…” The Chemist shook her head and rephrased her statement. “I’ll win!”
    

    
      “Ha.” The Medicine King looked at us like we were fools and clicked his tongue. “Tsk, tsk…There are always those people who have to dip their fingers to know if it’s ketchup or blood. It’s just like when I was three.”
    

    
      “You certainly talk a lot. Is that because you aren’t confident?” I laughed quietly.
    

    
      “Alright, kid. Prepare yourself to watch that girl cry her eyes out. I don’t know how to go easy on young people.”
    

    
      The Medicine King versus the Chemist. The match of the century was about to start.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      At the start of the match, the Hunters’ reactions were lukewarm.
    

    
      “Mr. Medicine King will win for sure.”
    

    
      “His prices are really high, and even people who made reservations have to wait for a month.”
    

    
      “Is there really something going on between them? The Death King seems to be going too far this time.”
    

    
      “The Death King and Medicine King are both kings, but there’s a difference of years when it comes to experience.”
    

    
      That was the general mood.
    

    
      Meanwhile, the Countess didn’t miss her chance to earn money and started a bet.
    

    
      “Those who believe in the Medicine King’s victory can place your bet here! If you think the Chemist will win, you can place your bets here!”
    

    
      I wasn’t sure when she had done it, but two bookmark maids were quietly standing by her side holding collection boxes.
    

    
      “Death King, are you sure about this? The odds right now are 1.08 to 47,” the Black Witch whispered to me.
    

    
      “Great. Why don’t you get your pocket money and place a bet on Miss Chemist? But don’t make it too big or else the odds will drop too much.”
    

    
      “…Death King, you’re the one who said that we’re on air.” The Black Witch gave me a serious look. “Think about it. You recommended her—if the Chemist is crushed in this match…”
    

    
      “It’ll be broadcast all over Babylon and the world. No, the internet’s probably going wild already.”
    

    
      What comment would I be posting if I were still my old self? Would it be “I want to be the Medicine King”?
    

    
      While I was lost in idle thoughts, the Black Witch massaged her aching temples. “Death King, it’ll damage your reputation… Are you sure about this?”
    

    
      “I feel bad for that Medicine whosit, honestly.”
    

    
      No, I was actually not sorry at all. When you insult someone, you have to take responsibility, and elders should always be an example for the youth.
    

    
      The Black Witch looked back and forth between me and the Chemist with an odd expression. I wondered what she was thinking, so I was about to pull up her character window.
    

    
      “I’m done, you greenhorn! Bow before my great creation!” The Medicine King roared as he raised the potion he’d made into the air.
    

    
      
        Premium Recovery Potion
      
    

    
      
        Rarity level: Premium
      
    

    
      
        Creator: Medicine King
      
    

    
      
        Description: The taste is bitter, but it will heal most critical injuries. Of course, it’s just a recovery potion so you should only stop and consume it after your safety is secured. Anyhow, it’s amazing to be able to create a potion like this!
      
    

    
      The Hunters all around the library cheered.
    

    
      “It’s a premium recovery potion!”
    

    
      “Wow, a premium recovery potion. He’s the real king of medicine. A king never dies, really.”
    

    
      “Mr. Medicine King! Why don’t you sell that to me?”
    

    
      “Don’t even think about cutting in line! Mr. Medicine King! I’m the highest on the waiting list! I’ll buy it!”
    

    
      The Medicine King looked down his nose at me and the Chemist. He seemed to be saying that she and I had woken up a sleeping tiger and were about to pay the price.
    

    
      But then, the Chemist held up her potion. “Uhhh… I’m done too…”
    

    
      
        Soma Strawberry
      
    

    
      
        Rarity level: Semi-legendary
      
    

    
      
        Creator: Chemist
      
    

    
      
        Description: What? It tastes like strawberry! Not a single drop of strawberry is in it, so how does that taste like strawberry? And what’s up with this effectiveness! This potion can be used to reattach amputated limbs without side effects as long as they’re in good condition! What in the world did the creator make!?
      
    

    
      The library fell deathly silent.
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      Without saying a word, the Medicine King and Chemist looked at each other’s creation. The other Hunters were also quiet. He and she had used the exact same ingredients, but the quality of their creations was completely different. It blew the Hunters’ minds.
    

    
      The Chemist was the first one to move. She adjusted her glasses using her almost skeletally thin finger and turned her head this way and that to get a better look at the Medicine King’s potion.
    

    
      “So this is your potion, Mr. Medicine King…?”
    

    
      The Medicine King was quiet. She plucked his potion away and gave it a look up close.
    

    
      “Hmm. Oh.” She tilted the bottle and flipped it around before she handed it back to him. After that, she adjusted her glasses once again. “This is your level, huh…?”
    

    
      
        Hmm. Is she the type of person who has all of the confidence in the world when she thinks she’s at an advantage?
      
       I wondered.
    

    
      Did that mean that all High Rankers had the seeds of a maniac in them? No… that couldn’t be… 
    

    
      While I reflected on my faith in humanity, the Medicine King finally let out a, “Hmm…”
    

    
      The difference in height between her and him was drastic. The Chemist was as tall as her future. In contrast, the Medicine King had shrunk as much as he had aged. The Chemist looked down at the Medicine King, who had to look up at her.
    

    
      “Mr. Medicine King…”
    

    
      “You, girl…”
    

    
      The two spoke at the same time.
    

    
      “Are you incompetent…?
    

    
      “Are you lucky…?”
    

    
      
        Huh.
      
    

    
      “Pardon?” The Chemist tilted her head.
    

    
      The Medicine King nodded. “You’re lucky.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “
      
        Tsk, tsk.
      
       This is the problem with young people. You remind me of my Wall Street years in my thirties. I thought that earning 1.7 billion was all my doing.”
    

    
      The Chemist tilted her head, making her glasses slip. The corner of her mouth curled in a way that palpably radiated anger. “Do you want another match…?”
    

    
      “Are you sure about that? The goddess of luck doesn’t smile at you twice. Tsk, tsk. Seriously, you young people…”
    

    
      Three minutes passed.
    

    
      “You’re very lucky, but the goddess of luck doesn’t smile at you three times. This time, I’ll show you the power of experience…”
    

    
      Three more minutes passed.
    

    
      “You’re incredibly lucky, but the goddess of luck won’t smile at you four times…”
    

    
      In the end, the Sword Star grabbed his shoulder. “Stop… Stop it, Medicine King…”
    

    
      “What are you talking about, Marcus?”
    

    
      “You’re embarrassing yourself…”
    

    
      “No! It’s different this time! With my experience and ability, I’ll crush her beginner’s luck! I’m 
      
        the
      
       Shawn McCalister. Can’t you see my laurels, Marcus?”
    

    
      “I’m sorry, young lady. You’re an incredible Chemist. It’s my fault for not trusting the Death King’s recommendation.” The Sword Star bowed in apology.
    

    
      The Chemist, who had been looking at the Medicine King like he was a cockroach, cleared her throat and tried to sound composed. “It…must be tough…having a friend like that…”
    

    
      “He has… his good side. Although…he’s not as good as you…he’s quite skilled with medicine…”
    

    
      “Yeah… He’s…better than nothing… It’s not like he has no basics, so he might make a decent assistant… “ the Chemist mumbled.
    

    
      Just then, the Countess’s hand clamped around the Chemist’s wrist like a manacle. She was as fast as a cat going for catnip! “You! Contract!”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Contract! Right now! Exclusive contract! With me!”
    

    
      “Uhh, uhhh…” The Chemist sputtered in confusion.
    

    
      “Best perks in the industry! I’ll let you pet cats. No, you’ll have a room full of cats! How is it! How is it!?”
    

    
      The Chemist was so taken aback that she couldn’t even speak, but the Countess was just the beginning.
    

    
      “Me too!”
    

    
      “Miss Chemist! No, you’re Mr. Death King’s pick, so you’re also a king now. Miss Chemist King!”
    

    
      “No, she’s more than that! Miss Chemist Emperor!”
    

    
      “Medicine God! Please give us your potions!”
    

    
      The Chemist was flooded with requests for handshakes, just like when I’d cleared the tenth floor on my own.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The Chemist was flustered for a moment, but she worked up the courage to push the Hunters away.
    

    
      “F-first of all! Those of you w-who want to purchase my potions should talk to Mr. Death King! Ah, Miss Paladin is…an exception since she’s been my client all along! Still, I’m o-only going to sell my potions to those who have Mr. Death King’s referral. But…please don’t bother Mr. Death King too much…”
    

    
      The eyes of the Countess and the Hunters turned to me. Meanwhile, the Paladin made a sneaky victory pose and then put her hands down before anyone noticed.
    

    
      I smiled. “Let’s think about that after clearing the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
      .”
    

    
      “Ah! Y-yes!”
    

    
      A suggestion to climb up the Tower always worked on Hunters; it was like magic. Even the Countess stood down, although she looked bitter.
    

    
      
        Good,
      
       I thought.
    

    
      The team was now complete. It had the Sword Star, the Chemist, and above all, me.
    

    
      “No, no! It can’t be! It can’t! My experience! My experience isn’t something that beginner’s luck can beat!”
    

    
      Like the Chemist said, that Medicine King—or the Delusional King—would be better than nothing.
    

    
      “Hmm! It looks like the characters are all decided!” The Indoor Librarian beamed after the show ended. “Let me repeat: perishing in an apocalyptic book means death in real life. There is only one way to safely escape from an apocalyptic book! Overcome the crisis of discontinued serialization and meet a proper ending!”
    

    
      “What is the standard of a proper ending?” I asked.
    

    
      “It depends on you.” The Indoor Librarian grinned. “Maybe you’ll be able to end the plague and save 
      
        murim
      
      . Using the plague to rule over 
      
        murim
      
       is also an idea. The possibilities are endless! But decide for yourselves what the best ending is.”
    

    
      In other words, he was going to leave it to us.
    

    
      I nodded. “Okay. Then send me to the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronic
      
      —”
    

    
      “Wait!” someone shouted. “Aren’t you going to go, Sect Master?”
    

    
      “You’re right. 
      
        Murim
      
       is basically the Sect Master’s home ground.”
    

    
      The shouts came from the Hunters of the OJP Sect, which was led by the Viper. However, he had been lying low in the 
      
        murim
      
       group, so he blinked in surprise.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “This is the world for you, Sect Master…”
    

    
      “I agree! Sect Master, when it comes to the principles of 
      
        gangho
      
      , you’re the best.”
    

    
      “Me too, Teacher. You should step up.”
    

    
      The Viper’s eyebrows furrowed as he slowly crossed his arms. His one eye under his thick eyebrow carried the determination of a man.
    

    
      “Yes, it is. I was about to ask if you guys had forgotten about me.”
    

    
      I was speechless. This made no sense—that man had absolutely no interest in 
      
        murim
      
      . It was so suspicious that I pulled up the character window to see what he was thinking…and it was just as I expected.
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          Why are my freaking students trying to send me to that backwater!
        
      
    

    
      The Viper was screaming internally, but the one-eyed swordsman looked like he had been waiting for his students to say that. His voice was serious.
    

    
      “
      
        Murim
      
       is the world of martial artists and warriors who follow their code of honor! It may not be my actual hometown, but my heart has always been in 
      
        murim
      
      .”
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          That world probably doesn’t even have flush toilets. I already had to deal with that bullshit the Aegim Empire because of that. Damnit…
        
      
    

    
      Wow.
    

    
      “You all know why my guild is called the OJP Sect.”
    

    
      
        State of mind:
        
           It’s an acronym of “I may have the ’O’P skill with which I can fight the world on my own, but I used to be a prime example of a thirty-two year old ’J’obless man before I got to the Tower. Is there a ’P’roblem with that?” But everyone seems to think it’s Overheavenly Jade Palace Sect. That’s how the banner maker made it. God, it’s too late to explain everything. Goddamn it…
        
      
    

    
      Oh my god.
    

    
      “I must go to this world.”
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          I absolutely do not want to go!
        
      
    

    
      I couldn’t figure out what to say. The Guardian, who shared my consciousness, seemed to be having the same problem.
    

    
      
        [Shiny reports she is also at a loss for words.]
      
    

    
      The man in front of me rendered a human, a ghost, and a Constellation speechless all at the same time. The Hunters, on the other hand, cheered for the man—especially the OJP Sect’s members.
    

    
      “Yes, Sect Master!”
    

    
      “I knew you would say that, Teacher!”
    

    
      “You’re our idol! You’re the true Hunter of this generation!”
    

    
      “I’ll be with you forever, Sect Master!”
    

    
      If I didn’t have the ability to read people’s minds… I would have been one of them. From every angle, the Viper looked like a warrior who devoted his life to the sword like the Sword Star.
    

    
      The Sword Star crossed his arms. “Hmm… I understand why you want to go, Viper.”
    

    
      “You bet I do.”
    

    
      “I don’t think that means that I should give up.” The Sword Star drew up his aura.
    

    
      The Viper had already been gathering his aura, so the two swordsmen’s aura clashed in the air. Their powers met with a loud 
      
        pop
      
      . Sensing the imminent danger, some of the bookmark maids managed to flee, but many of them were sent flying.
    

    
      The Hunters were fired up.
    

    
      “The Sword Star and Viper are going head to head!”
    

    
      “This is a fight for their pride!”
    

    
      It was quite a sight. Because I knew what was really going on inside the Viper’s head, it was also amazing in another way.
    

    
      “Both of you, stop,” the Paladin said.
    

    
      I heard clinking sounds coming from her. The reason she was making those noises was because she was one of the few people who had bet on the Chemist earlier. Her pouch used to be perpetually slim, but it was full after receiving the winnings from a 0.18 to 47 bet. She looked serious as ever, but it felt subtly off. It was probably the magic of a fat money pouch.
    

    
      “Don’t tell me you two are going to start a fight here.”
    

    
      Regardless of her money pouch, the Paladin took mediating as seriously as she always did.
    

    
      
        Wait. Has she always been doing this…?
      
       I wondered.
    

    
      
        —That’s what I was thinking too, Zombie. If she has always been doing that and we just didn’t know until now…
      
    

    
      The world seems to be full of forbidden knowledge…
    

    
      The Viper scoffed. “When my sword has to dance, it shall dance. Fuck. The Sword Star and I are both swordsmen. We can fight like swordsmen and the stronger one will go.”
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          I’ll lose on purpose! It’s embarrassing if I make it obvious, so I’ll make it a close match at first and lose right before it’s about to end! My students will understand if I lose to the Sword Star. Yup.
        
      
    

    
      I couldn’t believe it.
    

    
      The Sword Star, who had no idea what was going on, wiped off the sweat from his forehead. “I’m sorry, Viper… When I face a strong opponent like you, I have to give everything I have. I ended up permanently damaging your one eye in our last match. I can’t guarantee that this isn’t going to end like the last time.”
    

    
      “Right back at you, old man. If you think I’m still the old me, you’re walking into your coffin.”
    

    
      
        State of mind: Ah, fuck! Fuck! FUUUUUCK!
      
    

    
      The Viper looked like the very picture of a valiant warrior.
    

    
      
        —Zombie. 
      
      The Guardian, floating next to me, wiped the sweat off his forehead like the Sword Star.
    

    
      
        Yes?
      
    

    
      
        —I did tell you that high-level Hunters are all crazy, but…but…he’s…what’s the right word…
      
    

    
      
        He’s the real deal…
      
       I agreed.
    

    
      My forehead was covered in sweat too. Actually, every Hunter in the library and no doubt everyone watching the broadcast in the plaza was feeling the heat too.
    

    
      Even the Paladin had sweat dripping off her cheeks and landing on her bulging money pouch.
    

    
      “Viper. You’re…”
    

    
      The Viper gave her a manly smile. “A time comes for every martial artist when he cannot stand down.”
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          Paladin! Do something!
        
      
    

    
      I was pretty sure that she didn’t receive his message, but she did something.
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Star… Can you back down this once, please?”
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          Wait. Why are you telling him to back down!
        
      
    

    
      
        Why are you telling him to back down?
      
       
      
        Oh, we were thinking the same thing. I thought the same as the real deal… 
      
      I shut my eyes.
    

    
      
        [Shiny vibrates to massage your waist.]
      
    

    
      Even the Guardian patted my shoulder in quiet consolation.
    

    
      “I’m aware that you always want to be at the front, but you were already part of the expedition team with the Death King and Black Dragon Master and the three of you cleared the twelfth to nineteenth floors. Yet you’re asking for the chance to go to the twenty-second floor first, instead of letting someone else have the chance. It’s rather shameless.”
    

    
      Her tone was calm, and her reasoning was logical. Even her look was serious—the only thing that stuck out was the plump money pouch hung on her belt.
    

    
      Pointing at the Viper’s students, the cause of this disaster, the Paladin added, “Besides, the OJP Sect’s Master is the leader of a guild. I know he isn’t the type to worry about how he looks to his students, but he’s different from you given that you operate on your own. Can you respect his position a little?”
    

    
      “Mmm…” The Sword Star groaned. A frown flitted across his face. His eyebrows went up and down several times before he crossed his arms. “Did I ever care about the Five Guilds?”
    

    
      The Paladin gritted her teeth. “Mr. Sword Star, are you ser—!”
    

    
      “But recently I’ve been trying to be less shameless,” the Sword Star interrupted her. He turned to look at me.
    

    
      Why was he looking at me…? Regardless, it was nice to see an obstinate old man compromise. It was so beautiful that I hoped the Medicine King or whatever he was called learned at least a teensy bit from him, instead of constantly muttering, “It can’t be true” from the side. But why was the Sword Star being so well-behaved now out of all times he possibly could have done…?
    

    
      “Okay.” The Sword Star took a step back. He looked at the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       with eyes that still radiated desire, but he dragged them away. “Viper, I’ll let you have this one.”
    

    
      The Viper’s eyes widened, but only for a moment. More of his aura spread into the air as he grinned like a gambler who’d won big. “Couldn’t you have said that sooner? 
      
        Sigh.
      
       It’s your lucky day, old man.”
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          No! What? Why are you suddenly doing this, Marcus Carlenbery? You’re not the type of guy who lets other people take things from you! No! I don’t want to go!
        
      
    

    
      The forbidden truth was indescribable. The Paladin’s expression was equally indescribable.
    

    
      The Inquisitor, who had been watching everything with sparkling eyes, bounced over and hugged her arm. “This is amazing, Miss Paladin! You persuaded the Sword Star!”
    

    
      “No, the Sword Star merely accepted my reasoning.”
    

    
      “Hahaha. Is that so? Then I should give the Sword Star a hug!”
    

    
      “I refuse,” the Sword Star curtly responded. However, no refusal worked on the natural-born psycho, so the Sword Star had to deal with quite a bit of trouble for a while.
    

    
      “…Everyone grows, even a little bit.” The Black Witch smiled behind her hand.
    

    
      It was like the happy epilogue of a novel.
    

    
      With that done, the other three people finished their preparations for the expedition into the apocalyptic book named 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
      .
    

    
      “
      
        Tsk.
      
       If it’s decided, let’s go already. The sun is going to come up at this rate. You people are just like when I was young… I guess there’s no other choice but to go. That young girl’s luck got me earlier, but that doesn’t change the truth. I, the Medicine King, am the best Chemist out there. There’s never been a Chemist like me and everyone knows it.”
    

    
      The Chemist whimpered. “Mr. Death King, I’m scared… Is it really okay for someone like me to follow? Well, yes, I’m at least better than that old Medicine King coot or whatever they call him. It’s proven like Galileo Galilei’s heliocentrism, but that cockroach doesn’t admit it for some reason. Still, I’m…”
    

    
      “Hey, you non-combatants. Take cover when we’re fighting. People can lose their heads in a blink,” the Viper warned them.
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          I don’t want to go… Please switch places with me, old man… It’s not too late…
        
      
    

    
      I blankly looked at my expedition members.
    

    
      
        —Don’t worry, Zombie. Just kill yourself if it goes south. Catch the disease or throw yourself from the cliff so you can go back to before today! Seriously, you have my approval on this one. I can feel it in my soul. Well, that’s all I have right now though.
      
    

    
      A rare consolation from the Guardian.
    

    
      I nodded weakly. “Okay… Let’s go…”
    

    
      “Alright.” The Indoor Librarian giggled and flicked his fingers.
    

    
      The apocalyptic book the Sword Star held went flying back to the Indoor Librarian’s hand like a bird returning to roost. After all, it was his, and he had only been lending it to us.
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian grabbed the book and opened it in one smooth motion. “Death King, Viper, Medicine King, and Chemist. Four of you have been selected as new characters of 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
      . Once you open your eyes, you’ll find yourselves in the world ten days before the serialization of the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       unfortunately discontinues.”
    

    
      The book began to glow.
    

    
      “I hope you’ll show me a great ending.” The Indoor Librarian smiled.
    

    
      And the light enveloped us, dispatching the expedition team without hopes and dreams.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 62: The Great War Of Good And Evil (1)

    
      I had never read a 
      
        murim
      
       novel. They never interested me, and the genre had already become old-fashioned by my generation. Old 
      
        murim
      
       movies were occasionally uploaded to the internet, but due to their crude CG, they just became laughingstocks.
    

    
      Mine was the generation where all seriousness was laughed upon, leaving a tiny niche for martial arts and their codes of honor. The genre was in decline.
    

    
      The said declining world was snowing.
    

    
      “…It’s cold!”
    

    
      We, the expedition team of no hopes and dreams, safely entered the apocalyptic book’s world and were immediately greeted by a vast snowfield. Some adorable sounds were made as we stepped through the snow, but there was nothing cute about the cold biting at us.
    

    
      “Everyone! Use your aura to protect yourselves!” I yelled.
    

    
      The coldness would freeze everyone if they did nothing. The Viper immediately drew up his aura, but the Chemist and Medicine King couldn’t because they were supports.
    

    
      “I-I-I…haven’t learned how to use aura…”
    

    
      “
      
        Achoo! Aaaaachooo!
      
       I’m going to die! You’re going to kill this old man with this cold!”
    

    
      It had been less than twenty seconds since we’d arrived in the apocalyptic book’s world, but their faces were as pale as corpses. Well, I had done all sorts of stuff to learn how to use my aura, so it was highly unlikely for any support Hunter to know how to use their aura.
    

    
      “
      
        Tsk.
      
      ”
    

    
      I quickly acted to solve the situation.
    

    
      “Sect Master, please take care of the Medicine King!”
    

    
      “Alright.” The Viper picked up the Medicine King. He may be the king of light novels, but rather die than look weak and he was still a High Ranker built for combat. His purple aura enveloped the Medicine King in short order.
    

    
      The Medicine King sighed in relief like an old man settling into a hot spring. “That’s a bit better…”
    

    
      I nodded and then took the Chemist’s hand. “You’re with me.”
    

    
      “P-pardon?”
    

    
      “Give me your hand.”
    

    
      I transferred my aura through our hands. My red aura, which I still didn’t know if it symbolized blood or fire, spread warmly over the Chemist.
    

    
      She bowed. “Ah. T-thank you, Mr. Death King. But t-this is a bit ticklish…”
    

    
      “I know it’s awkward. I feel the same, but this isn’t the time to worry about it.”
    

    
      I looked around. The snowstorm surrounding us was as thick as fog. The issue of our body temperature was temporarily taken care of, but I wasn’t sure where to go next.
    

    
      “The Indoor Librarian is a Constellation, so he used words like books and discontinued serialization. But this is a world, not a book. And we’re here to save it. You know that, right?”
    

    
      The Chemist’s eyes widened slightly. “…Yes, we are. I may have taken this a little too lightly. I’ll try my best.”
    

    
      “We just have to focus on our roles. I’ll protect you with my aura, but you and Mr. Medicine King should take the lead when it’s time to end the plague. Please remember that.”
    

    
      “Yes, Mr. Death King.”
    

    
      The snowstorm whistled past my ears. Squinting, I tried my best to figure out my surroundings. 
    

    
      The last two sentences of the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       crossed my head: “A mysterious plague breaks out, killing the Heavenly Demon and wiping out the Heavenly Demon Cult and the other factions.”
    

    
      They were simple and short and said nothing about the bone-numbing cold or the knee-high snow. It just said the world met its end.
    

    
      Now we had to find out why the character named Heavenly Demon was going to die. And what was this plague that was driving humanity here to its death?
    

    
      “Oh!” The Chemist suddenly squeezed my hand and pointed into the snowstorm. “Look over there, Mr. Death King! I think I saw people!”
    

    
      Everyone looked where the Chemist pointed. She was right. They were hard to see because of the thick snowstorm…but I could see a forest of human shadows. It wasn’t just a couple of people—there were dozens, possibly even hundreds of them.
    

    
      “Okay. Let’s head over there first.”
    

    
      I took the lead. The wind continued to whip the snow into a frenzy. Through it, people were reduced to vague silhouettes. We stayed close together so we wouldn’t lose each other.
    

    
      
        —Zombie, there’s something wrong about this. I can’t hear anything from there,
      
       the Guardian said. He was looking around me, acting as an extra pair of eyes.
    

    
      
        Is it the snowstorm?
      
    

    
      
        —Maybe.
      
       The Guardian squinted at the forest of silhouettes. 
      
        But that isn’t just the sounds… They aren’t moving at all. It’s like they’re sculptures, not humans.
      
    

    
      Fortunately, the snowstorm didn’t last long. Once it subsided, it was much easier to see. That was the only upside—the sight it unveiled left us speechless.
    

    
      “…What are these?” the Viper whispered, his words accentuated by puffs of white. “Why are they all frozen?”
    

    
      Hundreds of people all stood frozen in the snowfield.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “…They are human,” the Chemist said, studying one of the frozen humans. With latex gloves on, she used a tweezer to tear off some of the flesh. “According to my 
      
        Life Analysis
      
       Skill, it’s already been two years and three months since he died. An illness killed him, but it isn’t registered on my 
      
        Mobile Hospital
      
      .”
    

    
      “How strange!” The Medicine King put on his monocle and examined a frozen human as well.
    

    
      Like how a combat Hunter utilized their Skills to fight, the Chemist and Medicine King used their support Skills to assess the frozen humans.
    

    
      “They all died from the same cause, but it wasn’t the cold. The disease killed them, so they should be lying on the ground…but they’re all standing. How baffling. In times like this, Silicon Valley—”
    

    
      “It’s highly likely that someone moved them here on purpose,” the Chemist interrupted. After the talk we’d had, she looked much more serious. “Although they all died from the same cause, their time of death is all different. He died two years ago, and she died three years ago. The only possible conclusion I can reach right now is that someone intentionally moved the corpses here…”
    

    
      I narrowed my eyes. “Is this some sort of graveyard?”
    

    
      “A graveyard, huh? It does look like a terracotta army from afar.” The Viper stroked his chin.
    

    
      All of the frozen humans were in different poses. One of them was spreading her arms as she looked up at the sky. Another person was baring his teeth like an animal.
    

    
      I took a look at the nearest one. 
      
        Show me the status window,
      
       I thought.
    

    
      
        Name: Jang Seongpa
      
    

    
      
        Affection: —
      
    

    
      
        Liked genre: —
      
    

    
      
        Disliked genre: —
      
    

    
      
        Liked character: —
      
    

    
      
        Disliked character: —
      
    

    
      
        Liked plot point: —
      
    

    
      
        Disliked plot point: —
      
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          Light.
        
      
    

    
      So this was how the character window of dead people looked. This “Light” in his state of mind was probably the last thought he had before he died. The corpse’s state of mind never changed, like the engraving on a tombstone.
    

    
      We discussed the mystery we faced.
    

    
      “A graveyard… Why is it made like this if it’s a graveyard?”
    

    
      “I’m not sure, but they all have weapons on their belts.”
    

    
      “Is there somewhere we can shelter? It’s warm because of your aura, but…”
    

    
      “…Hahahaha!”
    

    
      The sudden laughter in the distance made us instinctively duck, but whoever it was didn’t seem to notice our presence.
    

    
      “The Heavenly Demon Cult’s rule ends today!” he shouted.
    

    
      “Hah! Even a dog would laugh at that.”
    

    
      There were actually two people. Their voices were quite distinct; one belonged to an old man, and the other was a young woman’s.
    

    
      “As long as I am here, the Heavenly Demon Cult will remain the absolute ruler of 
      
        murim
      
      . Buwolseon, it’s time for you to say goodbye to your meaningless dream of building the Righteous Faction’s 
      
        murim
      
      ,” the woman confidently declared.
    

    
      “Nonsense!” the old man yelled. “The Blood Demon Unit your cult was so proud of already lost their heads to my ax. I also chopped off your rotten Demonic Head Elders’ heads and sent them to the otherworld! I have five hundred of 
      
        murim
      
      ’s elite by my side, so no demonic arts of yours can stop me!”
    

    
      “Ha.” The woman quietly laughed. “For an old man, you certainly know how to talk. You aren’t strong enough to kill them, and my Blood Demons are on a secret mission, so they’re away right now.”
    

    
      I held up my finger and gestured at the others to be quiet. They blinked.
    

    
      “Let’s approach them quietly, okay?” I muttered under my breath.
    

    
      They nodded. We slowly approached the forest of corpses, the frozen graveyard. The two voices slowly became clearer. It wasn’t long before we laid eyes on them. The woman was wearing a black martial arts uniform; the old man was in white.
    

    
      “Worry about your people first, Wolseon,” the woman chastised. “You used to be the respected leader of 
      
        murim
      
      , but look at yourself now. It’s pathetic. Where did all your prodigies from the Prestigious Clans go? You used to go on and on about them.”
    

    
      “Ha! None of your business. They had to carry out an urgent secret mission, so they went all over the world!”
    

    
      “You give out a lot of secret missions.”
    

    
      “That’s because you ruined the world, woman! If that wasn’t for the Heavenly Demon Cult’s idiotic rule, the world wouldn’t have ended up like this!”
    

    
      “If me and my people are idiots, what does that make you people? You handed 
      
        murim
      
       to us. You’re worse than idiots.”
    

    
      “Y-you wench!”
    

    
      “If you have a problem with that, fight me, old man.”
    

    
      They were having a very dirty fight. From the sound of it, the old man in the white outfit seemed to be from the Righteous Faction; on the other hand, the woman in black was part of the Heavenly Demon Cult. They pointed their weapons at each other.
    

    
      “Forget it. I can’t watch a demon cult leader like you boast anymore! I’ll cut your head into two. One half shall be offered to the Jade Emperor and the other to Yama!”
    

    
      “
      
        Phew.
      
       I want to end this too. Today, I’m finally going to finish the last survivor of the Righteous Faction and show the world that the Heavenly Demon Cult’s rule is still absolute.”
    

    
      It had the feel of street talk, but it was still the typical start of a battle between two martial artists in 
      
        murim
      
      . Now, all they had to do was wield their qi and exchange brilliant sword attacks. Then, everything would then become perfect.
    

    
      However, I found one big problem.
    

    
      
        —Zombie,
      
       the Guardian blankly mumbled. 
      
        Why are they holding sticks…?
      
    

    
      Indeed, the old man and the woman were holding thin sticks that were usually used to inflict physical punishment. That was what they were using for weapons. The splendid weapons that always showed up in 
      
        murim
      
       movies were nowhere to be seen.
    

    
      The pair seemed to feel embarrassed pointing sticks at each other because they awkwardly stared at each other for a long moment.
    

    
      “…Buwolseon,” the woman in black cautiously ventured, “did you lose your Jade Ax or something? Why did you bring a piece of wood? You’re just a goon from the Namgung Clan and your only strength is your powerful ax swings…”
    

    
      “B-be quiet!” The old man’s face reddened. “I could ask the same about you! Where is your Bloodbane Demon Sword? You used to treat it like it was your daughter! Did you throw it away somewhere? Why are you holding a stick like that!”
    

    
      “Stick?” The woman avoided the old man’s eyes. “Excuse me. It may not look like it, but I carved this wooden sword myself. It contains the essence of the millennium-long Demonic Path. I bestowed the name of Demonic Heaven Saber to this weapon.”
    

    
      “Did you really call a stick ‘Demonic Heaven’?”
    

    
      “I can’t…?”
    

    
      After a short silence, the old man quietly coughed. “
      
        Ahem.
      
       That’s too grandiose for a stick. Why don’t you just give it a more mundane name and call it a cane?”
    

    
      “That just means that it’s a stick…”
    

    
      “It is a stick, you idiot!”
    

    
      The woman nodded, dispirited. “Okay. Since you say so, I’ll be satisfied with the Demonic Cane.”
    

    
      “Damn you! Demon this! Demon that! “ The old man’s white mustache trembled in annoyance. “Why are you cultists always so anxious to name everything demon? Just your minions are Blood Demons, Sword Demons, Ghostfire Demons, and Moonlight Demons! That’s four types of demons already! Then their captains are also called the Four Demon Kings! Is the first word you ever learn demon?”
    

    
      “Doesn’t it sound tasteful…?”
    

    
      “Ahhhh! I can’t believe 
      
        murim
      
       ever ended up in your hands, even if it was short!”
    

    
      Meanwhile, the dark snow clouds were eating away the sunlight little by little. They were unusually thick, so the world was shrouded in a dense darkness.
    

    
      “Hup!” The old man gasped. “D-Demon. This is not the time to fight among ourselves!”
    

    
      The two immediately stood back to back as if they’d never fought.
    

    
      Cold sweat rolled off the woman’s forehead. “Shit. The laws of nature have recently been unruly…”
    

    
      “You wench! You were confident that it was going to be a clear day today!”
    

    
      “There are times when my predictions are wrong. How am I supposed to understand the laws of nature? I just watched how the Ghostfire Demon King does it. “
    

    
      “For goodness’s sake! A fortune teller off the street would make a better cult leader than you. I can’t believe I fell for your temptation and ruined such an important event!”
    

    
      “Shut up and get ready to fight, old man. You’re wasting what little stamina I have left.”
    

    
      Their conversation left me and the others baffled.
    

    
      “W-what do you think is wrong with them…?” the Chemist whispered.
    

    
      “Well, I don’t know ei—”
    

    
      Just as I was about to answer, I heard a low growl. At first, I thought that it was made by someone from my group, but then I heard growling gradually coming from the left, the right, in front of us, and behind. I realized I was gravely mistaken.
    

    
      The Chemist gasped in surprise and clutched my arm, her face pale as a sheet. The Viper and Medicine King looked equally worried and I was sure I was wearing a deep frown too.
    

    
      Around one thousand frozen humans, which we had believed to be ordinary corpses, slowly…moved their limbs.
    

    
      The frozen corpse right beside us rolled his eyes. His pupils were dilated and most of his eyebrows were gone. It looked like parts of his eyes had been eaten away, yet despite all of that, the corpse looked right into my eyes. When I saw his eyes, I realized what was going on.
    

    
      “Fucking hell…” I gritted my teeth.
    

    
      The description of 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       read:
    

    
      
        
          Heavenly Demon Chronicle
        
      
    

    
      
        Genres: Murim, fusion fantasy
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty level: B
      
    

    
      
        Required challengers: 2~4 people
      
    

    
      
        ※Serialization is currently discontinued.
      
    

    
      
        Description: This is the world where people admire, practice, and master martial arts! The Heavenly Demon shows up and tries to unify 
        
          murim
        
        , leading the Heavenly Demon Cult. The other factions rise against him and fight for the world’s future. …Well, they would have done that if that hadn’t been for a super plague.
      
    

    
      
        Reason for discontinuation of serialization: A mysterious plague breaks out, killing the Heavenly Demon and wiping out the Heavenly Demon Cult and the other factions. The end.
      
    

    
      The corpses slowly moved. They were slow, but the sight of them moving was horror itself. Now I knew what the mysterious super plague that brought this world to damnation was.
    

    
      “The super plague is a zombie virus?!” I shouted.
    

    
      The corpse opened his mouth and roared. The sun was now completely blotted out, and around a thousand zombies charged us.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 63: The Great War Of Good And Evil (2)

    
      The Chemist was pale and shivering.
    

    
      “
      
        Ah—
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Arghhhhhhhhhhhhhhhhh
      
      !”
    

    
      The Chemist’s scream was drowned out by a much louder one. The scream came from a man who was old enough to be the Sword Star’s friend, but that had energy that would put most young people to shame.
    

    
      The Medicine King floundered. “Run! Run away! I’ve never seen such beings in Silicon Valley! 
      
        Arghhhh!
      
       The world is doomed! The end is nigh!”
    

    
      “This world already ended!” I quickly drew my holy sword and cut down the closest zombie.
    

    
      Unlike 
      
        murim
      
       novels, I had watched a fair number of zombie movies and dramas. In fact, I had fought them myself on the thirteenth floor. Thanks to my experience, I instinctively cut off the zombie’s head.
    

    
      The zombie continued to growl even as its head spun through the air. Its headless corpse, though, continued to flail its limbs. Damn. It looked like they were the type that stopped functioning only after their brains were destroyed. The worst type.
    

    
      “Let’s get out of here!” I shouted.
    

    
      The old man from the Righteous Faction and the woman of the Heavenly Demon Cult finally realized we were there. Just like the zombies had shocked us, our presence made their jaws drop.
    

    
      “W-who are you!?” the old man stammered.
    

    
      “…Old man, it looks like my eyes have finally gone rotten. I see not just one but four humans who are alive and moving. Perhaps Yama is calling for me.”
    

    
      “I-I see them too. All your mockery must have messed up my head.”
    

    
      I threw the Chemist over my shoulder. “You two should run away too! Even better, tell us where we should run!”
    

    
      The martial artists looked at each other.
    

    
      “Oh my goodness. I think they are real, old man,” the woman breathed.
    

    
      “Are we already dead? Is this what the underworld looks like…?”
    

    
      “Then there are only two possibilities: we are either in hell or paradise together.”
    

    “As the leader of the Murim Alliance, I’ve dedicated myself to upholding honor, so I don’t think I would go to hell when I die. I believe this is paradise, but there are no peach trees or fairies. It’s full of jiangshi[1]. Above all, you’re here. It’s too strange to be paradise.”

    
      “Then it must be real, not a dream.”
    

    
      “And they’re real people?”
    

    
      “They’re warm. I don’t think they’re 
      
        jiangshi
      
      .”
    

    
      It might’ve been obvious already from how relaxed they sounded, but the Viper had the man of the Righteous Faction in his arms, and the Heavenly Demon Cult woman was in mine. We were running away from the zombie horde.
    

    
      “Where are you all from?” The woman looked up at me with interest. “Your foot art is quite interesting. Are you from outer 
      
        murim
      
      ? Did those barbarians survive?”
    

    
      “We’re…” I trailed off, my mind working at full speed. I didn’t exactly understand what outer 
      
        murim 
      
      was supposed to be, but I assumed that it meant the world outside 
      
        murim
      
      . Fortunately for me a sound coming from behind us spared me the need to answer.
    

    
      The zombies seemed to have finished warming up and were now running after us. No, running didn’t seem like the right word to describe what was going on—those zombies were so energetic that they crossed ten meters with every step. Hundreds of zombies flew over the snow like a pack of seagulls, to our shock and terror.
    

    
      “W-what?” The Viper’s mouth was agape. “Why the hell are zombies flying?!”
    

    
      “They’re using the lightness art I created. I borrowed it from those Kunlun bums and refined it,” the woman boasted. “Look at them. They passed the level of Traceless Snow and reached Free Sky! They’re my students and the elites of my cult. They haven’t forgotten their martial arts even in death. How commendable.”
    

    
      “H-hold on,” I said. Although I only vaguely understood those names, there was one thing I really had to figure out. “They don’t forget what they learned even though they’re dead?”
    

    
      “Huh? You’re behind on the news. Is everyone from outer 
      
        murim
      
       like this?” The woman tilted her head. “Those from 
      
        murim
      
       use their martial arts after becoming 
      
        jiangshi
      
      . Isn’t that common knowledge?”
    

    
      “I really don’t think it is!”
    

    
      Oh my god. We were dealing with zombies that used martial arts! If this apocalyptic book was a comedy, I would have laughed it off, but it was an authentic murim, not a joke!
    

    
      “The ones at the front are my students and elites of the cult. My students react to bloodlust even in their sleep.” The women nodded. “Haha. It’s amazing that they’re still using the lightness art after becoming 
      
        jiangshi
      
      .” 
    

    
      “Ahhhhhhh! They’re catching up! They’re catching up!” the Medicine King yelled as he bounced along on the Viper’s back. The 
      
        jiangshi
      
       swooped out of the air like ferocious hawks, almost tearing off the Medicine King’s hair. “Run quicker! Quicker! If they bite me and I become a zombie, I’ll bite you first, Sect Master!”
    

    
      “Fuck. Who the fuck recruited him for this expedition!” the Viper squawked. “And why do I have to cart two men around while you’re carrying two women!”
    

    
      “We’re about to be killed by freaking martial artist zombies! Does that really matter?!”
    

    
      “We’re about to die, so what else matters!” the Viper snapped back.
    

    
      
        —Zombie! Zombies!
      
       The Guardian shouted, faithfully working as my eyes in the back of my head.
    

    
      
        Ah, fuck.
      
    

    
      “Weakness!” I shouted at the woman. “Do those 
      
        jiangshi
      
       have any weaknesses?”
    

    
      “They stop moving when I crush their heads.”
    

    
      “Give me an easier way!”
    

    
      By this point, I had embraced my death. Normal zombies would have been a different story, but this was a world full of flying zombies who were also martial artists. I would need the Sword Star, the Black Witch, 
      
        and
      
       the Inquisitor to even have a chance of clearing this stage.
    

    
      The woman nodded and pointed over my shoulder. “They don’t move when the sun is out.”
    

    
      The answer had been right there the whole time if I’d thought about it. The zombies coming to life in front of me and then flying using the lightness art was so shocking that the answer never crossed my head.
    

    
      “Ma’am! And Miss Chemist!” I shouted.
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Y-yes?”
    

    
      While the woman from the Heavenly Demon Cult answered casually, the Chemist’s voice was quivering.
    

    
      I focused my aura into my arms. “I’m sorry, but I’m going to throw you! Please be careful when you land!”
    

    
      “Alright.”
    

    
      “…What?”
    

    
      And then I hurled the woman as far as possible, immediately followed by the Chemist, like a javelin thrower in the Olympics. The woman landed headfirst in the snow without a sound, but the Chemist screamed her lungs out until she smacked into the snow spread-eagle.
    

    
      “I’m sorry!” I apologized again before I stopped. I turned back to the hundreds of zombies coming at me.
    

    
      I was covered in goosebumps. Even though I had fought zombies on the thirteenth floor, they were completely different from the martial artist zombies skipping over the snowfield like a swarm of mosquitoes.
    

    
      Honestly, it was terrifying.
    

    
      For some reason, the Guardian was over the moon.
    

    
      
        —You’re gonna die! I’m going to see Zombie actually getting killed by zombies! This is awesome! That’s one item I can cross off of my bucket list!
      
    

    
      Did he still have a bucket list even though he was already dead?
    

    
      “I am! Not going to die yet!” I faced the zombie pack in the middle of the snowfield and drew the holy protector sword. The zombie right in front of me bared its gore-stained teeth.
    

    
      
        Shiny!
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny answers your call.]
      
    

    
      Idol, a piece of a Constellation and the first of the five sister swords, released her light. The snowfield shone brightly with the sword’s light.
    

    
      And I realized that I had a gift for naming—Shiny was the perfect name for the sword.
    

    
      When the holy sword’s light touched them, the zombies instantly stopped moving and dropped to the ground like mosquitoes that got a face full of bug spray. They didn’t break their fall at all, so the snowfield ended up honeycombed with holes.
    

    
      One of the zombies froze with a lock of the Medicine King’s hair in its hand.
    

    
      The Medicine King groaned. “A-am I alive? Did I survive again? For god’s sake. I would‘ve never come to the Tower if that wasn’t for Marcus. What’s wrong with my life…?”
    

    
      “Is everyone okay?” I looked around.
    

    
      I hadn’t let my guard down yet. The sky was still cloudy, so the ground was still dark. The holy protector sword was the only source of light; if it went off just for a moment, those terrifying 
      
        jiangshi
      
       would become active again.
    

    
      “Urgh… My face hurts a little, but I’m fine… Thank you for saving us, Mr. Death King…”
    

    
      “Fuck! The Sword Star, that guy… I want a life where I don’t have to deal with old men!”
    

    
      The Chemist and Viper let me know their safety in their own ways. I nodded.
    

    
      “Sect Master, please protect the others.”
    

    
      “What are you going to do?”
    

    
      “I’m going to take care of those zombies while they aren’t moving.” I pointed the holy sword at the zombies. “I have to smash their brains one by one, so it’ll take time, but it won’t be too difficult…”
    

    
      “Hold on, child from outer 
      
        murim
      
      .” The woman stood up from the snowfield, slowly wiping the snow off of her clothes. “First, I would like to express my gratitude for saving me even though we’ve never met before. However, I have to stop you if you’re going to eliminate these 
      
        jiangshi
      
      .”
    

    
      “…Why is that?” I asked. All kinds of thoughts swirled inside my head. Were zombies under a special curse, and did those who killed them get infected? Actually, not many monsters were portrayed in as many different ways as zombies were. Depending on the settings, they could be trivial monsters or an absolute disaster.
    

    
      “All of them are elites of my cult.”
    

    
      “What?” I asked, caught totally off guard.
    

    
      “They’re my students and subordinates,” the woman solemnly replied. “The great war to root out those of the Righteous Path is imminent. I’m in need of every one of them I can get. I’m already outnumbered, so I can’t lose a single one of them.”
    

    
      What the heck was she saying? None of us could understand. What great war was she talking about? The world of 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       was on the brink of destruction. There was no way this world still had factions or enough humans to have a war.
    

    
      “Once you open your eyes, you’ll find yourselves in the world ten days before the serialization of the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       unfortunately discontinues,” was what the Indoor Librarian had said. Only ten days were left before the complete extinction of mankind here. I didn’t know how many survivors were left in this world…but they were all going to die in ten days. The woman from the Heavenly Demon Cult and the man from the Righteous Faction weren’t exempted from this fate. While it wasn’t clear if they were aware of that, the two martial artists were nonchalant.
    

    
      “Me and the old—”
    

    
      “I’m Buwolseon, the leader of the Murim Alliance,” the man interrupted.
    

    
      “…The old man and I have been continuing this great war for three years now. It’s actually been nine hundred eighty nine days since the Great War of Right and Evil was declared. We swore on our names that no one would leave until one of us acknowledges their defeat,” the woman intoned. “They may have become 
      
        jiangshi
      
      , but they’re my people as long as they use the martial arts of my cult. Don’t kill them. If you want to kill the 
      
        jiangshi
      
      , kill the ones wearing monk—”
    

    
      “Nonsense! I sweated blood to gather those prodigies from the Prestigious Clans!” The old man jumped up and down. “You made a promise, you Heavenly Demon wench! We aren’t going to hurt the 
      
        jiangshi
      
      , and you and I are going to see the end of the Great War of Good and Evil on our own!”
    

    
      “Promises are meant to be broken.”
    

    
      “You evil wretch, then I’ll crush those demonic 
      
        jiangshi
      
       one by one!”
    

    
      “You call yourself the leader of the Righteous Faction and yet you’re going to go back on your word? You’re revealing your true color, you hypocrite!”
    

    
      The man and woman looked like they were about to fight until one of them died, just like they were doing before the zombies started moving.
    

    
      I was dumbfounded.
    

    
      “…The world is doomed, but you two insist on continuing this great war of whatever?”
    

    
      “You’ve got it the wrong way around.” The woman called the Heavenly Demon shook her head. “The world already met its end during our great war.”
    

    To sum it up, the old man was the leader of the Righteous Faction and the Murim Alliance[2], and the woman was the Heavenly Demon. They had been fighting each other for the future of this world. It had all been fine until a plague had suddenly broken out, turning all of their people into zombies.

    
      Ordinary people would have stopped the war and gone into hiding…but the people of 
      
        murim
      
       were anything but ordinary.
    

    
      “That doesn’t mean we can postpone the war we’ve already begun!” the Heavenly Demon declared.
    

    
      The Murim Alliance’s leader and the Heavenly Demon… didn’t end the war even though all of their people were now zombies. In fact, they still treated the 
      
        jiangshi
      
       like loyal soldiers. That was how they had been continuing the Great War of Right and Evil for three years as the world was consumed by a zombie apocalypse.
    

    
      “I’ll never stop until I claim victory from that old man. As I still have my five hundred 
      
        jiangshi
      
       soldiers, I’m going to lead them and crush those bastards from the Righteous Path.”
    

    
      “Right back at you, demon! The greatest prodigies of 
      
        murim
      
       are with me and they’ll still fight against you, wench, even after becoming vengeful spirits! 989 days is enough. It’s time to end this war!”
    

    
      Yes, my expedition team wasn’t the only one without hope. The same was true for this world.
    

    

    
      1. Eastern vampire/zombies. ☜

    

    
      2. The difference is that while all the righteous sects can be considered to be part of the Righteous Faction, only the selected righteous sects can join the Murim Alliance. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 64: The Great War Of Good And Evil (3)

    
      The world was doomed, but the two martial artists didn’t stop their war. I was in disbelief…but there was more yet to come—how the two fought.
    

    
      “Like the quality of the writing brush doesn’t matter to a scholar, the state of the sword isn’t important to a martial artist,” the Heavenly Demon told the Murim Alliance's leader, still holding the stick. “I may be using my Demonic Cane because I forgot my Bloodbane Demon Sword, but it won’t stop me from sending you to hell, old man.”
    

    
      “Alriiiiight!” the Murim Alliance's leader valiantly shouted. He was also holding a stick. “Let’s see who will be the one to unify 
      
        murim
      
      !”
    

    
      And the two martial artists clashed. Perhaps the word “clash” was giving them too much credit—it was nothing more than a street fight.
    

    
      “Heavenly Demon Descent Step!”
    

    
      “Hah! Sky-Shattering Yellow Ax!”
    

    
      They shouted names that sounded legitimate as they fought, but that was pretty much it. The weapons in their hands were still sticks, and the sounds of their sticks bumping into each other were rather light and cheerful.
    

    
      The sticks didn’t last long. After that, the Heavenly Demon and Murim Alliance's leader threw themselves at each other with their bare hands, glaring viciously the whole time. The Heavenly Demon grabbed the Murim Alliance's leader’s mustache while he pulled on her hair.
    

    
      I was at a loss for words.
    

    
      “What in the world…”
    

    
      It was getting more ridiculous by the second. Everyone except the two brawlers was struck dumb.
    

    
      
        —That’s strange,
      
       the Guardian mumbled, to my surprise. 
      
        Their forms are proper, though.
      
    

    
      
        What are you talking about?
      
    

    
      
        —Their forms and their breathing methods are correct. They would be treated as top masters in my world too.
      
    

    
      I turned my eyes back to the fight. The Murim Alliance's leader was about to poke the woman’s eyes out, forcing her to cover her face.
    

    
      
        Are you serious?
      
    

    
      
        —Don’t you see the exquisite principles? That eye poking echoes a divine dragon snatching an evil dragon’s cintamani
      
      
        [1]
      
       with its claws. If I had to give it a name, it would be the principle of Double Dragon Orb Fight. And the way she covers her face contains the essence of the bodhisattva covering the faces of all sentient beings, so it can be called the Thousand Form Bodhastiva…
    

    
      I raised my hand to stop the Guardian’s explanation. 
      
        So why is their match no better than a street fight?
      
    

    
      
        —That is why it’s strange. When their forms are that good, their qi should be equally advanced and abundant as well. They’re fighting like shit because they aren’t using any qi—I mean aura. They wouldn’t be like that even if their dantians were destroyed… 
      
      The Guardian cocked his head.
    

    
      A possibility crossed my mind. It might be the only possible answer.
    

    
      
        Mr. Sword Emperor, you’re just messing with me, aren’t you?
      
    

    
      
        —Come on, Zombie. I’m not a demon. I don’t joke about this kind of stuff,
      
       the Guardian snapped.
      
         I mean, can’t you see it? I guess it’s because you went through secluded training with Preta, who used her aura to make up for her lack of mastery. Tsk, tsk. Well, that was the type of training you needed at the time though…
      
    

    
      I couldn’t believe that the Guardian had summarized my years of fighting the Demon King of Autumn Rain as “secluded training.” Still, he was serious, and it turned out he wasn’t alone.
    

    
      “That old man and the woman… They’re quite good.” The Viper narrowed his one eye. “The biting just now had the principle of CKB. And the arm throw is from MHS.”
    

    
      
        —Wow. He’s a real weirdo, but he’s a martial artist alright. Yeah, the bite is like a colossal king of serpents’ bite. And the arm throw is like a menacing hawk’s swoop! See, Zombie? Unlike you, I have a good eye.
      
    

    
      The Viper’s arms were crossed; he was watching the fight very seriously. I quietly pulled up his character window.
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          If I analyze the attack routes showing up on my Take On The World Alone Skill… Yeah, I’m right. Those movements can be interpreted to “I’m fine with reincarnating into a Cerberus and protecting the front gate of the demon King’s castle, but the troublemaker and the class president reincarnated as my other two heads, so I’m suffering, stuck Between them.” 
        
      
    

    
      
        
          The arm throw can be understood as “A Male high school student who used to be a hero in an online game decided to be a true Hero with his younger childhood friend who Skipped her previous grade and is also a famous comic author.” I’m sure of it.
        
      
    

    
      The Guardian shut his mouth.
    

    
      The Chemist, not knowing the truth, tilted her head in confusion. “I-is that so, Sect Master…? That just looks like a children’s fight...”
    

    
      “If anyone could see it, there would be no masters or beginners. Only people like me can see it.” The Viper shrugged.
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          Oh my god. Their attacks open up so many new attack routes. How many are there? They’re way more skilled than the old Sword Star. I feel like I’m going to level up just by watching them fight. It seems I’m going to have a lot to teach my students when I’m back.
        
      
    

    
      
        Mmmm… Mr. Sword Emperor.
      
    

    
      
        —Yes, Zombie…?
      
    

    
      
        It’s said that all water ends up in the ocean, right? And many different formulas are used to reach the same answer… That’s probably his way of understanding martial arts.
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah. Thank you…
      
    

    
      The so-called Murim Alliance's leader and Heavenly Demon were fighting like children. Somehow, that became the king of light novels’ source of inspiration and I had to console the Guardian. Fortunately, this bizarre situation didn’t last long.
    

    
      “
      
        Achoo!
      
       For god’s sake! I’m going to freeze to death!” the Medicine King yelled. “You bastards, stop fighting already! We’re standing right here! Can’t you see us? 
      
        Tsk, tsk.
      
       Tunnel vision is precisely what’s wrong with all you young people! It’s just like when I was young. Exactly the same!”
    

    
      The roar of the geezer who left even the Sword Star at a loss for words worked like a charm.
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader awkwardly scratched the back of his head. “It’s been a while since we had visitors. I guess it’d be rude to keep you out here. “
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon cleared her throat. “I’ll take you to my cave.”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Before long, the sky cleared up and I didn’t have to light up the area using Shiny. The zombies couldn’t move in sunlight, allowing us to safely escape the snowfield.
    

    
      However, the weak stamina of the Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader became a new problem. She was the leader of the Heavenly Demon Cult while the Righteous Faction had him to lead them, which logically meant that they should be the strongest people in this world. The Guardian and the Viper vouched for their skills in their own ways.
    

    
      Nevertheless…their stamina was so low that they panted when all we did was walk through the snow for a short while.
    

    
      “Would it be okay if I carried you?” I cautiously asked, unable to watch them keep struggling.
    

    
      “T-thank you. S-somehow, it’s difficult to use my cultivation art today.”
    

    
      I ended up carrying the Heavenly Demon, and the Murim Alliance's leader on the Viper’s back just like before.
    

    
      “This is not fair, Death King,” the Viper complained.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “It should be like this.”
    

    
      Since I had carried the Heavenly Demon before, I was now carrying the Murim Alliance's leader. The Viper had the Heavenly Demon on his back this time.
    

    
      “Anyone would agree that it should be like this.”
    

    
      “Sure…” I didn’t have the energy to argue anymore.
    

    
      I walked a little with the Murim Alliance's leader on my back and realized that something felt odd.
    

    
      
        —What’s wrong?
      
       The Guardian tilted his head.
    

    
      
        He’s warm.
      
    

    
      
        —Huh?
      
    

    
      
        …His body temperature is really high, but the weather is freezing cold right now. I’d freeze to death immediately if I didn’t use my aura…but he’s warm.
      
    

    
      The Guardian and I silently pondered the anomaly. Was he shielding himself using his qi, the aura in this world? But the Guardian couldn’t sense an ounce of qi from this man when he had just been fighting.
    

    
      
        What? Something doesn’t add up.
      
    

    
      We crossed the snowfield without figuring out why it didn’t add up. The Heavenly Demon guided us to a cave not far from the snowfield.
    

    
      “This is my shelter.”
    

    
      The cave had a big hole in the ceiling through which the light of the setting sun poured down.
    

    
      “Wow…” the Chemist gasped. Behind her foggy glasses, her eyes sparkled. “I-it’s a hot spring.”
    

    
      A deep pond sat in the floor of the cave, steam rising from its surface—a natural hot spring survived in this bone-aching cold and was warming up the cave. The light coming from above and a hot spring on the ground made for quite the picture.
    

    
      “I found this place long ago. I didn’t know I was going to receive visitors from outer 
      
        murim
      
       here though.” The Heavenly Demon smiled pleasantly. “Wash up first. The old man and I will search the cave to see if there is any food left to serve you.”
    

    
      “Huh? Do we have something other than grain pills?”
    

    
      “That’s why I said we should search the cave, old man. Is your age starting to get to your ears?”
    

    
      “You always call me old man, but let’s be clear here. Our age gap isn’t that big!” the Murim Alliance's leader snapped.
    

    
      “Do metamorphosis if you have a problem with that.”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon and Murim Alliance's leader bickered as they disappeared further into the cave.
    

    
      We stayed by the hot spring and watched them go with a myriad of emotions.
    

    
      “I-I’m surprised. They were at each other’s throat until a moment ago…”
    

    
      “They said that they’ve been fighting for three years. I guess it’s possible to grow attached to each other as you fight,” the Medicine King grumbled. “By the way, it’s warm and nice here. Please get away from me now, Sect Master. It’s been very embarrassing to hold a man’s hand right after arriving in this world. “
    

    
      “Why does the Sword Star hang out with a guy like you?” the Viper asked.
    

    
      “Let’s get one thing straight. I hang out with him!”
    

    
      “What the heck… Well, the Sword Star isn’t normal either. Fuck. Birds of a feather flock together, I guess.”
    

    
      After the conversation, we rested in the hot spring. When we were done with our bath, the two martial artists treated us to their food.
    

    
      “I’m sorry that it’s not much.”
    

    
      “They’re grain pills. Help yourselves.”
    

    The Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader served us pills. They looked like those clear mind pills[2], but these pills were bigger.

    
      “We used to occasionally find and hunt animals like wolves, but even they’ve become rare nowadays. I have no idea how the world got to this state.” The Heavenly Demon quietly sighed.
    

    
      “Thank you for welcoming us.” I politely received a plate.
    

    
      It had been three years since the world had begun its decline, so we were unlikely to find proper food still laying around. The Hunters and I cautiously nibbled on the grain pills.
    

    
      “Urgh!”
    

    
      The Viper and the Medicine King didn’t hide their grimaces. I almost dropped my poker face too. The pills tasted like old, raw coffee beans. They weren’t exactly food to be enjoyed.
    

    
      “Is this all you’ve been eating…?” The Chemist picked up one of the grain pills and examined it from various angles.
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon nodded. “Pretty much.”
    

    
      “H-how long?”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon looked at the cave wall, where numerous lines had been carved. It looked like the two martial artists had been tallying the days since they first took shelter in this cave.
    

    
      “It’s been over two years since these grain pills became our sole source of food.”
    

    
      “Two years…” The Chemist groaned and tried hard to understand how they had survived on these pills. “Th-that doesn’t make sense. You can’t consume proper nutrients this way. Without a proper balance of glucides, lipids, proteins, vitamins, and minerals, humans—”
    

    
      “Hmm? I don’t know what you’re talking about, but we can bear it.”
    

    
      “I can’t bear it!” The Medicine King squawked, springing to his feet. He pulled out items like a portable burner, meat, and seafood from his subspace inventory. “Get out of my way, you goons! 
      
        Tsk, tsk.
      
       This is why you don’t have the energy to cross the snowfield. You young people don’t think about your bodies, just like I didn’t when I was young. Do you have water?”
    

    
      “Yeah, we melt the snow or use the water that flows into the cave when the sun has been out for several days…”
    

    
      “This is getting crazier by the minute! Seventy percent of the human body is water and yet you drink such crappy water. That’s why your stamina is crappy too. The first step to improving your health is drinking proper water. 
      
        Tsk, tsk.
      
      ” The Medicine King lit up his portable burner and opened a bottle of mineral water.
    

    
      The Chemist was shocked when she saw the logo on the bottle. “T-this is Bling H2O! This is really expensive…”
    

    
      “What? It isn’t expensive at all! I just use it because it makes for okay cooking water. Gosh, I never even touched a bottle from this brand when I was outside the Tower. 
      
        Tsk, tsk.
      
       Seriously, if that wasn’t Marcus…”
    

    
      
        —Zombie, what’s Bling H2O?
      
       The Guardian tilted his head in confusion as he watched the sudden start of a cooking show.
    

    
      
        I’m not sure. Maybe it’s something like Evian.
      
    

    
      
        —What’s Evian? Is that like Sky-Pure Stone Essence?
      
    

    
      
        What’s Sky-Pure Stone Essence?
      
    

    
      
        —It’s this very expensive water.
      
      
        [3]
      
    

    
      
        It’s probably something like that.
      
    

    

    
      1. The raw is 여의주. Cintamani is usually a name for a wish-fulfilling jewel/orb/gem. In some cultures, dragons are said to carry these jewels/orbs/gems. ☜

    

    
      2. The raw is 청심환. They are Korean traditional medicines often used to calm people. ☜

    

    
      3. The raw is 공청석유. It’s an elixir that often shows up in Korean wuxia. There are regions where energy of nature accumulates for a long time and they form into drops of essence. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 65: The Great War Of Good And Evil (4)

    
      While the Guardian and I bantered, the Medicine King boiled the extra premium mineral water. He set out his frying pan and cutting board before he began to cook. A savory smell filled up the cave.
    

    
      The Medicine King was quick with his hands. Oyster soup, white fish filet topped with roasted asparagus, a mix of roasted fish and razor clams sprinkled with parsley, some cream porridge with shellfish and mushroom slices, roasted lamb chops… He had everything served in fifteen minutes.
    

    
      “There you go! It’s not much, but eat up. You should eat properly when you’re young. 
      
        Tsk, tsk..
      
      ”
    

    
      The line of dishes made the Murim Alliance's leader’s eyes widen.
    

    
      “B-both the Heavenly Demon woman and I are quite old…” he stammered.
    

    
      “Did you also drink an elixir of eternal youth or something? I would have trademarked them if I were still in Silicon Valley! Forget it. You should eat properly even when you’re old! That’s how you endure life,” the Medicine King insisted, and gave the Murim Alliance's leader a bowl of oyster soup. He was like a cursing granny—no, a grandpa from one of those restaurants.
      
        [1]
      
    

    
      I also received a bowl of oyster soup. The smell was decent, but it was still oyster soup. I didn’t have high expectations as I took a sip.
    

    
      
        Wow. This is amazing!
      
       I instantly thought. 
      
        Maybe it was just because I ate that poor excuse for food they called a grain pill a minute ago.
      
    

    
      The broth was red, apparently from the vegetables the Medicine King had added to it, and it wasn’t fishy at all. It was a little tangy but also flavorful at the same time. Even a sip of just the broth was very good. The sensation of chewy oysters on my tongue and teeth was incredible. When I bit into them, they released juice which perfectly blended with the broth. It was freaking awesome.
    

    
      Even after winning the MA lottery, the limits of my luxury were adding half-and-half java chips, chocolate drizzle, and four shots to my white mocha venti frappuccino. The Medicine King’s dishes were astounding to me. It looked like the Chemist, who was still living in the slum due to her lack of popularity, was experiencing the same surprise. Her eyes were as wide as moons right now.
    

    “My god. It’s so good… The shrimp is so plump and chewy, and it literally tastes like shrimp… It’s not smelly at all. How can shrimp taste like this? And this mille-feuille for dessert feels like the aristocracy of nuneddine[2]. Not just any aristocracy—it’s at least a marquess. The passion fruit puree adds extra freshness to the frozen yogurt on the bottom… H-how can food taste like this…?”

    
      The Medicine King stuck his nose into the air. “That’s because the restaurant where I was owner-chef in my fifties earned three Michelin stars! If I had a proper gas stove, I would have been able to fill up your bellies until they burst like balloons.”
    

    
      Was the Medicine King actually great? Could he really be a boxing champion? Had he truly worked in Silicon Valley and Wall Street?
    

    
      The Viper looked like he was wondering the same thing. He ate a spoonful of the seafood porridge, which I heard was formally known as abalone truffle risotto or something, and then sarcastically asked, “Why did such a remarkable man come to the Tower?”
    

    
      “Why? Should a person like me not come to the Tower? Marcus came to the Tower too!” the Medicine King scoffed.
    

    
      “You guys knew each other from outside the Tower?”
    

    
      “Not really. He’s just an annoying guy who was born into a filthy rich family. I made it on my own in Silicon Valley, so in my eyes, he’s just a lucky bastard. But just because he was a little unlucky in his twilight years, he went nuts and came to the Tower only with a sword…”
    

    
      The story that started with a scoff ended with the Medicine King’s voice fading away.
    

    
      The Chemist, the Viper, and I all had a somewhat different impression of him now.
    

    
      Embarrassed by our gazes, the Medicine King swung his ladle as if he were shooing away a bird. “Just eat your food already!”
    

    
      So we resumed eating the amazing food. This was it: the cook of the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       expedition team was chosen. 
    

    
      “It tastes truly divine,” the Heavenly Demon, the protagonist of that very book, complimented. She never stopped moving her spoon. “Are you the cook for the Imperial Family? Hmm, no, this is a little different from the food you usually find in the Central Plains.”
    

    
      “That’s what I wanted to say. I’ve eaten many dishes as the leader of the Righteous Faction, but never anything like this,” he exclaimed as he slurped down the cream pasta.
    

    
      “Not only are these dishes unique, you all seem abundantly supplied… I’m really starting to wonder where you’re from and why you’re here.”
    

    
      “Did people in outer 
      
        murim
      
       find a way to cure the 
      
        jiangshi
      
       disease?”
    

    
      The two martial artists’ eyes sparkled. Their excitement was understandable. For them, the Hunters and I were the first humans they had met in years.
    

    
      I pitied them a little but shook my head. “No, we’re still searching for the cure.”
    

    
      “I see…”
    

    
      Their disappointment looked as deep as their excitement.
    

    
      “Well, all of the doctors and sages in 
      
        gangho
      
       tried to cure the disease, but no one succeeded.”
    

    
      “Those in the Mount Mao Sect were experts in 
      
        jiangshi
      
      , but all of them gave up. I’m sure even outer 
      
        murim
      
       has too…”
    

    
      “Are you sure that there’s no cure for disease?” I asked. “I’m not trying to boast, but you two saw our food. We have different knowledge from you, and the Chemist over here is the best doctor and pharmacist there is.”
    

    
      The Chemist’s face reddened halfway into a bit of lamb chop.
    

    
      “She’s just lucky,” the Medicine King grumbled.
    

    
      Well, I felt a bit sorry for him as someone who was enjoying the tasty food he’d made.
    

    
      “The man over there is good enough to be the Chemist’s assistant. If you help us a little bit, we’ll be able to find the cure.”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance’s leader looked at each other.
    

    
      “I’m not sure if ‘cure” is the right word…”
    

    
      “But there is a way…”
    

    
      The Chemist’s face brightened. “W-what is it?”
    

    
      “…Wait here,” the Heavenly Demon told her.
    

    
      After a moment, the Heavenly Demon returned with a big coffin. She opened it to show us the zombie inside.
    

    
      Like the time we had talked about the warm body temperature of the Murim Alliance’s leader, the Guardian remained silent, his eyebrows furrowed.
    

    
      The zombie was docile, like they usually were under the sunlight. I wasn’t sure if it was the chain wrapped around it or the giant acupuncture needles in every limb, but the zombie didn’t move one bit.
    

    
      I looked up. “Who is this…?”
    

    
      “He’s the Wudang Sect’s leader,” the Heavenly Demon calmly said. “Right after he got bitten by a 
      
        jiangshi
      
      , he let us have his body so that we could study the disease. But so far, the only way we know to contain a 
      
        jiangshi
      
       is to block every acupoint.”
    

    
      She put her hand inside the coffin. Before pulling out the acupuncture needle on the zombie’s neck, she warned us, “Be careful.”
    

    
      Immediately, the zombie’s eyes snapped open. The Chemist fell down on her bottom in surprise as the zombie thrashed, its teeth frantically gnashing at the air in an attempt to bite her. The chain kept it safely under control, but she still broke into a cold sweat.
    

    
      “As you can see…” The Heavenly Demon put the acupuncture needle back in the zombie’s neck and its eyelids slid down. It looked peaceful, as if it had never run wild. “It’s possible to put a 
      
        jiangshi
      
       to sleep by blocking the acupoint between the brain and the spine. However, that isn’t really a cure. It’s just a temporary measure.”
    

    
      No one could say anything.
    

    
      “When a 
      
        jiangshi
      
       bites someone, corrupted energy spreads inside them through their meridians and vessels.”
    

    
      Corrupted energy. Was she talking about the virus?
    

    
      “No amount of time spent in the lotus position or Qi Alignment can eliminate this corrupted energy. My demons used to cultivate demonic energy, and those foolish sages in the Wudang Sect had qi as clear as rivers. But one bite is the end for everyone. Your body starts to burn up and you’ll become a 
      
        jiangshi
      
       before long.”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon slowly closed the coffin.
    

    
      “The monk from the Shaolin Temple held out the longest. Even after a 
      
        jiangshi
      
       bit off a chunk of his arm, he maintained his sanity for a year, but he was the exception of exceptions. However exceptional they may be, most people don’t last more than fifteen days.” The Heavenly Demon sighed. “Children from the outer 
      
        murim
      
      , do you really think you can find the cure?”
    

    
      The Chemist couldn’t answer. Even the geezer Medicine King had trouble picking his next words. When none of us could answer, the Heavenly Demon smiled bitterly.
    

    “It’s okay. I used to think that old man and I were the only ones left in this world. That we met other living people is proof that the Queen Mother of the West’s[3] grace is still with us. Feel free to stay here as long as you want.”

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader nodded. “I’ll make beds for you, so let’s go to sleep for tonight. I feel like there’s a lot to talk about, but we can take care of that tomorrow.”
    

    
      The Hunters and I had to end our first day in the apocalyptic book without results.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Mmmm… I can’t eat anymore…”
    

    
      “Marcus, you bastard. Am I supposed to be second place all my life If you leave like this…?”
    

    
      The Hunters were deep asleep. Their bedding was arranged around the hot spring, so although it was a little humid, they weren’t cold.
    

    
      
        —Why aren’t you sleeping, Zombie?
      
       the Guardian asked.
    

    
      I looked up at the hole in the ceiling, which gave me a good view of the night sky.
    

    
      
        There’s something I need to check.
      
    

    
      Instead of pressing me for clarification, the Guardian went quiet. He probably had similar questions and speculations as me. I pulled the blanket up to my face and pretended I was sleeping.
    

    
      When the night deepened, I could feel not one but two people approaching me. I kept my eyes shut and breathed as quietly as possible. The two people delicately picked their way around us.
    

    
      “…Are they asleep?” one asked, almost inaudible.
    

    
      “…It looks like it,” the other whispered.
    

    
      “…Then let’s get on with it.”
    

    
      “…Yeah, we should finish quickly.”
    

    
      The voices of the Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader slowly went further away. I soon heard a quiet splash; the two martial artists began to bathe, taking advantage of the Hunters’ sleep.
    

    
      
        Now.
      
       I quickly got up and darted through the steam toward the hot spring.
    

    The Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader were leisurely enjoying the hot spring in their soboks[4]. However, their rest was rudely interrupted when I came running out of the steam.

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader gasped and hastily submerged himself deeper into the hot spring.
    

    
      After briefly scanning the two martial artists’ bodies, I realized that my speculations were right.
    

    
      “W-what?! I thought you were asleep!” the Murim Alliance's leader sputtered.
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon’s eyes narrowed. She seemed to have understood the situation a little quicker than the Righteous Faction leader.
    

    
      “...You have sharp eyes, child,” she said with a short sigh. “When did you notice?”
    

    
      “I found it strange ever since I first met you two,” I answered. “The weather was really cold, but your clothes were light. One of you was only wearing your training suit, and the other was in just his sobok.”
    

    
      It was freezing out there. No one could survive for even a moment if they didn’t use aura, yet the two martial artists in front of me had gone out practically naked.
    

    
      “That means you’ve been using your qi to shield yourselves from the cold. In other words, you two are great martial artists who can use your qi proficiently…but your match was like a street fight, and you became tired after a short walk. It didn’t make sense,” I slowly said. “There’s only one reasonable explanation: you two are using all your qi on something else.
    

    
      “You said earlier that corrupted energy spreads within your entire body once you’re bitten by a 
      
        jiangshi
      
      .” I looked straight at the Heavenly Demon and the Righteous Faction leader despite the steam. “You two are already bitten, aren’t you? I believe that you two were infected by the 
      
        jiangshi
      
       long ago, but you two are leaders of your faction. You’re using your incredible qi to suppress the corrupted energy. Am I right?”
    

    
      After my question, the hot spring was silent until the Heavenly Demon stood up with a quiet 
      
        splash
      
      .
    

    
      “D-Demon, you…”
    

    
      “Forget it, old man. He already saw us.” The Heavenly Demon shook her head. “You’re right, child. The old man and I were bitten by the 
      
        jiangshi
      
       three years ago.”
    

    
      She turned around and showed me her pale back, which had a purple, festering wound.
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader slowly showed me his nape.
    

    
      “But you’re technically wrong about one thing,” he noted. His wound was equally rotten, but everything above his neck was clean. “We aren’t suppressing it. We blocked the acupoint between the brain and the spine to stop the spread.”
    

    
      
        —Fuck. It’s Qi Interference.
      
       The Guardian shook his head in disbelief.
    

    
      
        Qi Interference?
      
    

    
      
        —You know what Sword Telekinesis is, right?
      
    

    
      
        Yeah, you envelope your sword with your qi and make that fly ar— No way.
      
    

    
      Yes way.
    

    
      
        —Yeah, with the acupoint they blocked, they won’t be able to feel a thing below their neck. They can’t move. In other words, they’re paralyzed, but they’re moving because…they’re using qi to move their entire body like they would with Sword Telekinesis. Their hearts, lungs, joints, waists, ankles, feet… They’re controlling everything using their qi.
      
    

    
      It was everything they needed to live and move. To stop the zombie virus from spreading to their brains through their spines, the two martial artists had closed off all access to their brains.
    

    
      I stayed silent.
    

    
      
        —They’re basically using Sword Telekinesis 24/7. Of course they would pant after a couple of steps. They’re crazy…
      
    

    
      “That is how we’re fighting the Great War of Good and Evil,” the Heavenly Demon said as if she were replying to the Guardian.
    

    
      “It’s already been three years,” the Murim Alliance's leader added.
    

    

    
      1. Some restaurant owners in Korea don’t hesitate to curse at their customers. People aren’t offended by that because that reminds them of their grandparents’ rough manner of speech. But it’s becoming harder to find this kind of restaurant because people are becoming more uncomfortable about this kind of restaurant over time. ☜

    

    
      2. A Korean snack pastry. ☜

    

    
      3. A mother goddess in Chinese mythology. ☜

    

    
      4. Hanboks usually worn during funerals, but can also refer to all undyed hanboks worn for ceremonies to show humility. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 66: The Heavenly Demon (1)

    
      “Lady Heavenly Demon, it won’t work.”
    

    
      “Lady Heavenly Demon, half of the Blood Demon Unit is dead! The elders were spread all over the world, but we already lost contact with them. This is not the time to fight those idiots of the Righteous Faction. The cult might be in danger—no, maybe the entire world is in danger. The people of the Beggar Gang…”
    

    
      “Lady Heavenly Demon, as you ordered, we set up clinics in every sect. The head of the Sichuang Tang Sect and experts from the Mount Mao Sect are here too. We’re planning to capture several 
      
        jiangshi 
      
      soldiers and experiment on them, so we’ll see results soon…” 
    

    
      “…Lady Heavenly Demon, the Moonlight and Blood Demon Kings are down. Even if we manage to kill a hundred 
      
        jiangshi, 
      
      a thousand more
      
         
      
      are made the next day. This plague is out of our control! The doctors in the clinics say that it’s possible to put them to sleep if we protect their upper dantian by blocking the Yamen acupoint and the Tianshu acupoint, but…”
    

    
      “…Lady Heavenly Demon, seek shelter. Go to a remote island and seclude yourself. Even if there are ten million 
      
        jiangshi
      
      , they won’t be able to cross the ocean. I’m pretty sure that this isn’t the only 
      
        murim
      
       in the world. Anywhere you, our cult’s leader, are will be 
      
        murim
      
      …. “
    

    
      “…Lady Heavenly Demon, the oath of the great war isn’t important anymore. It was made before this chaos began. The laws of nature have changed, so humans’ duties can no longer be set in stone. Please forget the oath you made with the Murim Alliance's leader and retreat so you can rise again…”
    

    
      “Lady Heavenly Demon.”
    

    
      “Lady Heavenly Demon.”
    

    
      *** 
    

    
      The cave was weighed down by a long silence.
    

    
      “…How did you endure it?” I eventually asked.
    

    
      The world was ending, and all of humanity had become walking corpses. The Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader were half-corpses themselves. If their circulation of qi paused for even a moment, their hearts would stop. How could they have endured that for three long years?
    

    
      The two martial artists seemed to struggle to find an answer to my question. They exchanged an enigmatic look, and then nodded together.
    

    
      “Follow us.”
    

    
      The pair exited the cave and I followed. We didn’t talk and walked carefully so as not to wake the others up. The silence hung in the air for a long time.
    

    
      Right after we exited the cave, the Heavenly Demon broke the silence.
    

    
      “Everyone dies someday.”
    

    
      Dawn was coming.
    

    
      “There is a funny story told in 
      
        murim
      
      . A peak master had Ten Thousand Poison Immunity and the Indestructible Body. No poison could scourge his innards, and no sword was able to pierce his skin.” The Heavenly Demon’s breath emerged as white puffs in the cold air. “It was no exaggeration to say that he was almost invincible. The world’s most lethal poison couldn’t harm him, nor could the sharpest sword, so it was practically impossible for his enemies to kill him.”
    

    
      The dawning sun brought a faint blue back to the sky and cast wan shadows across the earth.
    

    
      “But there is one thing that the old tales never tolerate—invincibility.”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader slowly walked through the pale shadows one step after another. It was the humans’ footsteps that distinguished the sky and the earth. The earth was where the footsteps reached, and the sky began where the footsteps didn’t touch.
    

    
      “Child.” The Heavenly Demon glanced back at me.
    

    
      We were outside the cave and were walking toward the snowfield where we had been surrounded by the zombies yesterday.
    

    
      “Can you tell how the master died?”
    

    
      “How did he die?” I asked.
    

    
      “He died from bedding a Lust Demon.” The Heavenly Demon smirked. “The pleasure from the unification of yin and yang isn’t poison. It’s also far from a sword.”
    

    
      “Uhh… But isn’t too much pleasure poisonous?”
    

    
      “You’re right. That was why the Lust Demon didn’t drown the master in pleasure from the start. She was skillful and took time to tame him. The pleasure was very faint at first, but he eventually became obsessed and sought more—even the most lethal one.”
    

    
      The sun slowly came up and brightened the snowfield, sweeping away the gray until it was white like the Heavenly Demon’s breath.
    

    
      “The master no longer perceived the Lust Demon’s slaps during their intercourse as pain. The whip she swung was just another pleasure. The Lust Demon’s every move was just the master’s source of happiness.” The Heavenly Demon held up her hand and stroked her neck. “At the last moment, the Lust Demon lightly—very lightly—choked the master.
    

    
      “She didn’t need a supreme understanding of martial arts, nor did she use a profound amount of qi either. It was just her two hands around his neck. As she suffocated him, the master smiled, drenched in pleasure.” The Heavenly Demon giggled. “He died at the peak like the peak master he was. It wasn’t an unhappy death after all.”
    

    
      I saw corpses in the snowfield that moved as if they weren’t dead. They stood still under the dawn light, creating a forest of shadows across the snow.
    

    
      “The lesson of this story is simple.”
    

    
      “Never fool around with a Lust Demon!” the Murim Alliance's leader grumbled. “It isn’t just an old tale, that actually happened. Tsk, tsk! The Sichuang Tang Sect moved heaven and earth to train him, but that wench secretly sent a Lust Demon to assassinate him.”
    

    
      “Haha.”
    

    
      The zombies were still scattered across the snowfield.
    

    
      “Most of the greenhorns that first go out to 
      
        gangho
      
       believe that the goal of martial artists is to be invincible. They learn martial arts so they can be immortal.” The Heavenly Demon approached the zombies and picked up one of them with a grunt. “It’s nonsense.”
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader also lifted a zombie and moved it.
    

    
      “Those who obtained Ten Thousand Poison Immunity are killed by something other than poison. The same goes for the people that have the Indestructible Body. It’s just the sword that can’t kill them, not everything.” The Heavenly Demon heaved the zombie into position. “Do you get it? When people choose which martial arts to learn, they not only decide what kind of martial artist they’ll be but also how they shall die.”
    

    
      She moved slowly with the zombie in her arms. Like a delivery man with a heavy package, she kept putting the zombie down after a while, taking a deep breath, and moving again.
    

    
      “We know that everyone dies someday, so it can’t bring us sorrow.”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader gathered together the scattered zombies. It looked like the zombies had been moving around last night.
    

    
      “…But this isn’t the death we wanted,” the Heavenly Demon quietly lamented.
    

    
      It took a long time. Their stamina was poor and there were too many zombies.
    

    
      “Assassination is good. Getting poisoned is also good. My enemies forming the Divine Net and attacking me together seems nice. I’m also good with the idiotic monks of the Shaolin Temple catching me off guard. Being betrayed by my loyal subordinates is also fine. Dying in a challenge from a rising star of the new generation is perfect.”
    

    
      By the time the Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader had put the zombies back in their places, the sun was high in the sky and the snowfield was covered in their footsteps.
    

    
      “However, this isn’t a death we can tolerate.” The Heavenly Demon looked at me, panting. “You asked earlier how we endured it? We just want to die on our own terms.”
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader and the Heavenly Demon lined up hundreds of zombies in orderly ranks, like two about to join battle. It made me remember a conversation I’d had with the other Hunters. When we had arrived in this apocalyptic book and witnessed the zombies for the first time, we had examined the forest of corpses.
    

    
      
        “Although they all died from the same cause, their time of death is all different. …The only possible conclusion I can reach right now is someone intentionally moved the corpses here…”
      
    

    
      
        “Is this some sort of graveyard?”
      
    

    
      
        “A graveyard, huh? It does look like a terracotta army from afar.”
      
    

    
      The zombies moved around as they pleased at night, but over a thousand zombies were assembled in one spot. It was actually very strange if I thought about it—yes, it wasn’t possible unless someone gathered the zombies here on purpose.
    

    
      “Phew…” The Heavenly Demon sighed.
    

    
      “Hmm.” The Murim Alliance's leader wiped his forehead off.
    

    
      “Not many of them went far today.”
    

    
      “The moon was bright yesterday. It isn’t as effective as sunlight, but it still works on them…”
    

    
      They were five hundred people from the Heavenly Demon Cult, and another five hundred from the Righteous faction. The Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader were bringing their respective forces together.
    

    
      It took half a day, but the two people continued to hustle about as if it were a normal part of their daily lives.
    

    
      
        “This is how we’re fighting the Great War of Right and Evil.”
      
    

    
      
        “It’s already been three years.”
      
    

    
      It snowed, and people were dead. All of the Nine Sects, Five Clans, and One Gang disappeared. All of their martial arts manuals were covered in dust because no one could read them.
    

    
      “The Righteous Faction’s 
      
        murim
      
       shall never fall because of mere 
      
        jiangshi
      
      ,” the Murim Alliance's leader loudly declared.
    

    
      “Nor is the fate of my cult something that corpses can eat away.”
    

    
      “If my Righteous Faction should end, it has to be brought down by the Heavenly Demon Cult’s evil hands.”
    

    
      “When my cult disappears, it will be under the Righteous Faction’s sword,” the Heavenly Demon chimed in.
    

    
      Still, the world wasn’t finished. These two martial artists had to die before that happened. If the last one took their own life in the world where ninety-nine million, nine hundred ninety-nine thousand, nine hundred ninety-nine out of one billion people died from a plague, the cause of the world’s death was suicide, not illness. That was what the leader of the Murim Alliance and heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult believed.
    

    
      “I’m Namgung Woon.” The man gave a fist and palm salute. “I’m currently leading the Murim Alliance and hold the title of Grand Patriarch in the Namgung Clan. I also go by the name of Buwolseon.”
    

    
      “I’m Soh Baekhyang.” The woman returned the salute. “I lead the Heavenly Demon Cult and also go by the name of Heavenly Demon.”
    

    
      It was already past noon—and it had been years since these two were left alone in this world. They had spent the years deciding how their world would die. It was either one of two ways: the Murim Alliance's leader was going to end the Heavenly Demon Cult, or the Heavenly Demon would bring down the Righteous Faction.
    

    
      “I challenge you for the 990th time,” the Righteous Faction solemnly informed her.
    

    
      “Shall we fight until our death or one of us is no longer able to fight?
    

    
      “We shall fight to the death.”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon nodded with a grim expression. “I accept your challenge.”
    

    
      The two martial artists ended their salutes and threw themselves at each other, surrounded by five hundred of the Righteous Faction and another five hundred from the Heavenly Demon Cult.
    

    
      I still couldn’t understand the martial arts they were using. In my eyes, they were struggling to just stay standing. It was too taxing for them to extend their arms; their footwork was so slow that they wouldn’t be able to catch up to a child; they couldn’t crush a tangerine with their weak grips.
    

    
      This declining world of the apocalyptic book from a declining genre was dying over 990 days.
    

    
      “It...” I blurted out as I watched their duel from afar. “It shouldn’t be like this.”
    

    
      It didn’t feel right in my heart.
    

    
      “It’s unfair.”
    

    
      The Guardian remained silent.
    

    
      An intense battle was being waged in the snowfield. These martial artists should have demonstrated their brilliant martial arts skills in a fight to become the strongest person in 
      
        murim
      
      , but now they were only capable of fighting like children. Eventually, they lost their balance and tumbled into the snow. She grabbed his mustache, and he pulled out her hair.
    

    
      “To your eyes, Mr. Sword Emperor, it might seem like a really great battle. Yeah, I’m just a beginner in the sword, but even if that children’s fight contains the essence of the greatest martial arts principles…”
    

    
      The sun began to set as the afternoon slipped away. The Murim Alliance's leader and the Heavenly Demon didn’t stop fighting even for once until evening came.
    

    
      “This is an insult,” I murmured.
    

    
      The two martial artists failed to reach an end to their match. They were strong enough to survive in a dying world after the outbreak of an untreatable plague, but not strong enough to take each other’s lives.
    

    
      “It’s not fair to them.”
    

    
      The world was cruel because one couldn’t choose how they were born. How, then, was the world where one couldn’t die as they wanted to? That meant that there would be no proper conclusion in the world, and the lives in it would be cut short.
    

    
      
        —What are you going to do?
      
       the Guardian quietly asked. 
      
        Are you going to kill the Heavenly Demon and Murim Alliance's leader on their behalf? Well, I guess that can be a mercy in a way. I would certainly do that for them, but we shouldn’t forget that we’re just outsiders here.
      
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      The two martial artists weren’t hoping to commit suicide. If they had to die, they hoped that it would be at each other’s hands. It wasn’t a plague that was going to bring down the Heavenly Demon Cult and the Righteous Faction—they were going to bring destruction to each of their factions. That was the proper ending to their lives that they could accept.
    

    
      Even if I crashed into the fight and killed both of them, that wasn’t a good ending or a merciful gift. It was just a child scribbling on a fairy tale book.
    

    
      “I’m going to conclude this world in my own way.”
    

    
      
        —What is your way?
      
    

    
      I didn’t answer the Guardian’s question.
    

    
      The evening was almost over; dusk had come.
    

    
      “I-it’s already evening, old man,” the Heavenly Demon panted.
    

    
      “Maybe because it’s winter… Huff. The day ends very quickly…”
    

    
      “I’ll end you tomorrow, whatever it takes.”
    

    
      “I could say the same thing…” the Murim Alliance's leader grumbled between labored breaths.
    

    
      The Great War of Good and Evil entered a ceasefire for the 990th time. The Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader returned to the cave looking more tired than yesterday.
    

    
      “Where have you been?” the Viper asked.
    

    
      The other Hunters were waiting for us. While the Viper was standing guard at the cave’s entrance, the Chemist and the Medicine King were hunched over the zombie—the leader of the Wudang Sect that had surprised us yesterday—busy studying it.
    

    
      “We were looking at the patient,” the Chemist told me. “It was too hectic yesterday…”
    

    
      “Did you make any progress?”
    

    
      The Medicine King and the Chemist looked at each other. The Medicine King clicked his tongue. “Not yet.”
    

    
      “Yeah… I-it’s our first time dealing with a virus like this,” the Chemist agreed.
    

    
      I’d figured.
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader walked away to get some rest.
    

    
      When they got far enough, I turned my head. “Miss Chemist.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Please be honest with me. How many days, roughly, would it take to make a cure?”
    

    
      “Oh, uhm… Uhh…” The Chemist hesitated before she answered, “If I’m really honest…it’ll take at least a hundred twenty days.”
    

    
      “It may take three times longer than that. You’re supposed to schedule enough time for this kind of task because it always takes longer than the schedule,” the Medicine King grumbled.
    

    
      The Chemist’s head drooped. “…Yes, he’s right. That’s the worst-case scenario, though…”
    

    
      “So it’s one hundred days at minimum and three hundred days at the longest. Did I understand that correctly?”
    

    
      “Umm…” The Chemist’s head drooped lower. “I-it might be impossible to create the cure at all. We barely have any facilities or equipment, and the environment isn’t helpful either. I can’t guarantee anything at this point. I’m sorry, Mr. Death King… You brought me here because you trust me…but it’s impossible to create the cure within our time frame.”
    

    
      I remembered what the Indoor Librarian had said before sending us into the apocalyptic book.
    

    
      
        “Once you open your eyes, you’ll find yourselves in the world ten days before the serialization of the Heavenly Demon Chronicle unfortunately discontinues.”
      
    

    
      
        “I hope you’ll show me a great ending.”
      
    

    
      In other words, the world would meet its true end after ten days, although I didn’t know what exactly was going to happen. It would kill the Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader after all of their struggles to survive. Those ten days were what the Chemist meant by our time frame.
    

    
      “I’m really sorry…”
    

    
      I shook my head. “No, that’s good enough.”
    

    
      “W-what?”
    

    
      “Don’t worry.” I slowly stroked the handle of the sword hung on my belt. “I’ll take care of the time issue. Please don’t give up—continue with your research. Do you remember what I told you when we first arrived in this world?”
    

    
      
        “But this is a world, not a book. And we’re here to save it. You know that, right?”
      
    

    
      “…I-I remember. Of course I do, Mr. Death King…” The Chemist nodded cautiously.
    

    
      I nodded back. “I’ll tell you what I said to you yesterday. The time, the fact that we won’t be able to escape from this world forever if we don’t clear the stage… Please don’t think about any of that. I’ll do my best, so please show me your best too.”
    

    
      “Don’t think about anything else…”
    

    
      “Yes—I promise you, I’ll take care of everything else,” I told the future leader of the Alchemist Office. “Please trust me and continue your research.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 67: The Heavenly Demon (2)
“…If it weren’t for you, I would have lost all my equipment and been left wandering in the slum… I honestly can’t imagine how that would have gone.”
The Chemist closed her eyes. After a moment, she slowly opened them, revealing a sharpness in her gaze behind the glasses.
“Yes, I want to repay what you did for me. I won’t think about anything else but making the cure… But I’m really not aware of my surroundings when I’m occupied with my work. I probably won’t keep my manners. Still…”
“It doesn’t matter.” I nodded. “Do whatever it takes to bring out your best.”
This wasn’t the time to worry about manners. I needed the future leader of the Alchemist Office.
“…Okay.” The Chemist adjusted her glasses and then turned to look at the Medicine King. “Sir.”
“Huh? What is it?”
“I’ll need your full assistance from now on.”
The Medicine King scowled, his deep wrinkles reflecting his stubbornness. “Assistance? Assistaaaaance? You insolent girl, there is a proper order for everything! How dare a greenhorn like you ask the Medicine king to assist you—”
“Open my Skill Cards,” the Chemist quietly said.
“…What?”
One golden card and three silver cards floated above the Chemist’s palm. An ordinary Hunter would kill to have one Skill, but she had four of them. On top of that, all of them were above Class B.
The Medicine King’s eyes widened. “W-what? Are you trying to show off your Skills? Tsk, tsk. Young people nowadays think Skills can solve everything. Your true ability—”
“You can see them,” the Chemist said.
“What?”
“You can see what my Skills are.”
For a moment, the Medicine King was too perplexed to answer. For Hunters, Skills were their ace in the hole. They should never be discovered by others until the last moment. Revealing their Skills equaled exposing all of their strengths and weaknesses at the same time. In summary, the Chemist was making a very foolish move.
However, the Chemist flipped the cards anyway and showed them to the Medicine King.”Or do you want me to show them myself? This one is the Mobile Hospital. It can conduct any test in real-time, from blood tests to EEGs, and I can even store and retrieve medical herbs at will—but there is a two percent chance of misdiagnosis. This one is Life Analysis. It tells me a patient’s condition down to the genetic level. I use these Skills together to minimize the chance of misdiagnosis—”
“Now, wait, wait, wait!” The Medicine King finally pulled himself together. “Why are you showing me your Skills? Aren’t you worried that I might tell the Alchemist Office or the partners in my shop?”
“It’s okay. I promised I wouldn’t worry about the trivial things,” the Chemist said. “If you want to tell others, do it, but I want your full assistance until I make the cure.”
“Why would you go this far…?”
“Because I need you to speed up development even if it’s just by a day.”
The Medicine King stared.
“I’m an eyesore to you, aren’t I?” The Chemist looked him in the eyes. Her eyes weren’t just distant, they were cold. She often floundered before, but her face now was completely expressionless. “You’re angry that a young girl like me doesn’t know her place but keeps shoving better results at your face. You’re annoyed that someone like me has a gift. But I have a lot more years to live than you and I’ll be respected a lot longer than you are. That makes you mad, right?”
The human voice was often compared to a bird’s, but I was certain that the Chemist’s voice could not be imitated by any animal. If I had to pick one…yes, her voice reminded me of the fire ant’s sizzling chattering.
“If you give me your full assistance this time…” The Chemist adjusted her glasses. “...you can have all of the potion recipes I’ve ever made. I won’t tell anyone they’re mine. Take them, and use them. Tell people that you invented the recipes—”
At that moment, the Medicine King slapped her on the cheek, knocking her glasses clean off of her face. The Chemist silently picked up her glasses and wiped them on her sleeve before putting them back on. After that, she looked at the Medicine King in silence.
The Medicine King trembled with anger. “Shame on you…”
“I’ll analyze the zombie virus.”
“You’ll see that there is always a bigger fish.”
“Please follow my instructions.” The Chemist’s voice was monotonous.
“The day will come when your pride will be broken and rancid.”
“I’ll write down my instructions first and give them to you.”
“Someday, you will also…meet a person who is better skilled than you are.” The Medicine King gritted his teeth.
He and the Chemist spoke at the same time.
“Then please find what I need and bring them to me, sir.”
And then the two Hunters fell silent. The Chemist sat on the left and the Medicine King on the right, with the corpse of the Wudang Sect’s leader between them. When the Chemist mumbled something, the Medicine King wrote it down. The air grew still; the two Hunters looked more like objects from a still life than people from a portrait. The only words they spoke were related to their work.
“Mr. Death King, I’m sorry, but please leave,” the Chemist requested as she pressed her scalpel against the corpse’s head. “I find the sound of your breathing disturbing. Very, very disturbing.”
“Grab six more zombies on your way out.” The Medicine King peered into the dark inside of the corpse’s mouth. With a tweezer, he pinched the zombie’s purple and black tongue. “We need more samples. Children, adults, and seniors. Get one of each gender—and when I tell you I need herbs, go get it.”
I nodded. “Leave it to me.”
From that day forward, we were in a state of war. Eating was a waste of time, and bathing was a luxury. Even with an open hot spring right by their side, the Chemist and the Medicine King didn’t bathe. Day and night, the two Hunters studied the zombie as they nibbled on grain pills.
“Hmm... The air in here is drastically different.” The Heavenly Demon looked at the Hunters, confused. “Are you trying to gain enlightenment? You all are still young, but very eager.”
“Are you not going to cook any more clam soup or the dish you called doripal[1] risotto or something?” The Murim Alliance's leader furtively nudged the Medicine King. “The Imperial Chef would have cried if he witnessed your skills. If the world was still in order, I would have appointed you as the head chef of the Great Namgung Clan.”
“I’m busy. Get lost.” The Medicine King didn’t even look up. He stuck his hand into his subspace inventory and pulled out a water bottle, which he tossed to the Murim Alliance's leader. “If you’re hungry, drink up. It’ll still fill your belly somewhat.”
The Murim Alliance's leader caught the Bling H2O, smacking his lips. He looked disappointed that he wouldn’t be able to taste the Medicine King’s cooking. Still, he readily emptied the water bottle.
“Old man, don’t bother them. They’re busy.” The Heavenly Demon gestured at him. “Let’s go.”
“Alright, alright. My body hasn’t been cooperating with me lately,” the Murim Alliance's leader grumbled. “I wonder how far the jiangshi have gotten today…”
“Even if they tried, they can’t go a thousand meters in one night. Stop complaining and get out here.”
“Alright.” The Murim Alliance's leader continued to grumble as he left the cave with the Heavenly Demon.
Like they had done yesterday, they were going to gather the zombies for the 991st day of the Great War of Good and Evil.
Another day passed, meaning that we were another day closer to the end of the world. Time ticked away, a countdown to the world’s demise. The world was nothing but a music box waiting for its springs to run out of energy.
Exactly one week after we had arrived in the apocalyptic book, the Heavenly Demon looked up at the cave’s ceiling. “Hmmm... I guess I won’t be able to go outside today.”
A blizzard was raging outside the cave. The snowy wind blew in all directions, blurring the distinction between the sky and the earth. Looking at the dark, featureless world of snow, I realized for the first time that white could be dark.
“Well, there are days like this.” The Heavenly Demon shrugged as if it were no big deal. “We’ve actually been lucky that the sky has been sunny for the past few days. The blizzard lasted more than thirty days one time. There wasn’t a single trace of sunlight, so we couldn’t move a step.”
“Then the jiangshi will keep moving,” I said. “Are you okay with that? If they go too far, you won’t be able to retrieve them.”
“Then it is what it is. We lose them.” The Heavenly Demon sighed. “Three years ago, my cult had almost a thousand members, and the old man brought a similar number of the Righteous Faction’s goons. But as the years went by, some of the jiangshi went so far away that we couldn’t retrieve them.”
Several corpses of the Heavenly Demon’s and the Murim Alliance's leader’s subordinates would go missing—no, be lost during every blizzard.
“That must scare you the most,” I remarked.
“Hmm?”
“You wake up and go out into the field, but a jiangshi is nowhere to be found.”
The Heavenly Demon stared at me for a moment. “Do you think I have fear?”
The woman’s eyes were black. Her hair, her martial arts training suit… Everything black about her seemed to be a desperate attempt to resist the endless white snow.
“Yes, I think you do,” I answered.
“The world has indeed changed a lot. Someone who talked to me like that wouldn’t get to keep their head on their shoulders. You should be glad that the world is what it is right now, child.”
“You and the Murim Alliance's leader are martial arts masters. The depth of your mastery in martial arts is so deep that I would be disrespecting you if I compared myself to you two.” I silently turned and looked at the Murim Alliance's leader, who was sleeping by the hot spring. “But no matter how skilled you are, your qi isn’t infinite.”
“What are you trying to say?” The Heavenly Demon frowned.
“When will your qi run out?”
Her face darkened.
“You’re blocking the acupoint between your brain and spine, which means that you do everything with your qi: your heartbeats, your breathing, and every other movement.” 
The Guardian had said that it was the same as using Sword Telekinesis all the time.
I shook my head. “No amount of qi can help you keep doing that forever. I’ll ask you again. When will you run out of qi?”
The woman had said some time ago, “Everyone dies someday.”
Her words had a weight to them, the kind that spoke of wisdom. The only way for humans to learn wisdom was to go through it themselves.
“...Really.” The Heavenly Demon groaned. “You’re a perceptive one.”
“You only have a few days left, right?”
“...I take it back. You’re too damn perceptive, child.”
How was the Heavenly Demon Chronicle, this world, going to end? It was a surprisingly simple question if I thought about it.
“Once your qi is depleted, it will be impossible for the two of you to move,” I speculated.
“You’re right.” The Heavenly Demon looked up at the sky. From the cave’s open ceiling, we could see the blizzard raging like the sky had vomited.
“Our qi will stop circulating in one body part after another. The parts that our qi don’t reach will rot. First, our toes and fingers will no longer be under our control; next will be our calves and wrists; and then it’s our knees, shoulders, and waists.”
Every part of their body would become necrotic, like a building slowly breaking down piece by piece after the power ran out. At some point, the two wouldn’t be able to move at all.
“Our hearts and lungs.” The woman pressed her finger against the breast of her ragged suit before touching the top of her head. “And our upper dantians. Everything but these three parts will rot. No, our qi leaves them to rot.”
“...You already know what’s going to happen.” I shut my eyes.
“The Shaolin Temple’s monk held out with us for a year.” The Heavenly Demon smiled bitterly. “As if he had to prove he was a monk, he passed away in the lotus position. In his last moment, he didn’t look much different from a jiangshi except for his face. Every other body part was blackened because they were all rotting… His last word was just, ‘Amitabha’.
“You asked earlier if I am afraid. Yes, I am afraid.”
The human voice was often compared to a bird’s, but I could guarantee that no animal could imitate the Heavenly Demon’s voice.
“I’m scared,” she whispered, soft as a falling petal. “I fear the day my qi and life force will wither away. Blizzards and the lack of sunlight scare me. When I go out at dawn, I’m afraid that my subordinates, or rather the creatures that were once my subordinates, might have gone missing. With every breath I take, I wonder how many more I have. Each heartbeat makes me question how many more beats I will feel.”
The Heavenly Demon sighed in lamentation. “I am afraid that I won’t be able to kill the old man and that he might not be able to kill me. The day may come when the old man and I are unable to move in our beds, and it scares me that we would just have to wait for our qi to dry up.”
It would be a meaningless death. Their struggle to the end would be equally meaningless. When they died and disappeared, they would just leave behind a colorless landscape painting, marked by nothing but the snow.
This was the ending that the Heavenly Demon Chronicle, this world, would meet.
“The world is truly filled with terrors.”
Another day passed, marking the Hunter expedition team’s eighth day after falling into the apocalyptic book. That also meant two days were left until the world ended.
“Demon,” the Murim Alliance's leader mumbled in his bed. “I can’t move anymore.”
He was laughing and crying at the same time.
“I’m sorry.”
His whisper signaled that their world was coming to an end.

1.  It sounds like he misheard truffle. ☜
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    Chapter 68: The Heavenly Demon (3)

    
      The Chemist examined the Murim Alliance's leader. Her expression slowly hardened throughout the examination. She was like a doctor who knew that there was no hope for the patient but was continuing her examination only to say that it wasn’t treatable. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry,” the Chemist said. “There’s nothing I can do about your current condition.”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon silently looked down at the Murim Alliance's leader. Perhaps she didn’t have any hope anyway. She had a blank expression as she opened her mouth.
    

    
      “Stand up.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry.”
    

    
      “That isn’t what I want to hear. Stand up, Buwolseon, leader of the Murim Alliance.” 
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon breathed quietly. It seemed like poison spilled out of her lips every time she opened her mouth.
    

    
      “You made a pact with me. You said that you would challenge the Heavenly Demon Cult’s rule and rebuild the Righteous Faction’s 
      
        murim
      
      . You even united the Nine Sects, the Beggar Gang, and the Five Prestigious Clans to fight against me. After all you’ve done, you can’t die in your bed. You can’t do this.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry.”
    

    
      “Stand up.” The scent of poison around the Heavenly Demon grew stronger. “Stand up and grab your weapon. You don’t need your stupid ax. A wooden sword, a whip, a cane, or a stick. Anything will be fine. Grab it and fight me.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry.”
    

    
      “I told you to stand up.”
    

    
      “Demon.” The Murim Alliance's leader sighed; he looked like he’d aged a decade in one night. “I’m sorry I’m weaker than you. I tried to hold out for as long as possible, even if it was for only one more day, but it’s too hard now. You must have noticed that I was already using my vital force. My qi is all gone and now my vital force as well. You might be able to hold out for another year, but...this is it for me.”
    

    
      The cave fell silent.
    

    
      “I’m weaker than you,” the Murim Alliance's leader muttered again. “Please kill me.”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon’s face twisted.
    

    
      “I don’t want to become like that Shaolin abbot. Please kill me before my body rots and falls apart. If I become a 
      
        jiangshi
      
      , neither my eyes nor my life will be mine, so—”
    

    
      The scent of poison rolled off of the Heavenly Demon in suffocatingly thick waves.
    

    
      “So you want me to kill you on your deathbed? Is that what you’re saying now?”
    

    
      Her qi made itself known as tongues of black fire; it smelled of ash and cinder—the smell of the life this small woman had been suffering through. It, too, was thick with venom.
    

    
      “Is this how you’re going to end the great war you promised me?” she demanded, her body radiating death. “You should have gathered everyone from my cult and the Righteous Faction and ordered them to commit mass suicide long ago. Why did you endure it all this time? What glory did you seek that made you insist on living until now?”
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader couldn’t answer. His tears drew streaks across his cheeks.
    

    
      “I—”
    

    
      “Namgung Woon. You were born with the Divine Martial Body, so you were both praised and envied by many martial artists from a young age. At the age of twenty, you reached the zenith, and you became the head of the Namgung Clan before you were even in your thirties. 
    

    
      “When the Heavenly Demon Cult dominated 
      
        murim
      
      , you were elected as the leader of the Righteous Faction. The essence of the Righteous Faction’s values and grudge of all those on the Righteous Path are with you. Yet despite all that, you offer me your head?”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon rose.
    

    
      “Alright, I’ll kill you. But you won’t die peacefully.”
    

    
      She disappeared into the cave. Even when she was gone, the air was choked with the acrid stench of fire. The Chemist and the Medicine King were unfamiliar with aura, so they looked particularly pained.
    

    
      A moment later, the Heavenly Demon returned with an ax in her hand. “Old man, here is the Jade Ax you cherish. I’m sure you haven’t forgotten it already.”
    

    
      “Soh Baekhyang...”
    

    
      “Say it.” The Heavenly Demon raised the ax. “
      
        Murim
      
       has forgotten its code of honor, and the code of honor has been lost in 
      
        murim
      
      . 
      
        Say it.
      
       Then I’ll kill you like you wish.”
    

    
      Saying it would mean the end of the Righteous Faction’s 
      
        murim
      
      . In other words, the heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult was telling the Murim Alliance's leader to acknowledge the fall. Only then would she take his life by cutting off his head using his cherished weapon.
    

    
      “Say it.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Say it already!”
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader’s lip twitched. He opened his mouth and bared his teeth, but his tongue was still. His mouth opened several times, but his tongue remained lost.
    

    
      “I can’t.” The Murim Alliance's leader’s voice was hoarse. “I can’t… I can’t say it…”
    

    
      Again, tears flowed down his cheeks, washing his old, wrinkled skin in another layer of tears. It was difficult to distinguish the tears from his skin, as if his flesh was made from tears and he wept with every fiber of his body.
    

    
      “I can’t say it… I’m sorry. I’m really sorry, Baekhyang…”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon swung the ax, and yet didn’t cut the Murim Alliance's leader’s head. Instead, she struck the ground right next to his head. The solid rock floor of the cave cracked as easily as if it was made out of tofu. She had difficulty lifting a stick, so I could only imagine how much qi she had used to cleave the rock.
    

    
      “You said that your life would no longer be yours once you become a 
      
        jiangshi,
      
      ” the Heavenly Demon muttered. “It doesn’t matter. Your death won’t be yours anyway. What is the difference between a life and a death that isn’t yours? I can’t tell the difference. It’s meaningless. It’s all meaningless...” She turned her back on him. “The world has no meaning.”
    

    
      Namgung Woon, the leader of the Murim Alliance and the Righteous Faction, died at dawn the next day. His cause of death was illness.
    

    
       ***
    

    
      Ten days had passed since I fell into the world of the apocalyptic book, meaning that the day this world would end had arrived.
    

    
       “...We received a precious sample,” the Chemist said. “There’s a limit to analyzing the virus with patients who had already turned into zombies two or three years ago. Thanks to this sample, we were able to observe the progression of the viral infection in real-time. This is huge progress.” 
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader’s body was lying still in front of the Chemist, tightly bound in metal chains.
    

    
      “It seems that you don’t become a zombie right away when you die… You awaken as a zombie after a little while. I believe it takes time for the virus to spread throughout the brain.”
    

    
      “I’ve compiled the research so far.” The Medicine King handed me a file, clicking his tongue. “This girl may have a gift for medicine, but she certainly has no talent for explaining. None. 
      
        Tsk, tsk.
      
       This is the problem with people who are full of themselves…”
    

    
      “I tried my best,” the Chemist said, ignoring the Medicine King’s criticism, “but it was impossible to develop a cure.”
    

    
      “Was it due to a lack of time?” I asked.
    

    
      “Yes. We need at least ninety days. One hundred twenty if possible…”
    

    
      The chains clashed and creaked. We all turned and saw the Murim Alliance's leader’s corpse thrashing.
    

    
      We stared at the Murim Alliance's leader for a while in silence—or rather, we looked at what used to be him. It kept throwing around its limbs with its mouth gnashing at the air.
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon approached. Her footsteps were quiet.
    

    
      She was a woman of darkness. Her hair, her training suit, and her eyes were all black. She even carried a sword that was darker than her shadow.
    

    
      “...Pathetic.” The Heavenly Demon looked down at the corpse. “The past couldn’t have been more meaningless.”
    

    
      We instinctively backed away from her. The venom about her was even stronger than yesterday; her qi not only rose, it entirely enveloped her now.
    

    
      “In the end, this is what humans are under the mask. We’re no different from animals. We eat over and over until we can’t move, only to disappear. 
      
        Murim
      
       forgot its code of honor, and the code of honor has been lost in 
      
        murim
      
      .” The Heavenly Demon held out her left hand. “Eat.” 
    

    
      The zombie, the Murim Alliance's leader, bit her hand like an animal. Her flesh was torn, and her bones were crushed. Even as her blood spurted out, she watched with an indifferent gaze. 
    

    
      “H-hey.” The Viper took a step closer, taken aback. “W-what are you doing? You might end up becoming a zombie too...!”
    

    
      “Don’t go near her.” I grabbed the Viper’s shoulder.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “It’s already over.”
    

    
      “It’s over? What are—”
    

    
      We heard a wet explosion. The viscous sound made us jerk. We slowly turned our heads. The Heavenly Demon was standing with her left hand in tatters, and the Murim Alliance's leader’s body was missing its head. 
    

    
      She had created a qi explosion inside its mouth, obliterating the head.
    

    
      “
      
        Ha.
      
      ”
    

    
      We could say nothing.
    

    
      “Hah. Haha... hahaha. Hahaha!
      
         Ha! Ha. Hahahahahaha!
      
      ”
    

    
      It was the laughter of true madness. It filled the cave and haunted the sky. The snowstorm was still raging outside the cave, eating away the rest of the world, but her laughter reduced it to background noise.
    

    
      —
      
        Zombie, be careful, 
      
      the Guardian said quietly.
      
         That’s Qi Deviation.
      
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon turned and smiled at me charmingly, but when she spoke her voice was odd.
    

    
      “
      
        Ha.
      
      ”
    

    
      I had goosebumps running down my back.
    

    
      “You all must be the Righteous Path followers who came to assassinate me.” Her eyes were on us, but it wasn’t us whom she was talking to. “Good. Come at me. Let us cross blades.”
    

    
      “Everyone, run!” I shouted.
    

    
      At the same time, the Heavenly Demon swung her sword. 
    

    
      The Medicine King’s blood fountained into the air. His death was instant—he couldn’t even scream as his head was precisely removed from his neck. The Viper watched his fellow Hunter collapse right in front of him and belatedly drew his sword.
    

    
      “The fuck...!” 
    

    
      I couldn’t even see her sword move. No, I didn’t even understand how it happened. The Heavenly Demon swung her sword and the Medicine King’s neck was cut off without a moment’s gap.
    

    
      —
      
        This is crazy.
      
       The Guardian groaned. 
      
        She’s surpassed the level of a demon. It’s probably because she’s pouring out all her qi and vital force—right now, she’s in the realm of Life and Death, even if it’s only temporary. Even if I were to return to life at my prime and fight her, I would lose at least four out of ten fights.
      
    

    
      This was the Heavenly Demon before she was weakened from a 
      
        jiangshi 
      
      bite. She was the strongest martial artist in this world.
    

    
      “You abbot of the Shaolin Temple, do you really think you could stop me with such cheap tricks? The same goes for you, you sage of the Wudang Sect. Do you believe you can handle the karma of my cult?”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon approached one slow step at a time. 
    

    
      “Mount Song is swamped with the world’s overflowing resentment. The burning rage ignited Mount Wudang. The Heavenly Demon Cult is the heaven of the martial arts world, and I am the heaven of my cult. Are you truly qualified to discuss the sky above the sky?”
    

    
      “Damn it!” The Viper raised his sword and charged. “Death King! Take the Chemist and run!”
    

    
      I was already on it. It was impossible to escape, but I was going to keep running until the end anyway. I wasn’t going to sit on my butt and accept this ending and this death as if it were fate.
    

    
      “You Righteous Path minions aren’t going to cut it!” The Heavenly Demon’s laughter chased us. “Namgung Woon!”
    

    
      We heard swords clash once, twice, and three times.
    

    
      “Where is Namgung Woon!?”
    

    
      And the sound of swords stopped; the Viper had died after enduring three of the Heavenly Demon’s attacks.
    

    
      “Call the Grand Patriarch of the Namgung Clan! Bring me the Murim Alliance's leader! No matter how dense the forests are or how vast the sky is in 
      
        murim
      
      , only one person in this world can take on my sword! You, from the Sima Clan! Get Namgung Woon in front of me immediately!”
    

    
      Her laughter was persistent. Every step I ran, the laughter traveled ten steps. I was no match for it. When the laughter finally caught up to me, the Chemist looked up to me and said, “Mr. Death King, I still believe in you.”
    

    
      And then something pierced through both of us. The world tilted. I lost my lower body and fell into the snow with only my upper body. We were in the snowfield and out of the cave. 
    

    
      The Chemist was a little further away. The area where she fell was particularly red. In a stupor, I thought to myself that it was like shaved ice with strawberry syrup drizzled on it.
    

    
      “
      
        Ahaha. Hah. Haha!
      
      ”
    

    
      It was snowing.
    

    
      “
      
        Hahahahaha! Ha, hahahahaha...
      
      ”
    

    
      When it snowed, the earth and sky were indistinguishable. The world was painted entirely in shades of cool, pale white.
    

    
      Someone was moving away from us, leaving footprints in the snowfield. If they had persevered, their footprints would have divided the earth and sky would have seemed divided. However, the endless snowstorm buried those, too. 
    

    
      The snowstorm left behind no sound, trace, or smell. The world that had burned its people was going to be buried with them. Once all the ashes of the world were buried, only the colorless, odorless, and soundless snowstorm would remain. The snowfield, eternal.
    

    
      The world reached its end. 
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      But that was its end. Its end wasn’t mine.
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty four hours.]
      
    

    
      
        Let’s save your world, 
      
      I thought.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 69: The World Where The Stars Died (1)

    
      On one winter day, Soh Baekhyang followed her mother through the snow. It was a cloudy day, and in snowfall like this, people were reduced to blurry shadows. In her eyes, her mother was a blurred silhouette as well.
    

    
      Soh Baekhyang spoke up. “Mom!”
    

    
      She suddenly became afraid due to how loud the snowstorm was. It drowned out her voice.
    

    
      “Mom!”
    

    
      She could see that her mother’s figure was still far away and grew anxious. She had to walk faster to catch up with her mother. However, the more she walked, the more out of breath she became, and the smaller her voice was.
    

    
      What should she do? Should she stop shouting and walk faster? Or should she stop walking and shout with all she had? How could she catch up with her mother? The young Heavenly Demon didn’t know. While she was searching for an answer, her mother’s shadow got a little further.
    

    
      “Mom!” In the end, Soh Baekhyang stopped. “Mom!”
    

    
      When she stopped walking, she could shout louder. She realized that moving had been draining her voice until now.
    

    
      She thought that her mother would now turn and look at her, and that her shadow would become more distinct. Instead, the shadow somehow got further away while Soh Baekhyang had been shouting. Her mother’s shadow was soon buried in the snowstorm and became part of the snowfield.
    

    
      Did her mother use the snow as an excuse to abandon her? Or did her mother actually lose her? Soh Baekhyang didn’t—and couldn’t—know.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      After a moment, I opened my eyes and found myself in a world of endless darkness. This was my hell.
    

    
      
        [It has been determined that your death met the requirement for the Skill’s activation.]
      
    

    
      
        [Duplicating Soh Baekhyang’s Skills at random.]
      
    

    
      
        [Creating Skill Cards.]
      
    

    
      Cards floated in front of me, but I wasn’t interested right now. I let out a heavy breath. 
      
        Mr. Sword Emperor, did you memorize the file?
      
    

    
      
        —Somewhat.
      
       The Guardian scratched the back of his head.
    

    
      The file was more important. It was the compilation of the Chemist’s and the Medicine King’s desperate research. Due to the Heavenly Demon’s Qi Deviation and the hell she wreaked, I didn’t get the time to calmly memorize the file.
    

    
      
        —If we combine what you and I memorized, we’ll be able to get a rough picture of the puzzle. We have to go back quickly before we forget…
      
    

    
      
        Okay.
      
       I nodded. 
      
        Then let’s first choose the Skill quickly.
      
    

    
      
        —Hmm.
      
       The Guardian moved in the air to look at the back of the cards. He recited quite a few Skills. One of the Heavenly Demon’s Skills caught our eye.
    

    
      
        
          Demonic Heaven Arts
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: A+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: The Heavenly Demon Cult curses the laws of nature. Instead of stopping at loathing, they created a cult and formed doctrines of their own. The Demonic Heaven Art contains the essence of the doctrines.
      
    

    
      
        Those who learn the Demonic Heaven Art can tear apart the heavens and crush Mount Tai! However, they must fully comprehend the hatred and curses contained in the forms of the arts. The greater their hatred of the world, the less the heavens will hold sway over them.
      
    

    
      
        The one who masters the Demonic Heaven Arts will soon overthrow the heavens, becoming the Heavenly Demon.
      
    

    
      
        ※However, it becomes difficult to maintain your rationality when using the Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      It was an incredibly grandiose, arrogant name, but I couldn’t deny that it was appropriate.
    

    
      
        ...This is the martial arts we saw earlier, right?
      
       I asked the Guardian.
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon was just that powerful. She had just swung her sword from afar, and the Medicine King’s head had fallen off. The Viper had died after three attacks. Even though I had been confident that I was quite well trained after defeating the Demon King of Autumn Rain, I couldn’t even track the trajectory of the Heavenly Demon’s sword. It was truly a heavenly move.
    

    
      
        —It’s typical demonic martial arts.
      
       The Guardian frowned. 
      
        In the end, whether it’s martial arts or formations, it’s all a matter of how you approach the world.
      
    

    
      
        Approach the world?
      
       I asked.
    

    
      
        —Yeah. If you try to embrace the world, you generally belong to the Righteous Faction. Those in a demonic cult tend to rage against it. That’s why the Righteous Faction martial artists make their bodies vessels to accept the world while those in a demonic cult turn themselves into claws to hurt the world…
      
    

    
      The Guardian unfolded his arms.
    

    
      
        —I’ll give you a very simple example. In some sects, a downward slash is called a Tiger Strike because it embodies the spirit of a lunging tiger.
      
    

    
      The Guardian got into a stance and swung his arms.
    

    
      I flinched. It was only for a moment, but it really felt like a savage beast was lunging at me. Although I sometimes forgot because of how pathetic he acted, the Guardian was the Sword Emperor. He was a warrior who had almost conquered the tower through the strength of his sword alone.
    

    
      
        —Well, it doesn’t matter if it’s a tiger or an ox. The basic forms vary greatly depending on what kind of enlightenment the creator of the martial arts had. Anyway, the important part is to imitate them, even if just a little.
      
    

    
      To imitate and thereby make something of the world mine—that was what the Guardian meant by embracing the world.
    

    
      
        —But the demonic martial arts are different.
      
       The Guardian got into the same form as earlier. 
      
        There are these things a demonic cult says when they teach their disciples their forms.
      
    

    
      The Guardian stepped forward.
    

    
      
        —“Recall how angry you were when a thief stabbed you in the stomach.”
      
    

    
      Space was slit. I involuntarily took a step back, but that was because of the Guardian’s face. I could only see unfathomably cold anger in his eyes. It was like he was a completely different person.
    

    
      
        —“Remember the moment a magistrate of your homeland took away your younger sister. Don’t forget how weak you were. You couldn’t do anything but wait in front of the government office all night. Recall the look on your younger sister’s face when she returned at dawn as a cold corpse.”
      
    

    
      The Guardian performed a sword dance. Even though he wasn’t holding a sword, I felt like I could see it in his hand for some reason. His sword was as dark as the world we were standing in.
    

    
      
        —“Think about when you buried your younger sister’s body by yourself. Was it winter? Wasn’t the ground frozen so hard that you couldn’t dig? Did you have to claw your way into the frozen ground? Didn’t your fingernails break and bleed?”
      
    

    
      
        —“But you still couldn’t get far; you had to lay your sister’s body in a shallow, scrappy hole. Did you place her feet first before you piled cold dirt on top of her? You couldn’t bear to cover your sister’s face until the end. Did you also have to sprinkle dirt on her face one handful at a time?”
      
    

    
      It was suffocating. As the Guardian’s sword dance continued, this infinite world seemed to shrink down little by little. I even felt a little dizzy. Even though the Guardian was just moving his hands and arms, his resentment made my skin sting.
    

    
      
        —“Remember the feeling of that dirt in your hands. Seize the sword like the earth of your sister’s grave. Wield the sword as you think about the moment you sprinkled the dirt on your sister’s face. Lament how powerless you are, and hate how cruel the world is.”
      
    

    
      I shut my eyes and mumbled, 
      
        Claw the world…
      
    

    
      
        —Yes.
      
    

    
      When the Guardian lowered his arms, the suffocating feeling finally went away.
    

    
      
        —It’s part of their mind art in using their qi—a method of motivating themselves to push past their limits. Regardless of whether you’re a martial artist or a Hunter, the outcome of a fight will depend on how well you use qi or aura. Simply put, it’s a battle of energy. The demonic martial arts users tend to release thicker energy. 
      
      The Guardian shrugged as if it wasn’t that big of a deal.
      
         Anyway, you don’t need to learn it, Zombie.
      
    

    
      I quietly looked at the silver-colored Skill Card.
    

    
      
        —You actually don’t need to learn any other martial arts. Who am I? I’m the Sword Emperor! You’re looking at the best martial artist in the universe. You may not know this, but you’re already slowly learning my exquisite martial arts! Compared to mine, the Demonic Heaven whatever is just trash—
      
    

    
      
        I want to learn it, 
      
      I blurted.
    

    
      
        —…Huh?
      
       The Guardian blinked.
    

    
      
        I’m going to learn this Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        —Uh, uh…uh…
      
       The Guardian just blinked over and over. It took about three seconds for him to regain his ability to speak. 
      
        Why?
      
    

    
      
        Because I want to.
      
    

    
      
        — Compared to my martial arts, this is trash!
      
       the Guardian raged. 
      
        Zombie, did the Heavenly whosit’s sword show get to your head? Ah, shit. I’m gonna go crazy. The only reason it was that good was because she burned all her vital force to enter the realm of Life and Death! It’s called doping—life force doping! Zombie, a martial artist should not get high on life force doping!
      
    

    
      I chuckled. 
      
        Are you upset that I’m trying to learn martial arts from someone other than you?
      
    

    
      
        —Whaaaaaaat?
      
    

    
      
        Don’t worry. Of course I know your martial arts are the best in the universe, Mr. Sword Emperor. I’m not trying to learn the Demonic Heaven Arts because I don’t know that.
      
    

    
      
        —Hmm… 
      
      The Guardian’s nose twitched.
    

    
      It seemed that he felt better after I talked him up a little. This ghost was really easy to handle.
    

    
      
        —Yes, I’m the strongest…but then, why are you trying to learn the cult’s Demonic Heaven Arts?
      
    

    
      
        I want to clear this stage perfectly.
      
    

    
      In other words, I was going to bring this world to the right ending.
    

    
      
        Let’s say the cure is made. Only the Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader can be saved. The other people have been dead for over two years... There’s no way they would come back to life just because they’re treated. Right?
      
    

    
      
        —You’re right.
      
       The Guardian’s brows furrowed.
    

    
      
        Then how would it all end? The Murim Alliance's leader and the Heavenly Demon become the new Adam and Eve of this brand new world? Mr. Sword Emperor, does that seem like a good ending to you?
      
    

    
      The Guardian looked like he had eaten a bug. He’d probably just pictured the Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader as a married couple.
    

    
      
        — No, that’s not right... Seriously, that’s awful. I cannot see the two of them becoming a lovey-dovey couple. It makes me sick...
      
    

    
      
        Right?
      
    

    
      I looked in front of me.
    

    
      
        [Choose a Skill Card.]
      
    

    
      The cards whirled wildly around me. However, I had already set my eye on one card and lost it.
    

    
      
        Creating a cure is only the first step to creating a good ending. A great ending really depends on whether the characters in the story are satisfied…
      
       I extended my arm and snatched the card. 
      
        I want to give them a perfectly satisfying ending.
      
    

    
      
        [You have chosen a Skill Card.]
      
    

    
      
        [Copying the Skill.]
      
    

    
      It wasn’t over, of course.
    

    
      
        [Your Hunter Class is D.]
      
    

    
      
        [Initiating your Skill penalty.]
      
    

    
      I had to cross the Heavenly Demon’s nightmare and brave the grudges in her heart.
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      
        [The penalty’s intensity level is intermediate.]
      
    

    
      
        [The penalty’s theme is the Preta Realm.]
      
    

    
      Still, it wasn’t the first hell I’d crossed, and it wouldn’t be the last. I was pretty sure I would get a chance to revisit the hells I’d been to.
    

    
       * * *
    

    
      After returning to yesterday, I committed suicide eight more times to return to the expedition team’s first day in the apocalyptic book.
    

    
      “... It’s cold!” the Viper cried, just like the last time.
    

    
      Facing the cold seeping into their bones, the Chemist and the Medicine King instinctively wrapped their arms around themselves.
    

    
      The snowstorm whistled and hissed. The Chemist had already started sneezing.
    

    
      “
      
        Achoo!
      
       W-why is it so cold? Isn’t this 
      
        murim
      
      ?”
    

    
      “It’s like the Siberian plain...”
    

    
      We were back in the snowfield I’d become familiar with over the last ten days. However, the other team members panicked.
    

    
      I took the Chemist’s hand without saying anything.
    

    
      “Ah.” The Chemist bowed slightly. “T-thank you, Mr. Death King.”
    

    
      A memory from not too long ago flashed across my mind.
    

    
      
        “I still believe in you.”
      
    

    
      The memory of the Chemist’s upper body discarded on the scarlet-tinted snow made me feel a little nauseous, but I didn’t let it show.
    

    
      “It’s nothing,” I quietly told her. “Sect Master, please take care of the Medicine King.”
    

    
      “Okay!” the Viper answered.
    

    
      I led the group this time.
    

    
      “I saw a glimpse of someone’s shadow over there just now,” I told them.
    

    
      The snowstorm soon subsided and unveiled a forest of shadows—no, corpses.
    

    
      The Viper was bewildered. “…What are these? Why are all of them frozen?”
    

    
      “They look like zombies.” I touched the corpse’s face.
    

    
      “Huh? Zombies?”
    

    
      “Yeah, look at this.” I pointed to a zombie’s teeth. “Their teeth are crusted with some kind of flesh. It’s possible that people here don’t have the habit of brushing their teeth after eating, but this is a bit too much. Which means they bit something, like an animal…”
    

    
      My assertions made the Chemist lean in seriously. She looked inside the corpse’s mouth. “… It’s true. The DNA of the corpse and the flesh in the mouth don’t match. They’re two different people.”
    

    
      “I-isn’t it possible that they ate human flesh?” the Medicine King asked, disgusted. “You know, people used to perform cannibalism. I don’t think they’re necessarily zombies…”
    

    
      “The date of death doesn't add up that way.” The Chemist adjusted her glasses. “The corpse died about three years ago while the flesh is two years from today. That’s impossible unless the corpse was alive for one more year. It’s hard to imagine, but…yes, I think it’s a creature like a zombie, like Mr. Death King said.”
    

    
      “I-I hate those monsters from horror movies! Do something about it!”
    

    
      “Um… Sir, there’s nothing I can help you with there…” The Chemist awkwardly scratched her cheek.
    

    
      
        Okay.
      
       I nodded.
    

    
      The expedition team understood the situation much faster than last time. They wouldn’t panic even when the zombies started to move. Humans reacted completely differently depending on whether or not they could anticipate the outcome. Above all, the research compiled for the past few days was stored in my head.
    

    
      “Miss Chemist and Mr. Medicine King.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “I have an interesting Skill, although I can’t tell you what that is. According to the analysis from my Skill…”
    

    
      I explained the research part by part. My memory wasn’t perfect, so I wasn’t able to memorize the entire file, but when the Heavenly Demon had killed me, I had gone back a day, giving me time to recite the file again. The Guardian had also helped.
    

    
      After hearing my explanation, the Chemist was deep in thought. “… Amazing. The research methodology is perfect. I can’t find any flaws. It’s just like I did the research myself…but the terminology is completely different from mine. Anyhow, it’s really, really amazing. You have an incredible Skill, Mr. Death King.”
    

    
      The Chemist looked at me with admiration, but from my perspective, she was praising herself. I guess that the Chemist considers herself to be a “really, really amazing” person. Wasn’t her confidence the amazing thing in this bleak world? That was what I thought, at least.
    

    
      “Hmm. This is good—it’ll speed up the research,” the Medicine King mused. He didn’t think too much about the whole situation. “Anyway, I want to get away from the zombies. Ugh. It would be nice if there was somewhere warm to stay…”
    

    
      “…Hahahaha!”
    

    
      Out of nowhere, we heard someone laugh. I couldn’t tell who it was the last time, but not this time. The laughter came from an old man who was the Namgung Clan’s Grand Patriarch and also the Murim Alliance's leader.
    

    
      “The Heavenly Demon Cult’s rule ends today!”
    

    
      “Hah! Even a dog would laugh at that.”
    

    
      Naturally, I could also hear the Heavenly Demon’s voice. I walked toward them, making as little noise as possible as I trudged through the snow. The closer I got, the more vividly I remembered the moment the Heavenly Demon had confessed how she truly felt.
    

    
      
        “I’m afraid.”
      
    

    
      “As long as I am here, the Heavenly Demon Cult will remain the absolute ruler of 
      
        murim
      
      .”
    

    
      
        “The world is truly filled with terrors.”
      
    

    
      “Buwolseon, it’s time for you to say goodbye to your meaningless dream of building the Righteous Faction’s 
      
        murim
      
      .”
    

    
      
        “Where is Namgung Woon! Call of the Grand Patriarch of the Namgung Clan! Bring me the Murim Alliance's leader!”
      
    

    
      That woman was the strongest in this world, and that was why she survived until the very end. In the most tragic way possible, she was the last person standing.
    

    
      Right now, she was still wearing her confident smile and taking the world head-on. She stood in the snow like a single dot on a blank sheet of paper. "For an old man, you certainly know how to talk. You aren't strong enough to kill them, and my Blood Demons are on a secret mission, so they're away right now… Hmm?"
    

    
      I just hoped that the dot would become a line.
    

    
      “You are…?” The Heavenly Demon’s eyes widened in disbelief as she beheld me walking toward her.
    

    
      It was an understandable reaction. The Hunters and I were the first living people she had seen in years.
    

    
      “Oh… Oh, am I seeing things right now? It moves like a living person…”
    

    
      “Lady Heavenly Demon.” I arrived in front of her and slowly kneeled, flattening the cold snow beneath me.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      I didn’t know how long it would take, but I was prepared.
    

    
      “I came far from outer 
      
        murim
      
       after hearing of your greatness. I have deeply admired you for a long time. You are the greatest martial artist of all time!” I shouted. “Please accept me as your disciple, Lady Heavenly Demon!”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon stared at me, mouth agape, as if she had seen a ghost.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 70: The World Where Stars Died (2)

    
      
        It’s cold,
      
       Soh Baekhyang thought.
    

    
      While she lay buried in the white snow, the world was colorless, odorless, and soundless. She realized that the world was just a cold, blank sheet of paper.
    

    
      
        It’s cold…
      
    

    
      It felt cold in her flesh, bones, and blood.
    

    
      
        My stomach hurts,
      
       she thought.
      
         Mom? My insides are filled with ice, Mom. It’s so cold here.
      
    

    
      As her mind wandered on and on, her organs gradually froze. The cold soon reached her head where her thoughts were. 
    

    
      How long had it been since her mother had left her behind in this world of endless cold?
    

    
      “…Oh.”
    

    
      The silence was broken.
    

    
      “Strange. How very strange.”
    

    
      Then, the smells returned.
    

    “It’s been ten days since it snowed here, and the snow is over five chis[1] deep. How are you still breathing?”

    
      Finally, the world regained its color. 
    

    
      The young Soh Baekhyang looked at an old man standing over her. He had dug through the snowfield, creating noises. When he had grabbed her wrist, his scent had wafted toward her. The eyes the old man peered at her with were black.
    

    
      “You aren’t ordinary, child. You survived ten days in the cold by eating snow.” 
    

    
      The old man was a master martial artist from the demonic cult.
    

    
      “You were born with the Icesnow Body. The world’s cold is your qi. You possess the Ultimate Yin Body that I’ve only heard about in books! Child, what is your name?”
    

    
      Soh Baekhyang opened her mouth. “I don’t know.”
    

    
      She couldn’t remember her name.
    

    
      “How old are you?”
    

    
      “I don’t know.”
    

    
      “How did you end up buried in the snow?”
    

    
      “I don’t know.”
    

    
      The old man kept asking questions, but she couldn’t remember anything. It was all cold and frozen. Her thoughts were frozen, freezing her mind where the memories were. The cold got to her heart and turned everything inside into hard ice. 
    

    
      “You poor thing. You’re young, but you already lost yourself in trance…” the old man bemoaned. “However, you have the perfect vessel for learning martial arts. If the princess of the North Sea Palace saw you, she would pay a fortune to take you. How lucky! But I wonder what kind of luck it would be. Are you lucky to be in the demonic cult? Or will the cult be lucky to have you? It’s very difficult for me to judge because of my old age.”
    

    
      Soh Baekhyang could barely understand what the old man was saying. His words were too difficult.
    

    
      The old man patted her head. “Will you come with me, child? I’ll feed you and give you a place to sleep.”
    

    
      That was something she could understand. Soh Baekhyang slowly nodded.
    

    “You have no scent nor name,” the old man said. “Even your birthplace is unclear. It must be because you’re born from the snow and have the scent of snow. I’ll give you my last name, and I will call you Baekhyang.[2]”

    
      The scent of snow.
    

    
      “From now on, you’re Soh Baekhyang, a follower of the demonic cult.”
    

    
      After staying silent for a moment, Soh Baekhyang asked, “Where will I go?”
    

    
      “It’s a place where children like you gather.” The old martial artist smiled. 
    

    
       ***
    

    
      We left the snowfield and were now at the hot spring cave, the shelter of this world’s last survivors. The Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader had been surprised to see  other survivors, but they gladly welcomed us as guests.
    

    
      “...Nonsense!” the Heavenly Demon said. “I never had a single direct disciple in my life. No matter how much a mess the world has become, my rules haven’t changed. My direct disciple? Ridiculous!”
    

    
      Unfortunately, their welcome ended at hospitality. It seemed like she had no intention of accepting me as her direct disciple.
    

    
      “Hey, Demon. Why are you being so petty?” The Murim Alliance's leader sat beside her chewing on a grain pill. “I think it’s commendable that the children from the outer 
      
        murim
      
       survived. He even traveled across this harsh 
      
        gangho
      
       to learn from you, so he deserves extra praise. Do you really need to be so strict like you were before?”
    

    
      “Yes, he deserved praise.” The Heavenly Demon snorted. “Still, the rules for becoming master and disciple should be strict! My cult doesn’t take in just anybody. Only those children who were abandoned by their parents and the world can join the cult.”
    

    
      “
      
        Tsk, tsk.
      
       They always call me and my faction geezers, but they’re even more picky than us when it comes to taking in followers.” The Murim Alliance's leader shook his head. “That’s what she says, child. Since it turned out like this, why don’t you just leave that crude cult wench alone and take me as your teacher? My name is Namgung Woon. I’m the Grand Patriarch of the Great Namgung Clan and leader of the Righteous Faction. If you become my disciple, I’ll shower you with grace—”
    

    
      “Why can’t you accept me as your disciple, Lady Heavenly Demon?” I asked, ignoring the Murim Alliance's leader.
    

    
      “Why…?” the Murim Alliance's leader shouted, shocked. “Is my name not known in outer 
      
        murim
      
      …?”
    

    
      I pitied him a little, but I had to leave him alone for the time being.
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon frowned. “I just told you. Only the children abandoned by the world can join the cult.”
    

    
      “The world has changed,” I said. “Because of the mysterious plague, people turned into 
      
        jiangshi
      
      . All of the sects and clans in 
      
        murim
      
       have crumbled. Whether we like it or not, the world has abandoned humans, which means we’ve all been abandoned by the world. Haven’t I already met the conditions for joining your cult?”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon pursed her lip—probably because I was right. Above all else… I was a Hunter and an orphan who had abandoned the outside world and entered the Tower. It was a bit embarrassing to say that the world had abandoned me, but I could happily say that I had abandoned the world. That would more than satisfy the Heavenly Demon’s conditions.
    

    
      “...Alright.” The Heavenly Demon stood up. “If you’re so confident, show me the Three Aspects Sword Arts.”
    

    
      She stared down at me. “I’ll personally decide whether or not you’re worthy of receiving my cult’s teachings. I’m pretty sure you’re just all talk, though.”
    

    
      I also stood up. “Thank you for giving me a chance.”
    

    
      I exhaled deeply and drew my holy sword.
    

    
      The sound of my sword leaving its sheath echoed through the wide cave. The Heavenly Demon and the others were watching me, quietly waiting for me to demonstrate some kind of swordplay. Of course, I had no intention of performing the Three Aspects Sword Arts.
    

    
      
        [Activating the Skill 
        
          Demonic Heaven Arts.
        
        ]
      
    

    
      I had acquired the Skill for this moment.
    

    
      When the Skill was activated, I could envision countless movements in my head, each an exquisite and intricate trajectory. However, watching a road in front of me and driving on that road were two different matters. I hadn’t fully comprehended the Demonic Heaven Arts
      
         yet, 
      
      so if I tried to use it right now, I would end up tripping over my own feet.
    

    
      
        If I’m going to be broken, I should do it right.
      
    

    
      Therefore, I reached for all the traumas I had watched so far. As I climbed the Tower, I heard screams which always stayed as raw and vivid as if I were hearing them right now. I pictured them one by one and dyed my heart with the screams in my mind. 
    

    
      I began to swing my sword as the arts told me. 
    

    
      
        “Save me.”
      
    

    
      
        “Save me, please… I’m so hungry… Food… Please give me food… Anything…”
      
    

    
      I remembered the voices of the children who had been trapped and tortured in the basement of a mansion.
    

    
      
        “I don’t want to die.”
      
    

    
      The children had been chained, so when the mansion had caught fire, they couldn’t escape. The fire was right before their eyes, but their only choice was to burn.
    

    
      
        “I still wanted to play a little longer…”
      
    

    
      I held the children’s screams in my heart as I swung my sword. 
    

    
      “D-Demon! That swordplay...”
    

    
      I could faintly hear the Murim Alliance's leader panicking nearby, but I ignored it. What I needed to hold in my heart right now wasn’t his voice. I slowly swung my sword one stroke at a time, remembering what I had to recall.
    

    
      
        “Burn it!”
      
    

    
      
        “Burn down the witch’s nest!”
      
    

    
      I remembered Preta, who tried to save the sick from the outskirts of a certain continent.
    

    
      
        “Why…?”
      
    

    
      
        “All of you are human.”
      
    

    
      Her eyes had oozed black fluid as she had watched the small village burn to the ground. In the paradise she had built, humans had burned and been burned. The sight had been etched into her eyes.
    

    
      
        “Why would you call them monsters? Did you burn them because they were? They also knew the beauty of life and how to shed tears. Was it not enough? Is that why you called them monsters and burned them without a second thought?”
      
    

    
      
        “Are you the only ones who are humans?”
      
    

    
      I held Preta’s scream in my heart.
    

    
      I moved my sword faster and faster, performing the forms of the Demonic Heaven Arts
      
         
      
      I had gained by dying. The traumas implanted in me through my deaths became my drive. I sometimes felt like I would lose my way on the road, but I drew up my aura each time to continue the forms.
    

    
      
        —Look at you, you little rascal… 
      
      the Guardian murmured.
    

    
      He had said that the demonic martial arts were made to claw at the world. However, I began to think a little differently as I practiced the Demonic Heaven Arts. It was closer to a scream or a cry, rather than a claw.
    

    
      
        —Wow.
      
    

    
      My sword continued on and on until it finally became a dance.
    

    
      —
      
        Now that I look at you, you would’ve definitely joined a demonic cult if you were born in murim.
      
    

    
      My sword dance wasn’t beautiful at all. It was crude and clumsy. It didn’t smell anything like flowers, it gave off the smell of fire. If swordplay was a person, my swordplay would be screaming from the burn.
    

    
      The principle of yin and yang may be marvelous, but the world born from it only held sorrow. Even though the lines of the Four Books and Three Classics contained insightful wisdom, they couldn’t end a single scream.
    

    
      A swordplay that contained the world’s sorrow was sharper than the sword that moved based on the principle of yin and yang. A swing that followed a single scream was stronger than a swordplay based on exquisite principles. The deeper the sorrow and the louder the scream, the stronger the sword would become. That was why we were strong. 
    

    
      The survival of the strongest was the Heavenly Demon Cult’s doctrine. 
    

    
      
        “Say it.”
      
    

    
      
        “Murim forgot its code of honor, and its code of honor has been lost in murim.”
      
    

    
      
        “Say it. Then I’ll kill you as you wish.”
      
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon was the highest heaven of her cult. She knew all about her followers’ screams, and knew how to release them through her sword. Each movement of her sword would scream at the world as proof that people cried out somewhere in this world.
    

    
      
        “The world has no meaning.”
      
    

    
      
        “These last decades couldn’t have been more meaningless.”
      
    

    
      Even the highest heaven, the Heavenly Demon, had screamed at the last moment.
    

    
      
        “Hahaha! Ha! Ha. Hahahahahaha!”
      
    

    
      She had gone mad and burst into laughter. Holding her laughter in my heart, I swung my sword.
    

    
      “...Stop.”
    

    
      I continued.
    

    
      “Stop it.”
    

    
      I kept going with my sword.
    

    
      “I told you to stop!”
    

    
      My sword stopped. Not because I stopped, but because the Heavenly Demon was blocking my sword using a wooden stick that rippled with dark qi.
    

    
      “You… How do you know my cult’s ultimate arts?” Her pitch black eyes bored into me. “You can’t fool my eyes! Your forms were messy and crude, but you were unmistakably using the Demonic Heaven Arts. Only demons can learn the arts, but I’ve never seen you before. Speak. How do you know it!”
    

    
      Only then did I realize that I was more out of breath than I had thought. I was soaked in sweat, and the holy sword felt as heavy as a rock in my right hand. I looked around and saw the Murim Alliance's leader and the Hunters watching me with bated breaths. From the hole in the cave’s ceiling, I could see the starlight pouring down. Perhaps it had been much longer than I had thought.
    

    
      I opened my mouth with difficulty. “Am I… Am I qualified? Am I qualified to be your disciple, Lady Heavenly Demon?”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon was silent for a long moment. Eventually, she turned and walked deep into the cave. It was obviously a rejection, so no one even considered following her. If I had just a little more energy, I might have gone after her…
    

    
      “M-Mr. Death King?”
    

    
      My legs gave out.
    

    
      “Mr. Death King! Are you okay, Mr. Death King?”
    

    
      My mind hazy, I thought to myself that I had used too much aura at once. I would probably be out all night once I lost consciousness. I tried to smile reassuringly at the Chemist, but even that was difficult. The world around me already felt dark.
    

    
      
        —Tsk, tsk.
      
    

    
      Just before I passed out, I heard the Guardian’s voice.
    

    
      
        —Of course you’re half dead when you use martial arts way above your level, little sparrow. This is why I always say that people need to be solid with the basics first.
      
    

    
      The Guardian sighed.
    

    
      
        —But, well…you weren’t too bad, kid. You did well. 
      
    

    
      And then I fainted.
    

    

    
      1. A traditional Chinese unit of measurement. About 1/3m. ☜

    

    
      2. The raw is 백향(白香). 白 means snow white. 香 means scent. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 71: The World Where The Stars Died (3)

    
      In her eleventh winter, Soh Baekhyang entered the demonic cult.
    

    
      “No one will force you to do anything, Baekhyang.”
    

    
      The old man brought her to the demonic cult’s headquarters. It was like heaven. She was served food morning and night even if she did nothing. A warm bed was provided, and there was no magistrate who whipped people.
    

    
      “Eat, sleep, or play when you want to. Baekhyang, just live however you like.”
    

    
      Soh Baekhyang couldn’t believe her ears. Perhaps this was the paradise she had heard of in the legends.
    

    
      “The adults here are all kind!”
    

    
      The children of her age smiled heartily.
    

    
      “They don’t make us do anything.”
    

    
      “Are they going to make us slaves?”
    

    
      “Idiot! It’s been a year since I came here but nothing like that happened.”
    

    
      There were many, many other orphans in paradise—over two thousand at least. More children entered the cult every day. One day during a certain famine, dozens of children arrived on the same day. Soh Baekhyang couldn’t believe how many orphans there were in this world.
    

    
      “...How did you guys get here?”
    

    
      The children stared at her in silence for a moment. And then they all spoke at once.
    

    
      “They said that the harvest was so bad!”
    

    
      “My mom worked in a brothel...”
    

    
      “I don’t want to talk about it. Why should I tell you?”
    

    
      “Thieves with knives went around the village at night!”
    

    
      “The villagers suddenly got sick.”
    

    
      “I ran away because they kept beating me.”
    

    
      Hunger, work, illegitimate birth, thieves, plagues, abuse… Poison flowed out every time the children opened their mouths. It made Soh Baekhyang dizzy.
    

    
      The poison that had been distilled by hunger was bitter. The stinging poison was from the grudge that started from demeaning work. An illegitimate child carried sharp poison. The thieves’ stabbing left behind cold poison. The plagues created nasty poison. The poison brewed from abuse and beatings was rotten.
    

    
      “Are you…” Soh Baekhyang cautiously asked.
    

    
      Why was the world filled with all sorts of poison? All of the bitterness, pain, sharpness, coldness, nastiness, and rottenness of the world seemed to have gathered here. Then what was this place? There was no way this place could be a paradise.
    

    
      “Are you guys happy now? Do you feel okay?”
    

    
      Soh Baekhyang thought about the story about the jar of gu poison. A toad, a viper, a poisonous spider, a centipede, a fire ant, a wasp… All kinds of poisonous creatures were put into the jar and sealed. The poisonous snake would bite the toad, who had already devoured the poisonous spider. The poisonous insects would eat each other, over and over, until only one survived. All of that was to create one extreme poison.
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      The children beamed.
    

    
      “I can eat every day.”
    

    
      “I don’t have to fill in for Mom.”
    

    
      “I’m always okay.”
    

    
      “Yes. There are no thieves here.”
    

    
      “The doctor treats me when I’m sick.”
    

    
      “No one hits me, so it’s good.”
    

    
      A toad, a viper, a poisonous spider, a centipede, a fire ant, and a wasp. The children of her age laughed, but they just looked like poisonous creatures in her eyes. Yes, this place wasn’t a paradise. It was just a jar to refine gu poison.
    

    
      Soh Baekhyang quietly placed her hand on her chest. It was cold and couldn’t be warmed by the porridge she had in the morning, the soup she had in the evening, or a thick blanket. Unmeltable ice was embedded in the center of her chest, where her heart was.
    

    
      In her heart, her mother was leaving and it was snowing. Her mother didn’t stop, so the snow kept on falling.
    

    
      From that day onward, Soh Baekhyang didn’t hang out with her peers.
    

    
      
        “Eat when you want to.”
      
    

    
      Every morning and evening, she ate less of the provided food.
    

    
      
        “Sleep when you want to.”
      
    

    
      She went to bed early and woke up even earlier.
    

    
      
        “Play when you want to.”
      
    

    
      While the children were running around the hill playing, neutralizing their poison with their laughter, Soh Baekhyang didn’t hang out with them.
    

    
      The children talked among themselves.
    

    
      “Baekhyang is strange…”
    

    
      “She always plays with farmers all of the time!”
    

    
      “She’s weird.”
    

    
      “Yeah, she doesn’t even eat—on purpose.”
    

    
      “Why does she hang out with the farmers?”
    

    
      “I don’t know.”
    

    
      Soh Baekhyang ignored them.
    

    
      
        “Just live however you want to live.”
      
    

    
      After some time, the old man who had brought her here came to visit her. It had been quite a long time since then, but the old master martial artist of the demonic cult looked no different than he had on that winter day.
    

    
      “It’s been a long time, Baekhyang.”
    

    
      “Yes, it has been.” Baekhyang nodded.
    

    
      “I came because I have a question.” The old man tapped the ground with his cane. “I heard that you don’t play with your peers.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “You also help the farmers so you can grow and harvest your own food.”
    

    
      “I do.”
    

    
      “All of your clothes and your blankets are also made by you.”
    

    
      “Yes, I made them.”
    

    
      “Why?” The old man tilted his head. “This is a paradise where the adults will farm and pick fruits for you. It isn’t extravagant, but you can live in abundance. And you’re just a child, so why do you volunteer to work?”
    

    
      “Mister Mo, who used to farm at the foot of the mountain, lost two daughters to a magistrate.”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “Mister Choi works in the orchard, but he and his second son were called to build the castle walls. The work killed his second son. He felt like that was wrong, so he reported it to the government office. But his first son ended up dead after the questioning. After burying his two sons in his hometown, he and his wife joined this place.”
    

    
      One by one, Soh Baekhyang told him all of the stories she had heard. All of the farmers who brought their crops to the orphans were victims of the world’s cruelty. None of their stories was fair—not a single one.
    

    
      After reciting all of the farmers’ stories, Soh Baekhyang said, “This isn’t a paradise. They don’t feed and clothe us for free because they’re fools.”
    

    
      “Then why do you think you can eat and sleep for free?” the old man asked.
    

    
      “They want me and the children to take revenge for them. They’ll never forgive the magistrates and local governors who ruined their lives without reason, but they don’t have the power,” Soh Baekhyang said. “I heard that you have to practice martial arts from a very young age to flourish in the field. Those farmers who feed and clothe us are already too old and don’t have the potential to become great martial artists anymore. But they can farm for the children who can.
    

    
      “We aren’t eating and sleeping for free. We’re here to take revenge on the world on their behalf.”
    

    
      From the beginning, this paradise had always been the demonic cult’s headquarters, and that had never changed.
    

    
      After a long silence, the old man said, “Baekhyang.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Do you have something to say to the world?”
    

    
      Soh Baekhyang nodded. “I do.”
    

    
      The cold. The snowstorm on that winter day. The mother who had crossed the snowfield and made her child follow her. The mother who had hurried her steps despite hearing her child’s cries. The child who was left behind. The coldness in her heart. The hunger. The child who had been born in a brothel. The child who had lost his family to thieves. The child whose home vanished in a plague. The child who was abused and beaten. Their poison.
    

    
      “There are a lot of things I have to say. A lot.”
    

    
      The world was vast, and Soh Baekhyang had a million things to say to the world.
    

    
      The old man closed his eyes. “Is that so? …I guess you would.”
    

    
      It was quiet.
    

    
      “Then the world will have to listen to you.” The old man opened his eyes. “I am the Demonic Buddha, one of the cult’s Seven Elders.”
    

    
      “Is there a Buddha in hell?”
    

    
      “If there isn’t one in hell, what use would a Buddha be?”
    

    
      Even though Soh Baekhyang called this place hell, the old man didn’t scold her. He actually responded as if that was the truth. Only then did Soh Baekhyang realize that her answer was right.
    

    
      “Baekhyang, you’ve passed the cult’s inner entrance trial. Your poison hasn’t been nullified even with the abundant food and comfortable bed, so your poison will undoubtedly be clear. Call me Teacher. I’ll be your teacher from now on.”
    

    
      Teacher.
    

    
      “From now on, your sword will howl in place of countless people’s screams.” The old man held up his cane and placed it on the young Heavenly Demon’s shoulder. “Give me your Nine Bows, my disciple.”
    

    
      On that day, Soh Baekhyang officially entered the cult at the age of thirteen.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Get up.”
    

    
      A whisper woke me up early at dawn. When I opened my eyes, the Heavenly Demon’s face was right in front of mine.
    

    
      “Get up already.”
    

    
      She stared down at me. She was so close that I could clearly see her eyelashes opening and closing like black curtains whenever she blinked.
    

    
      “Uhm, Lady Heavenly Demon.” My mouth felt dry, maybe because I had just woken up. “If you stay there, I can’t get up even if I want to. I might hit your head.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Judging from how you wag your tongue smooth like silk as soon as you wake up, I guess you’re fine.” The Heavenly Demon straightened. “Go into the hot spring and take a bath. Cleanse your body and mind.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “I’ll wait at the entrance of the cave.” The Heavenly Demon quickly turned around and walked away.
    

    
      Before I could say anything, the Heavenly Demon’s small figure disappeared. All that was left in the cave were me, who was standing blankly, and the deeply asleep Hunters.
    

    
      It looked like they had spent all night studying the virus. Tools were scattered around the Chemist and the Medicine King. The Viper’s arms were crossed, and he was smiling from ear to ear as if he was having a good dream.
    

    
      What kind of dream could they have that made them sleep so soundly? I opened up their character windows.
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          Yes, I'm right. Why in the world do I have to explain something this easy? You won't understand even if I did. Anyway, since I'm right, just do as I say. Gosh, I’m seriously going to go crazy. You foolish water fleas… N-no, people, that isn’t what I was trying to say... If you have a brain—no, give it a little more thought. You should be able to figure out something this simple right away, so why can't you understand it? I-I'm sorry. I'm sorry. I'm sorry...
        
      
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          This is my 100th victory against you, Marcus… I've also won my 999999th victory over that little Chemist girl or whatever she’s called. Is there truly no one who can stop my rampage? I, Shawn McCallister, became the last man standing in the saddest way…
        
      
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          Mwahahahehehehe! Bwahahahahahehehehehehe!
        
      
    

    
      
        I shouldn't wake them up,
      
       I thought.
    

    
      I had an especially strong feeling that I shouldn’t go anywhere near the Viper, to whom the third character window belonged. I quietly washed myself and left the cave. Shiny and the Guardian made no sound the whole time.
    

    
      The white sky, softly lit by the rising sun and laced by the winds, watched over us.
    

    
       * * *
    

    
      I found the Heavenly Demon standing in the middle of the endless snow. She scanned me from head to toe, arms crossed.
    

    
      “Did you scrub every last corner?”
    

    
      “Yes. I cleaned myself to the heart, so I feel very clean.”
    

    
      “I hate smooth talkers.” The Heavenly Demon’s brows furrowed. “And you’re a very smooth one. Your tongue is like a snake. A cunning one. I see more of a conman in you than a promising young man, so I’m worried. ”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      Was I? I never really felt like I had any talent for talking, but even the Black Witch, the Rank 2 Hunter, would always comment that I was a smooth talker. Had I been born with a talent that I wasn’t aware of?
    

    
      As I let myself lose in such thoughts, the Heavenly Demon’s frown deepened even more, as if something was upsetting her even more, so I pulled up her character window.
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          His tongue is sly, but his face is truly naive. He’d make a perfect leader of the Xia Wu Sect
        
      
      
        [1]
      
      .
    

    
      What was the Xia Wu Sect?
    

    
      “Follow me.” The Heavenly Demon gestured at me.
    

    
      I followed her through the snowfield.
    

    
      While we crossed the snowfield, she said, “You have to pass numerous trials to be part of the demonic cult. Although you’ve proven your qualifications, that doesn’t mean you’ve passed all of the trials. The first trial of my cult is—”
    

    
      “It’s the Trial of Comfort, yes?”
    

    
      I might have been mistaken, but it looked like the Heavenly Demon had lost her balance for a moment.
    

    
      “The cult provides food, clothes, and shelter for free to those in the trial. The children who settle there are called the outer family and are raised as farmers, craftsmen, and messengers,” I continued.
    

    
      They were in charge of the cult’s mundane affairs.
    

    
      “But if they pass the Trial of Comfort, their role changes. They’re recognized as the disciples of the inner family. Only then do they officially become part of the cult. They’re the only ones who get to learn the demonic martial arts. At that time, they say that they have finally entered the demonic cult.”
    

    
      “…How do you know that?” the Heavenly Demon asked in disbelief.
    

    
      I couldn’t say that she had killed me last time and that I had seen her trauma. Therefore, I just smiled. “I know a lot of things.”
    

    
      “Ahhhh. The heavens are truly heartless! They brought you, a Xia-Wu-looking bum, at the end of my fate. Am I really supposed to accept you as my disciple?” She sighed.
    

    
      
        —Yeah, you really are like those bums from the Xia Wu Sect, Zombie!
      
       The Guardian stood beside her and nodded.
      
         I guess the Heavenly Demon has to have a good eye for people.
      
    

    
      
        What are you talking about…?
      
    

    
      
        —If you were really a bum, I wouldn’t give a damn about you. But when you do something, you somehow insist on trying to do it right, so it’s hard to ignore you. That’s why you’re the worst!
      
    

    
      Was that a compliment or an insult? It was better to assume it was a compliment when it was unclear. In this dreary generation, compliments became rare, so at least I should interpret other people’s words with a kind heart.
    

    
      That still applied even if the words were from a ghost who was always eccentric and pessimistic like the Guardian.
    

    
      
        —This is exactly why I’m calling you a bum, you zomsparrow!
      
    

    
      I really had no idea what he was saying.
    

    
      “…This will do,” the Heavenly Demon murmured.
    

    
      She led me to a huge pit. The floor was as dark as midnight because the light of dawn couldn’t reach into its depths.
    

    
      “Rejoice.” The Heavenly Demon turned around and looked at me. “I shall accept you as my direct disciple. The Heavenly Demon Cult is the heaven of 
      
        murim
      
      , and heaven doesn’t reject a follower as long as you are qualified.”
    

    
      “Ah! Then—”
    

    
      “However, I can’t officially accept you as my disciple yet.”
    

    
      “Eh. Lady Heavenly Demon, that’s unfair! I came all the way from outer 
      
        murim
      
       to become your disciple, and I’ve also shown you that I’m qualified. But now you’re telling me that I’m not good enough to officially become your disciple? What is this!?”
    

    
      “… First of all, I find all of your claims very suspicious.” The Heavenly Demon stared at me. “I question whether you actually came from the outer 
      
        murim
      
      . I’m not sure if your admiration is real. Based on my intuition, it all feels like a lie…but your nature doesn’t seem too evil, so I haven’t done anything to you.”
    

    
      Why was this martial artist so perceptive?
    

    
      “Honestly, it’s odd because you also seem kind by nature. Yes, you’re truly strange. It’s hard to tell right now whether you’re lucky to meet me or vice versa.”
    

    
      “… What is the trial?”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon pointed to the bottom of the pit. “I’ve thrown a 
      
        jiangshi
      
       soldier down there. He used to be a promising member of my cult and a Peak-Tier master quite renowned in 
      
        gangho
      
      . Defeat that 
      
        jiangshi
      
      . Then I’ll accept you as my disciple. But…” She crossed her arms. “...feel hunger while you fight.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I meant that literally. Fight the 
      
        jiangshi
      
       soldier, but you should only feel hunger and the pain of hunger. No other emotions or thoughts should be on your mind,” the Heavenly Demon intoned. “Can you do it?”
    

    
      I realized then that she already considered me her disciple. All of her talk about how I wasn’t officially part of her cult or her disciple was hollow—in her mind, I was already her disciple and the inheritor of her cult’s teachings, including the Demonic Heaven Arts.
    

    
      “Every movement of your sword must be driven by hunger,” the Heavenly Demon said. “Recall everything about the hungry. Their voices, their painful moans, and how their arms and feet move. Engrave them in your heart, and make them your drive. Through this, you shall swing your sword with just hunger. Only then can you use the Demonic Heaven Arts with its full power.”
    

    
      I looked down at the pit.
    

    
      A zombie was howling at the bottom of the hellish-looking pit. It was wearing a black training suit that was old and worn but definitely the uniform of the Heavenly Demon Cult. I could say that the zombie was my senior brother.
    

    
      I slowly opened my mouth. “What happens… What happens if I can swing my sword with only hunger?”
    

    
      “You can cut down someone who has never starved in one strike. Half of the martial artists of the Righteous Faction will be reduced to corpses in one strike,” the Heavenly Demon calmly stated. “These forms are created to claw the world.
    

    
      “Learn Starvation Death first. Next will be Thirst Death. You’ll learn to swing your sword based only on thirst and be able to slay those who have never withered in one blow. After that, it’ll be Drowning Death. You’ll learn all of the Nine Sword Forms, and they’ll show you the paths that can cover the world.”
    

    
      My heart pounded. I squeezed my sword’s hilt. “That is quite tempting.”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon smirked. It may have been the only time I had seen her smile. She probably liked my fighting spirit.
    

    
      “Then why are you hesitating? Hurry up and dive into hell,” she said.
    

    
      I jumped into the zombie pit.
    

    

    
      1. The Xia Wu Sect is an organization of criminals. The Heavenly Demon is saying that Gong-Ja would make a great criminal. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 72: The Death Gleaner (1)

    
      What was the last word that came to a person’s mind when you thought about zombies? It was a strange question, but zombies dominated this world—and I suddenly had to learn martial arts by fighting a zombie, so I couldn’t help but think about zombies. That was how I realized what the last word was.
    

    
      It was “Palm Wind.” The zombie in the black training suit held its hands together for a moment and then shot Palm Wind at me. I wasn’t joking. The zombie—who used to be a martial artist before its death—actually screamed and shot Palm Wind at me. 
    

    
      “Shit…” I cursed.
    

    
      Its Palm Wind easily tossed me into the air like so much chaff. Just that was enough to leave my mind whirling. Unfortunately, the zombie wasn’t done.
    

    
      The zombie kicked off the ground using a unique foot art, executed with obvious proficiency. It soared into the air as if it were filled with helium and instantly flew right to me. It was crazy.
    

    
      “Hey! Wait, wait. This isn’t right!” I hastily swung my holy sword.
    

    
      Before I could cut down the zombie, the Heavenly Demon’s voice stopped me.
    

    
      “Don’t! Don’t swing your sword indiscriminately.” She was watching me fight from above the pit. “I told you to think about the hunger and the pain of those who starved to death. Ruminate on what it is like to be hungry. If you just swing your sword, the Demonic Heaven Arts
      
         
      
      is just an empty shell.”
    

    
      “B-but!”
    

    
      The zombie’s maw yawned right in front of me.
    

    
      I barely managed to twist my torso to avoid the zombie’s bite. I couldn’t properly break my fall and ended up rolling on the ground. Angry that I had evaded its attack, the zombie roared and charged again.
    

    
      “I’m not really hungry right now!”
    

    
      “You fool!” the Heavenly Demon shouted, frustrated. “Can you not picture the color red just because it’s not in front of you? How can you not recall what it feels like to be hungry just because you aren’t hungry right now?”
    

    
      Even while the Heavenly Demon was berating me, the zombie continued to swing its claws. If those claws touched me even once, it was over. I would be infected with the zombie virus and truly become Kim Zombie.
    

    
      The zombie savagely battered at my sword with its claws. I only managed to block the attack, never mind strike back. I felt like I was going to die.
    

    
      “If you can’t remember it, that’s because you aren’t used to the feeling of hunger. You’re basically a pig. Those who learn the Demonic Heaven Arts should be able to recall the feeling at will!”
    

    
      
        The feeling of hunger. The memory of hunger
      
      .
    

    
      “Remember the time you were hungry the longest. Dwell in that moment. Where were you? What did you want to eat the most? How long were you hungry!”
    

    
      “The longest time I’ve been hungry was three to four days…” I answered. 
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon was dumbstruck. “What? Three to four days? You’re saying that the longest you’ve ever starved in your life was just around three days? That’s impossible. The world has been lawless for a long time, and famine was rampant every season. How could you have starved for only three days? What were you, the son of a major noble?”
    

    
      “O-outer 
      
        murim
      
       was more prosperous than the Central Plains…”
    

    
      The Tower was naturally more abundant in resources than 
      
        murim
      
      , the world of martial artists. After all, the Tower was a place of modern civilization; quite a few Hunters probably hadn’t starved for more than two days.
    

    
      “There’s just no talking with you. Hunger is the most urgent pain that you feel every day. No one can avoid the pain, so they live to lessen their hunger. The emperor’s hunger and that of the commoners are no different from one another. If you don’t even know this, how will you learn the Demonic Heaven Arts
      
        ?
      
      ”
    

    
      
        I-I lived hungry for quite a long time. I spent over ten years as a Class F Hunter! I used to count how many pieces of rice cake go into one serving in tteokbokki shops at the Tower. And I only bought tteokbokki at stores that gave me four more pieces!
      
    

    
      “Forget it.” The Heavenly Demon turned her back on me. “It’s my fault! I had hopes for you for a moment, but you’re all talk.”
    

    
      The pit I was in was deep, so the Heavenly Demon quickly disappeared from my sight.
    

    
      “Lady Heavenly Demon!” I shouted, barely fending off the zombie’s teeth and claws.
    

    
      I got no answer.
    

    
      “Lady Heavenly Demon?”
    

    
      Once again, there was no answer. The Heavenly Demon never backtracked.
    

    
      “Please wait a minute! For god’s sake! It’s not like feeling full is going to kill me! It’s absurd that I can’t learn the arts because of that!” I screamed.
    

    
      The Palm Wind zombie opened its mouth wide.
    

    
      “
      
        Ah, 
      
      fu—”
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      “—ck!”
    

    
      I returned to yesterday and stomped my feet.
    

    
      Before my return, I had seen the Palm Wind zombie’s Skill Card, experienced his trauma, and received the Tower’s certification that my ego was intact. But none of that mattered right now.
    

    
      “Still, I’ve lived through 
      
        a lot
      
       of hardship!” I fumed.
    

    
      Anger and competitiveness filled my heart with fires of red and blue. Actually, they weren’t just fire—they were an inferno.
    

    
      —
      
        Wow. 
      
      The Guardian leisurely floated around me. 
      
        She uses very traditional methods to teach you. Well, she’s teaching you her one and only ultimate art, so that’s the right choice. Zombie, when someone tries to weasel out of everything, they become a weasel like you…
      
    

    
      “So this is how she’s going to do it!” I ignored the Guardian and left the hot spring cave. “Does she think I’d be scared and surrender if she treated me like that? Not at all. I was burned to death before! From head to toe! There’s no way I would be scared to die of starvation.”
    

    
      —
      
        Uh…
      
       The Guardian looked flustered, which was rare for him.
      
         Zombie…? What’s wrong? Hey, just learn the sword from me instead of that Heavenly Demon woman. As a teacher, I’d be much more gen—
      
    

    
      “If she tells me to starve, I’ll starve!”
    

    
      —
      
        Oh, boy. He’s blown his top. Ah, he really can't see anything when he gets like this. Damn, that’s weeks down the drain, 
      
      the Guardian muttered.
    

    
      From that day onward, I began my hellish journey. After lying to the Hunters that I was going to find the items needed to clear this stage, I left alone and went as far as I could from the hot spring cave. Then I cooped myself up deep in a snowy mountain and did nothing.
    

    
      The Guardian looked at me with cold, lifeless eyes. He knew what I was trying to do.
    

    
      
        —You nutjob… You’re just going to stay here until you starve to death, aren’t you?
      
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes, I am.”
    

    
       —
      
        God. Everyone else should know how crazy you are. Phewwwww! I’m the only one who knows. I would give anything to not be a ghost, 
      
      the Guardian lamented.
    

    
      He was noisy.
    

    
      
        —Zombie—no, Gong-Ja, please, I’m begging you. I don’t care if you’re so pissed off that you dedicate yourself to your training, but why are you making me suffer too? I have to sit here and watch you the entire time.
      
    

    
      “Ah, you’re so noisy.”
    

    
      
        —Let me ask you something: how many days do you plan on holding out here?
      
    

    
      I was in a small cave somewhere on the mountain. It was different from the cave where the Heavenly Demon and the others stayed. Obviously, there were no hot springs or grain pills; it was just a cold, dark cave.
    

    
      “I don’t know. I’ll have to start with 112 days.”
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      “I saw it in the Heavenly Demon’s trauma. One time, she didn’t eat anything for 111 days and only held out by performing Qi Alignment. So I’m going to endure 112 days at least.”
    

    
      
        —What kind of fucking hippy-ass horseshit are you ta…
      
    

    
      The Guardian cursed at me for about a minute. But no matter what he told me, it wouldn’t affect me, so it was meaningless. Besides, I was already in the lotus position.
    

    
      He then tried to persuade me. Perhaps he thought that swearing wasn’t going to get him anywhere.
    

    
      
        —You can’t last more than a hundred days even if you try!
      
       the Guardian shouted.
      
         Look at the weather right now. It’s cold! It’s damn cold! If you don’t cover yourself with aura, you’ll freeze to death. How are you going to use it for one hundred days straight? However hard you try, you’ll only be able to last twenty days at most.
      
    

    
      
        —Besides, Gong-Ja, fasting for more than one hundred days isn’t just about starvation. You haven’t starved like that, have you? If not, then you have no idea.
      
    

    
      “Have you done it before?”
    

    
      
        —Yeah, I know because I did fasting training like the monks back in the day. For a few days, I felt hungry and thought I was gonna pass out, but you can’t feel anything after that. That isn’t starving. It’s just mental training. Mental training!
      
    

    
      “There’s the answer,” I nonchalantly said. “I’ll starve until the fifteenth day and then repeat it.”
    

    
      The Guardian opened and closed his mouth several times.
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      “I won’t eat anything for 15 days—that’s when I’ll be the most hungry. After that, I’ll commit suicide and stay on the 15th day. That’ll keep me hungry.” I looked at the Guardian. “I’ll repeat it until 112 days pass. How’s that? I won’t run out of aura, and I’ll still feel hungry. It’s the perfect solution.”
    

    
      —
      
        …You crazy motherfucker… 
      
      The Guardian’s jaw dropped to the ground. 
      
        Just learn from me… Don’t take that weird cult leader as your teacher. I told you my martial arts are better. If you need a teacher, learn from me. What in the world is driving you to this madness—!
      
    

    
      “I’m going to learn the Demonic Heaven Arts perfectly.”
    

    
      A fire was burning in my heart.
    

    
      “Do you know why the Heavenly Demon fell into despair and this world, the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle, 
      
      ended? It’s all because she felt like there was no point in surviving anymore.”
    

    
      When the Murim Alliance's leader had been confined to his deathbed, the Heavenly Demon had muttered to herself, 
      
        “The world has no meaning.” 
      
      That was it. If a world was considered a novel, her muttered words would be the last line written on the last page. 
    

    
      All of the characters’ many lines of dialogue meant nothing. How they moved, where they went, or what they felt had no meaning. It was all pointless even if hundreds or even thousands of sentences were used. At that point, the novel and the world was dead. The novel was as good as blank paper, and the world was doomed. That must have been what the Indoor Librarian meant when he spoke about discontinued serialization.
    

    
      I didn't want this world to end like that. That wasn’t how I wanted the story of the Heavenly Demon to end. 
    

    
      I looked outside the cave at the endless expanse of snow. “…It’s easy to live like the Fire Emperor. Since I have a killer skill, I’d have no problem convincing myself that I’m the best. When I win, it’s because of my skills. Other people do worse than me because they’re idiots, and I don’t need to worry about idiots. I can just pick the stages that are easy for me to clear. Whatever happens, I sneer and stay cynical…”
    

    
      I trailed off. 
    

    
      I circulated my aura throughout my body and began my fast.
    

    
      “It sounds cool. It does. Although cynicism isn’t childish, people who live cynically are childish.”
    

    
      I starved.
    

    
      “Idealism might look cheesy, but people who try to live ideally aren’t.”
    

    
      I didn’t eat for a day.
    

    
      “I’m also human, so I have to live.”
    

    
      I starved for two days.
    

    
      “Then the answer to how I should live is obvious.”
    

    
      I fasted for three days. And on, and on.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 73: The Death Gleaner (2)

    
      Hunger. What was hunger? It had been a week since I had started fasting. The first and the second days were the most painful. After three days, it felt less painful. My organs and my mind slowed down, and my life faded a little. If I were to compare it to a river, its flow weakened and it dried up like it did during a drought.
    

    
      Was hunger about enduring until the river of pain, thought, and life dried up and disappeared? Was this the kind of training that the Heavenly Demon wanted me to do?
    

    
      “… No, it isn’t like this,” I muttered quietly. I uncrossed my legs. “Sitting here doing nothing is a waste of time.”
    

    
      I drew my sword, and, picturing the sword paths of the Demonic Heaven Arts, I blindly guided my sword.
    

    
      
        —What are you doing? 
      
      the Guardian asked.
    

    
      “I’m exercising."
    

    
      It was winter, so my breaths were icy. Because I had been drinking melted snow for seven days, my breaths were like snowflakes.
    

    
      “I was wrong. I was so, so stupid… The hunger that the Heavenly Demon is talking about isn’t just about a lack of food, so fasting in the lotus position is definitely not the answer.”
    

    
      It had been a week since I last moved, so I was quickly out of breath. My limbs trembled, and my lungs screamed for more air.
    

    
      “Hunger is about not being able to eat even when you want to."
    

    
      My sword dance was crude, but it still made me sweat. It was different from the time I had been sitting in silence. I felt more alive. The amount I sweated fed the river of my life. 
    

    
      “I’ve been thinking about a hungry farmer for the past week.”
    

    
      What was hunger?
    

    
      “No farmer wouldn’t go out to work because they’re hungry. It doesn’t matter if he’s hungry or hasn’t eaten, he has to work, but he still doesn’t have anything to eat.”
    

    
      I thought that was what hunger was.
    

    
      “He swings his hoe to plow the ground, but the weather is bad this year. It’s going to be a bad harvest. No matter what he does, the ground yields nothing. Not a single thing.” I swung my sword. “There’s nothing he can do…”
    

    
      And I closed my eyes and thought of the parched, barren ground.
    

    
      “… That is why he’s hungry.”
    

    
      A farmer slammed his hoe into the barren land.
    

    
      The ground cracked like crumbly old cookies. 
    

    
      “It’s already been over half a year since it last rained.”
    

    
      The reservoir was empty, and the village well was also dry. There wasn’t a single drop of water on his farm. At noon, an old man came out and silently sat at the village entrance. Not a trace of water could be found in his wrinkled face either.
    

    
      “It's a drought.”
    

    
      The sun was hot. Some villagers had already abandoned their farms. Since they had given up their work, they had fewer reasons to not abandon their homes. Many villagers had taken their children and headed to the sea.
    

    
      “But this farmer hasn’t given up.”
    

    
      
        —Why?
      
    

    
      “He doesn’t think it’s going to be any different at the sea because he doesn’t know how to fish. People have to make a living on what they can steal, but he only learned how to steal from the land, just like his father, his father’s father, and so on…”
    

    
      The farmer went out to his farm day after day. He wouldn’t get anything, but still, he worked the farm. In the evening, he climbed up the mountain behind the village and peeled relatively edible tree bark.
    

    
      “But there isn’t much of the bark left now.”
    

    
      The other villagers had peeled most of it off. After coming down the mountain, he looked back at the trees on the mountain. They were completely naked and white. It looked like a birch forest from a distance.
    

    
      Hunger turned the world white.
    

    
      “It’s been over a week since he’d eaten even tree bark.”
    

    
      The farmer struck the barren ground with his hoe, and I swung my sword.
    

    
      “.. But he can’t eat the bark he collected.”
    

    
      He had a family.
    

    
      
        —So what’s he going to do? 
      
      the Guardian asked as my sword swung in time with the hoe.
    

    
      “He heads to the village well first.”
    

    
      He managed to scrape up a bucket of water from the puddle at the bottom of the well.
    

    
      “Using that water, he boils the bark and adds small leaves and such… He has to do it.”
    

    
      The leaves smelled fresh, and the scent of the tree bark was dry. Together with the rising steam, they made his mouth water.
    

    
      
        I’m hungry. 
      
      I swallowed my drool too.
      
         I want to eat.
      
    

    
      The farmer wanted to take a bite of the tree bark boiling in the water. The bark held the scent of water and leaves, so he felt like it was going to be sweet. If he sank his teeth into it, it would gush rich broth into his mouth. The brown tree bark smelled like the earth; it was edible soil.
    

    
      He held himself back since he had to give it to his children… It was all he could give. However, his children whined and cried because they hated the bark their father had brought. They complained as they ate. In the end, one of the children tossed his bowl away.
    

    
      The farmer slapped the child on the cheek without thinking. My sword lashed out like his hand.
    

    
      It wasn’t right. The farmer turned away from his children. This wasn’t him. He wasn’t the type of person who would hit his children. He really wasn’t. It was just because of how severe this famine was. It had been too long since he had proper food, so he was on edge. Too on edge… His life didn’t used to be like this. The farmer went out to pick bark again. 
    

    
      What was hunger? Famine had been around since the dawn of time, bringing hunger. At every famine, another farmer was created.
    

    
      
        “Feel hunger while you fight.”
      
    

    
      
        “Every movement of your sword must be driven by hunger.”
      
    

    
      Could hunger have movements? Yes, it could.
    

    
      
        “Their voices, their pained moans, and how their arms and feet move. Recall everything about the hungry.”
      
    

    
      It was how the farmer slapped his own child on the cheek. 
    

    
      It was how he stormed out and threw away the boiled tree bark in the yard. 
    

    
      It was how the farmer returned and handed his children the new bark covered in soil. 
    

    
      
        “Engrave them in your heart.”
      
    

    
      Since the dawn of time, some farmers would have hit their children and then caressed their children’s cheeks, whispering apologies. Other farmers might have ended up beating their children. Some farmers survived until the next year, but there were also those who died with their children. That was how it had been and how it always would be.
    

    
      
        “Make them your drive.”
      
    

    
      Every move they made was hungry.
    

    
      
        “Through this, you shall swing your sword with just hunger.”
      
    

    
      To swing my sword, I used the farmer’s angry, bitter slap. I cut through the air like how the farmer threw the bark, the life, on the ground. I spun and slashed the air like how the farmer returned and handed the new bark to his children.
    

    
      
        “Only then can you use the Demonic Heaven Arts with its full power.”
      
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        First Form:
      
    

    
      
        Starvation Death.
      
    

    
      I slowly opened my eyes. The white snow of the day had already turned pitch black with the arrival of the night. When I noticed that it was the middle of the night, I also realized that I was drenched in sweat—and I was starving. I was so insanely hungry that I felt like someone was eating away my inside. Perhaps hunger was like a teethed insect that chewed away my organs.
    

    
      
        This is hunger.
      
    

    
      It hurt.
    

    
      The demonic martial arts were created to claw the world. The walls of this cave were covered in claw marks. Had a storm blown in? No, they were strokes of my sword, clearly engraved on the stone walls. Stalactites and stalagmites had been cut short. I cleaved through the stone of the cave using my sword despite having barely used aura.
    

    
      
        But… this isn’t enough yet.
      
    

    
      I had just reached an understanding of the arts. It was clear. The sword paths in my head and the imagination matched. I could feel it in my fingertips, and that was how I knew.
    

    
      “It’s still crude.”
    

    
      I hadn’t reached the peak of understanding. I was at the foot at best.
    

    
      
        —You’re nuts…
      
      The Guardian frowned in disbelief.
    

    
      “Why are you calling me crazy again? I’m training properly this time.”
    

    
      —
      
        Properly? You’ve got to be kidding me. If this is proper, those bastards who train through sex are perfect. 
      
      The Guardian heaved a deep sigh. 
      
        This is why the ignorant are scary. Zomsparrow, you’re a real lunatic, and I don’t think there’s anyone like you out there. Your spirit is like those in the Righteous Faction, but the mental arts you’re using are what demonic cult guys utilize. Godddddd.
      
    

    
      “Uh, I’m still unfamiliar with 
      
        murim
      
       terminology. What’s wrong with that?” 
    

    
      —
      
        You ignorant—
      
       The Guardian grumbled to himself. 
      
        What you’re doing is absolutely outrageous, but you don’t even realize. Goddddddd. I’m gonna go crazy.
      
    

    
      “Can you 
      
        please 
      
      say that in a way I can understand?”
    

    
      —
      
        To sum up, a master martial artist from the Righteous Faction is using demonic martial arts. You want me to be more specific? The master martial artist from the Righteous Faction ONLY knows how to use demonic martial arts. Zombie, don’t you understand that it’s as ridiculous as taking a goldfish on a walk?
      
    

    
      I scratched my nose. “Do goldfish taste good?”
    

    
      —
      
        Starving yourself for over a week must’ve made you go crazy… Wait, you were crazy way before this… What kinda karma did I get in my last life to saddle me with this idiot…
      
       the Guardian lamented. 
      
        I’m getting traumatized because of you. Damn, how am I supposed to teach you my martial arts? I feel like you’ll be fucked if I teach you the way I taught Gramps Marcus. What should I do with you…
      
    

    I was really hungry. I wanted to eat a choco pie[1] When I bit into it, the chocolate shell would melt on my tongue, and then the chewy white marshmallows inside would bounce between my teeth. I want to slurp on some warm milk and eat a choco pie. Just one. What was hunger? I, Kim Gong-Ja, would say that hunger was a choco pie—a delicious and healthy choco pie.

    
      
        —…Hey, are you paying attention? 
      
      the Guardian asked. 
    

    
      “Yeah? I’m contemplating martial arts.”
    

    
      —
      
        Don’t bullshit me. You look like you’re thinking about something stupid.
      
    

    
      Why did this guy know me so well? Was he stalking me? Technically, the Guardian was a ghost who always followed me around. He was a ghost stalker! Not a pleasant thought.
    

    
      I snorted at my unpleasant ghost stalker. “I’m serious. Dead serious. Do you have trust issues?”
    

    
      —
      
        Then tell me, what part of martial arts were you contemplating?
      
    

    
      The gorilla-sized stalker was nitpicking, just like a real stalker would. The ghost gorilla stalker should find his eternal peace sooner rather than later.
    

    
      “I thought I should stop and get out of the cave for the time being,” I solemnly told him.
    

    
      
        —Stop? Why? Are you going to show the Heavenly Demon your true power?
      
    

    
      “Nah.” I waved my hand. “I’m barely at the start of understanding the 
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
       Even if I kill myself and go back to the Heavenly Demon, the best reaction I’ll get will be ‘I see some potential in you.’”
    

    
      —
      
        Huh? Isn’t that okay? You’ll get her approval.
      
    

    
      “What do you mean, ‘okay’? It isn’t okay at all.” I walked out of the cave. “Do you know how hurt I was when the Heavenly Demon looked down on me for never really starving? I hold grudges for a very long time. 
      
        Approval
      
       can’t heal my broken heart.”
    

    
      
        —You make me feel uncomfortable…
      
    

    
      “I want her to be shocked. What I want is, ‘You’re so talented that words can’t describe it! I didn’t realize how lucky I was to have you as my student. I must have been out of my mind. I’m sorry.’”
    

    
      Just imagining it made me feel good. The moment would be as sweet as a choco pie.
    

    
      “How is it? Wouldn’t that be nice? I know you think the same, Mr. Sword Emperor.” I nudged the Guardian.
    

    
      
        —You’re one hell of a headcase…
      
    

    
      I came down the snow mountain and headed to the snowfield.
    

    
      “I felt something earlier while practicing the Demonic Heaven Arts
      
        . 
      
      Compared to people of this generation, I’ve never really starved. When I imagined a farmer boiling tree bark, I couldn’t imagine it in detail. What kind of bark is it exactly? How should I boil the bark? I hadn’t tried it. The clearer my imagination is, the more of the arts’ power I can use. That’s why I’m still not good with the arts even though I have the Demonic Heaven Arts
      
         
      
      as my Skill. My imagination is crude. Which is why…”
    

    
      I stopped in the snowfield.
    

    
      “...I’m going to fill my imagination.”
    

    
      
        What are you going to do? Are you really going to boil some bark?
      
    

    
      “No, there’s a much better way.” I grinned. “
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation.
      
      ”
    

    
      The moonlight shone down and dyed the snowfield silver. Suddenly, clouds covered the moon, casting stark shadows across the snow. One bite after another, the shadows gnawed the moonlight from the snow like a swarm of voracious insects.
    

    
      
        [Activating the Skill 
        
          Monster Legion Reincarnation.
        
        ]
      
    

    
      The clouds left after a moment, but the shadows did not disappear. Even with the return of the moon’s silver light, the snowfield remained stubbornly dark. The shadows refused to divulge their devoured light. 
    

    
      “Master.” Preta, one of the shadows, knelt before me. The snow 
      
        crunched
      
       softly beneath her knee. Behind her stood thousands of skeletons.
    

    
      I nodded. “Preta, I have a job for you all.” 
    

    
      “I am at your service.” 
    

    
      “This is a perishing world where most of the humans have become ghosts and their bodies wander. In some ways, it’s similar to the Aegim Empire that you once destroyed.”
    

    
      Preta bowed a little lower.
    

    
      “My order is simple. Scatter and bring me the starving corpses.” 
    

    
      “Starving corpses…?”
    

    
      I looked at the dim, endless expanse of snow. “Yeah. There must be villages here too, so find the corpses that died from starvation. Since they can move, they’ll resist, but there are over four thousand of you. Use your numbers to subdue them.”
    

    
      Preta cautiously asked, “How many corpses shall I bring…?”
    

    
      “112 corpses,” I answered.
    

    
      They had the trauma of starvation. I was going to learn all about their hunger. By the time I was done, I would be closer to the Heavenly Demon.
    

    

    
      1. Korean moon pie. image. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
      
        Minime’s thoughts: It turns out, all it takes to master martial arts is multiple lifetimes of trauma. You better watch out, Jackie Chan.
      

    

  
    Chapter 74: The Death Gleaner (3)

    
      “Master…” Preta cautiously looked up at me. “112 deaths are too much. You’ve already grown thin in just a few days. I almost didn’t recognize you—”
    

    
      “Why? Have you become so loyal that you’re suddenly worried about my health?”
    

    
      Preta hesitated, unsure if she should flatter me or be honest.
    

    
      “…If you disappear, so will I,” she said, “Which means I won’t get to live in my little paradise. My life, my memories, and my values—everything will disappear. I am completely dependent on you, Master. Since I worry about myself, I’m also concerned about your health.”
    

    
      “I like your honesty.” The corners of my mouth rose. “How is your life nowadays?”
    

    
      “Pardon…?”
    

    
      “You’re living in Estelle’s village, and the people you value more than your life have returned. How’s that going?”
    

    
      After gaining the exclusive rights to the twentieth floor, I had set Preta loose in the village. I planned to let her stay in the village from now on, except for when I had a job for her like now.
    

    
      “I’m… doing well,” she nervously answered.
    

    
      “Is everything okay?”
    

    
      “… Ah.” Preta blinked. “People calling themselves Hunters barged in one time. They said that the secret to how the Death King suddenly got strong must be here, and the Five Guilds must have hidden a treasure here… But the woman you brought—the Witch—and the Hunters under her command stopped them, so it didn’t turn into a big fight.”
    

    
      The Black Dragon Guild’s service was as reliable as promised.
    

    
      “None of the lords from the neighboring kingdoms come bother us anymore. They’re having a problem with the nomads that they brought in to attack us… Aside from them, both the empire and the temple declared my village a holy land. Lizardfolk and elves come and give us gifts from time to time.”
    

    
      It seemed that things in the other world were going smoothly.
    

    
      “Uhm… But…I lost my abilities,” Preta hesitantly continued.
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      “Sick people hear rumors about me so they come to the village…and, since the village has been declared a holy land, pilgrims come in hopes of miracles, so I’m not sure what to do with them… For now, the priest Hunters who follow the Inquisitor you also introduced are taking care of them…”
    

    
      I nodded reassuringly. “Don’t worry. I have a plan.”
    

    
      I was going to build the Chemist’s new shop on the twentieth floor. She said that she’d only accept the customers I introduced. Once this expedition was complete, the Chemist would be able to build a solid reputation of her own.
    

    
      For that to happen, I needed to make sure to sort things out. Since patients would be coming constantly, she would be able to gain experience with various diseases. The Chemist wouldn’t be able to handle the workload alone, so she’d need employees. Making Preta her assistant would be a good idea. It’d also be good to take in Hunters who aspire to become Chemists as her students. The shop would grow naturally…
    

    
      It wouldn’t take long for the new shop to be recognized as a branch of the Alchemist Office, and for the branch to then be upgraded to the headquarters.
    

    
      I had to take care of my people.
    

    
      I smiled. “What else?”
    

    
      “There’s nothing else in particular… Ah, Dajenna. She’s one of the children from the village. She seems to like the tteokbokki the Hunters brought. And Garcorp—he’s an aged man who guards the orchard—he gave his fruits to the Hunters of the Black Dragon Guild that guard the village. The Hunters brought more fruits from your world in return…”
    

    
      The wind kicked up small flurries of snow that danced through the soft beams of moonlight. Preta’s voice traveled like the snow. I listened to her story until the end.
    

    
      Preta bowed. “… That’s how that is right now.”
    

    
      “You’re saying it’s good.”
    

    
      “Yes, it is,” she cautiously replied.
    

    
      I nodded. “That is what the people of this world need, too. Go and collect the corpses.”
    

    
      Preta bowed deeper, her golden hair rippling over her shoulders, and said, “Yes, Master.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It was said that there was a right man for every job. Summoning Preta and leaving her in charge of collecting the corpses turned out to be a very good choice. After all, the fallen Constellation was once called the Demon King of Autumn Rain and had destroyed an entire world. She knew how to glean death.
    

    
      “I’ll start by looking for villages or cities where government offices were located.” Preta signaled the army of skeletons to move out.
    

    
      “Since they’re the workplace of government officials, there should be maps,” she added. “They’ll be crude, but they’ll be somewhat useful once I piece them together. I’ll use that to search remote farming and fishing villages.”
    

    
      Three days after the search started, Preta and the skeletons delivered the zombies. They weren't martial artists—the zombies she delivered were just those who used to be ordinary farmers and commoners.
    

    
      “This is a mother who hung her children and herself because she couldn’t stand watching her children starve.”
    

    
      The group of white skeletons brought one corpse after another to the snowfield. It was hard to distinguish the white skeletons from the snow. From a distance, it seemed as if the corpses were walking toward me on their own.
    

    
      “These children woke up one morning and saw their mother’s corpse. They cried by their mother’s side and withered to death like wildflowers.”
    

    
      The line of corpses—of death—continued.
    

    
      “These are villagers who cursed the dead mothers for failing to fulfill their duty as parents.”
    

    
      “These people hid under the well to escape the plague but were never able to come out again.”
    

    
      “They’re prisoners who starved to death in their cells without a chance to escape.”
    

    
      Preta presented the poor with the care of a vassal presenting the finest tribute to her king. When a week had passed, she knelt before me again.
    

    
      “I brought them all, Master.”
    

    
      I looked at the snowfield.
    

    
      The walking corpses struggled to break free from the skeletons’ grips. Some of the corpses were old and some of them were young. Hunger didn’t discriminate.
    

    
      “…Good.” I took off my necktie, suit, and underwear, exposing my naked skin to the night sky. “Let them go.”
    

    
      As soon as the skeletons released them, all 112 zombies swarmed me. They instinctively went for where the smell of flesh was the strongest—where I was standing.
    

    
      I smiled. “Alright. Come at me!”
    

    
      A young zombie dove in and bit a chunk out of my calf. The terrible pain made it feel like my nerves were on fire, but it was cut off at my thigh when an old zombie tore my leg off. The pain paused for a moment, but returned many times over.
    

    
      I probably screamed, but I couldn't hear it because a zombie had torn off my ear. My lips were eaten, followed shortly by my tongue. I was unable to hear or speak, so I just had to watch countless shadows creeping over me.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      I looked up at the night sky. The moon was white as the unsullied snow.
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      It was just like the night sky when an old man looked up for the last time. He was a fisherman who had spent his whole life on the river.
    

    
      When a 
      
        jiangshi 
      
      bit his finger, he didn't panic. He just calmly got on the boat and steered it away.
    

    
      “If I die on this boat, I won’t cause problems for the rest of the world at least.”
    

    
      As he lay down on the boat, gently rocked by the river, he could see his village. It was comfortable, as if he were lying down in a coffin. He was okay with the waves overturning the boat and killing him. Dying in his sleep wouldn’t be so bad either… The old man was happy to be born and die in the river.
    

    
      The moon he looked up at for the last time was serene.
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      The young governor wondered how the world had come to this as he walked the castle walls at night. He wasn’t even an official before; he had been a scholar who had memorized a few lines and ran a very small school.
    

    
      However, the original governor had died, along with his officials. Then their subordinates joined them. Death followed as if they were in search of each other. At the end of their search, they would find the young new governor.
    

    
      “Sir,” a soldier said.
    

    
      He was also originally not a soldier, but a tavern owner’s jobless husband. Although he tended to find fault in everything, he was smart, so he was useful.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “The granary is empty. There won’t even be a scoop of millet after two weeks. The fishermen occasionally manage to catch fish, but it isn’t enough. What should we do…?”
    

    
      “Start by reducing the elderly’s grain ration,” the young governor said. “There are countless 
      
        jiangshi
      
      . We must value those who can still fight. Reduce the food given to the elderly and children to one-third of what they’re getting now.”
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      The governor was cold; at times, the governor seemed even colder than the 
      
        jiangshi
      
      . Until he’d become governor, all he had done was recite the Confucian classics in the village. The soldier sometimes wondered where the governor got such determination.
    

    
      “The opposition will be fierce—”
    

    
      “Cut ​​the adults’ rations by half as well. Some people’s rations will be reduced more than the others, but if we reduce all of them, they’ll bear with it.”
    

    
      “Won’t people still complain?”
    

    
      “I’ll cut my rations first,” the governor curtly replied. “Actually, I’ll just not eat at all. I’m the leader, so if I don’t eat anything, those who complain won’t be able to last long.”
    

    
      “… Are you okay?”
    

    
      “This place won’t last long anyway. What difference will it make if I starve for a few days?”
    

    
      The moon above the castle wall was serene.
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      “We’ll all starve to death at this rate!” a girl shouted. 
    

    
      She was a beggar who was part of the Beggar Gang, but the rich and the poor couldn’t be distinguished anymore. She was now just the leader of her peers.
    

    
      The girl stomped her foot. “The governor told the children not to eat. He’s basically telling us to die!”
    

    
      “Then what should we do, Sister… … ?”
    

    
      “Even if we’re going to die, we should die with something in our bellies. That’s how you become a good-looking 
      
        jiangshi
      
      .” The girl huffed and puffed. “There’s a recipe I learned in the Beggar Gang called an earth cookie. It’s literally a cookie of mud.”
    

    
      “Mud cookie…?”
    

    
      “You can make as many cookies as you want as long as there’s mud.”
    

    
      The boy’s eyes lit up.
    

    
      “Listen up! Those of you who can swim, keep catching fish. Don’t give them to the adults anymore—we’ll share them among ourselves. And the rest of you’ll go to the river and scoop up soft mud.”
    

    
      “What are you trying to do?”
    

    
      “I’ll show you.” The girl grinned.
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      The children dug up mud from the riverside. Sand and grit was mixed into it, so the children had to sieve the mud multiple times to filter out the pebbles.
    

    
      “Take a scoop of mud and make it into a ball, and lay it on a mat.” The young leader threw a ball of mud on the mat, then she spread it around like plaster. “Okay, that’s it!”
    

    
      “...Is that it?”
    

    
      “All we have to do now is let it dry in the sun. That’s how you make mud cookies.”
    

    
      The children were dumbfounded.
    

    
      “It’s just mud baked in the sun!”
    

    
      “These aren’t cookies!”
    

    
      “Be quiet. This is the ultimate recipe that has been passed down within the Beggar Gang. Just watch.”
    

    
      The young leader took out a bag of salt. Salt had always been expensive, but now that rationing had been cut off, each grain was worth its weight in gold. She mixed the salt very carefully into the mud cookies lying on the mat.
    

    
      After half a day, the mud cookies were completely dry.
    

    
      “Okay! They’re done! Take one each! But be careful when you eat them. If you take a big bite, that won’t taste good! Eat them slowly!”
    

    
      Half in doubt, the children bit into the mud cookies.
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      “…It’s actually not bad.” The boy nibbled on his mud cookie like a hamster.
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      Another boy’s eyes widened as he licked on his mud cookie like it was ice cream. It made the edge of his mud cookie wet.
    

    
      “I like the saltiness.” 
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      “It’s bad…” One girl made a long face.
    

    
      The young leader giggled. “It’s okay as long as we can eat it. From now on, we have to get our own food. We’ll eat mud cookies on normal days, but we’ll also eat fish when we catch one. How does that sound?”
    

    
      “Okay, Sister…”
    

    
      The children curbed their hunger with mud.
    

    
      To force the mud down their throats, the children had to trick their tongues with the saltiness. That was why the children licked at the mud cookies rather than biting right into them.
    

    
      “Don’t lick it too much or it won’t taste like anything! You have to lick and chew that at the same time.”
    

    
      The children kneaded the mud by the river every day.
    

    
      “Huh? Look, there’s a corpse over there.”
    

    
      They were on the same river that the old man had taken his last journey on. The old man had been born from the river and considered it a blessing that he died in the same river. He had thought that making his boat into his coffin would be a way to not cause trouble for the rest of the world.
    

    
      Bodies of the drowned sometimes washed up to the riverbank. Dying on the river was the old man’s final joy, but the old man was unfortunate enough to not wash up on the other side of the river. Actually, everyone was unfortunate in this case.
    

    
      “It looks like an old man drowned.”
    

    
      “I feel bad…”
    

    
      “Do you think he used to be a fisherman?”
    

    
      The children approached the old man’s body with both fear and curiosity. It was dawn, so it was still dark.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “W-wait a minute!”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “That isn’t a corpse It’s a 
      
        jiangshi
      
      !”
    

    
      The corpse began to stir after it caught wind of the children’s scent.
    

    
      “Run away!”
    

    
      Some of the children did.
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      But there were some who couldn’t.
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      That was it.
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      That was how the riverside fortress fell, cut off from the imperial capital and the surrounding villages. The old man died. The last governor died fighting. The soldier tried to escape through the gates, but he died. The young leader protected her younger sibling until she died.
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      They tried to live.
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      They struggled hard.
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      Because they wanted to live, they endured their hunger.
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      The children had searched for wet ground and scooped out mud. They had spread mud dough across the mat. When the mud cookies had dried up, the children clutched them…
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      …Every single movement of all 112 of the dead was driven by hunger.
    

    
      
        [The trauma recreation has been completed.]
      
    

    
      
        [It has been confirmed that the ego of the subject of the Skill penalty is intact.]
      
    

    
      
        [Ending the Skill penalty.]
      
    

    
      I slowly opened my eyes.
    

    
      “I was just trying to learn how to boil tree bark…” I whispered.
    

    
      The reality was like nothing I could have imagined. The collapsing world didn’t even count the farmer’s tree bark as a trauma. When humans were cornered, they could even eat mud.
    

    
      “Yeah, I guess it’s possible.”
    

    
      I stood up and dug through the snow, wrapping my hand in my aura. After scooping up handful after handful of the seemingly endless snow, I reached the frozen ground. It was the first time I had seen it since I had come to this world.
    

    
      “Let’s see…”
    

    
      The ground had been frozen for years, so it wasn’t easy to dig, which forced me to use my aura to scrape together a handful of soil and snow and boil it like soup. After a while, the soil grew mushy.
    

    
      It was literally just muddy water. I did as I had seen in my dream: I picked out grains of sand and pebbles one by one, and then kneaded the mud into a circle. I took off my coat and suit and used them as mats to lay the kneaded mud on.
    

    
      Time passed. Morning arrived, followed by noon. I baked the mud cookies under the sunlight. After that, I carefully picked up the mud cookies and cradled them in my hands. They looked just like dalgona.
      
        [1]
      
    

    
      “… Thank you for this meal.”
    

    
      I nibbled on it. It crunched softly between my teeth. I licked the edge of the mud cookie. It became a little softer, but only at the tip of my tongue. When I held a piece of the mud cookie in my mouth, the soil grains stuck to the roof of my mouth.
    

    
      After a while, I got the hang of eating it. This cookie wasn’t something I chewed using my molars; I had to gnaw on it with my front teeth and then swallow it in little tiny pieces. I slowly ate the cookie, mulling over the simple taste of the sun’s warmth and the soil’s smell.
    

    
      “… It doesn’t taste good.”
    

    
      I bit it.
    

    
      “It’s bad.”
    

    
      I slowly chewed.
    

    
      “It’s really bad.”
    

    
      I swallowed. My shoulders shook. So did my heart. An indescribable emotion rushed over me. Was it anger? Was it sadness? Maybe that was loathing. Humans came from the earth, so why couldn’t they feed on it? Why were the smell and texture of the earth so miserable? Why?
    

    
      I didn’t even realize my right hand was tightly clenched. It could be anger, sadness, or loathing.
    

    
      At that moment, I realized that I was supposed to grab the emotions that couldn’t be expressed in words. Those emotions were meant to be wielded—yes, martial arts were about wielding a handful of emotion in one’s hand.
    

    
      
        It’s time to go back.
      
    

    
      I drew my holy sword and aimed it at my neck. I had to go back and show the Heavenly Demon my sword. No, not mine—it belonged to the old man, the soldier, the governor, and the children who died nameless.
    

    I’d never read a murim novel, so I didn’t know the exquisite principle of yin and yang. If my martial arts had any such thing, it was just the movements of those abandoned by the heavens. Their resentment and grudges brought demons into this world.[2] Left with nothing but their resentment and grudges, they looked up to the sky—hence, the Demonic Heaven.

    
      I stabbed right through my neck. I returned with the deaths of 112 people in my heart. What I had to do wasn’t any different from the last time—I asked the Heavenly Demon to accept me as her disciple. Just like the last time, the Heavenly Demon spent a night pondering. After that, the Heavenly Demon gave me a trial.
    

    
      “What is the trial?”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon pointed into the pit. “I’ve thrown a 
      
        jiangshi
      
       soldier down there. He used to be a promising member of my cult and a Peak-Tier master. Quite renowned in 
      
        gangho
      
      . Defeat that 
      
        jiangshi
      
      ; then I’ll accept you as my disciple. But feel hunger while you fight. You should only feel hunger and the pain of hunger while you fight that 
      
        jiangshi
      
      . No other emotions or thoughts can clutter your mind. Can you do it? ”
    

    
      I didn’t answer her. It wasn’t something that could be expressed in words, so there was no need to try and come up with an answer. Instead, I jumped into the pit.
    

    
      The 
      
        jiangshi
      
       rushed at me. I looked at it indifferently.
    

    
      In my heart only the smell of mud in my mouth, the feeling of a lump of dirt in my hand, and the children’s hunger resided.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        First Form:
      
    

    
      
        Starvation Death.
      
    

    
      I swung my sword once, cutting through the 
      
        jiangshi’s
      
       legs. In my second slash, I chopped off its arms. With my third, it lost its head. Every attack hungered.
    

    
      The one who used to be the Heavenly Demon Cult’s Peak Tier master was now silent at the bottom of the pit.
    

    
      I looked up and saw the Heavenly Demon’s mouth agape. It was like the first time she had seen the Hunters and I. Perhaps she was even more shocked than that time.
    

    
      When her lip ceased trembling, her heart would roar to life. She thought that life had lost almost all meaning to her, but a new beginning was blooming right before her eyes.
    

    
      I slowly opened my mouth.
    

    
      “Lady Heavenly Demon, what kind of death shall I demonstrate next?”
    

    

    
      1. Korean candy made from melted sugar and baking soda. Image. ☜

    

    
      2. The inner demons in Buddhism that hinder people during their cultivation. The most popular example is the heart demon. Some texts say that there are demons who are born from people’s resentment and grudges. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 75: The Song Of Light And Shadow (1)

    
      “There are nine sword forms in the Demonic Heaven Arts. Starvation Death is the first form, as I’m sure you’re aware.”
    

    
      “I am.”
    

    
      “Next is Thirst Death.”
    

    
      “Thirst Death…”
    

    
      “Yes, child from outer 
      
        murim
      
      . You’ve done a decent job of demonstrating Starvation Death. So if you devote yourself to training, you’ll be a good—”
    

    
      “Hold on.” I raised my hand. “Wait a minute, please.”
    

    
      I felt bad about cutting her off, but I really had to. She just sat there and tried to act like nothing had happened, but I couldn’t let her gloss over something this big.
    

    
      “… What?”
    

    
      “What did you just say? A 
      
        decent
      
       job?”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon pursed her lips.
    

    
      “Huh, that’s strange. I thought I did pretty well, but that was just decent to you…? Ah! I’m sorry, my pride and confidence suddenly disappeared. I feel so discouraged.”
    

    
      “You…” The Heavenly Demon’s eyebrows twitched. “…Okay, I’ll admit it. You performed Starvation Death quite well. Just don’t go around and arrogantly say that you mastered the Demonic Heaven Arts.”
    

    
      “What? ‘Quite well’?”
    

    
      “Are you trying to ridicule me!?” the Heavenly Demon shouted. “It seems you’ll only be satisfied if I give you the Nine Bows. You really don’t know what a limit is, do you. Fine! You can be the teacher! I’ll be your disciple.”
    

    
      I had her hook, line, and sinker. Now I had to gently reel her in.
    

    
      “Oh, so you’re saying that you accept me as your disciple, right?” I asked, nonchalantly. “I’m not an outer disciple but an inner disciple. Your authentic, direct, inner disciple, right?”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon couldn’t answer. One second. Two seconds. After a slight pause, she said, “Refrain from chit-chatting, child. I’m going to start my lesson, so focus.”
    

    
      
        So I’m right,
      
       I thought.
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon had forced herself to ignore what I said. She was stubborn, but it was rooted in her sincerity. I could see why she was actually hesitating.
    

    
      
        She’ll never say that she’s going to make me her disciple.
      
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon already considered me her disciple in her heart, but she never said it out loud. Though I never really felt it from the Guardian because I always bickered with him, it seemed that becoming master and disciple was a very serious matter to the Heavenly Demon and the people of
      
         gangho
      
      .
    

    
      A serious relationship could sometimes be a frightening thing.
    

    
      That was why the woman of the Heavenly Demon Cult didn’t declare that she was my teacher. She hadn’t even met me before this, and I wasn’t even from the Central Plains. She wasn’t sure if she could really open up to a person like me—she wasn’t sure if she could bring a little hope back into her life.
    

    
      Soh Baekhyang, the leader of the Heavenly Demon Cult, was at a crossroads.
    

    
      “Listen carefully. If you’re able to use Starvation Death to that level, you should be able to get something out of what I’m about to tell you. But…”
    

    
      
        Show me the character window.
      
    

    
      
        Name: Soh Baekhyang
      
    

    
      
        Affection: 51
      
    

    
      
        Liked genre: Murim
      
    

    
      
        Disliked genre: Classics, legends, history, fairy tales
      
    

    
      
        Liked characters: Grassroots, rivals
      
    

    
      
        Disliked characters: Oppressors, hypocrites, bums
      
    

    
      
        Liked plot points: Full power fight
      
    

    
      
        Disliked plot points: Fleeing, oblivion, meaningless death
      
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          My disciple? It’s time to choose… N-no! That’s wrong! I should be satisfied with getting to fight Namgung Woon. I’m near the end of my life, so taking in a disciple is too greedy. I should act my age and refrain from this unsightly greed.
        
      
    

    
      Her heart was the complete opposite of her calm appearance.
    

    
      I suppressed a smile. 
      
        Yes, please agonize.
      
    

    
      I got my green light.
    

    
      
        Please be more conflicted.
      
    

    
      I was the one who showed her the crossroads. Was she going to continue the hopeless Great War of Good and Evil with the Murim Alliance's leader? Or would she take in a disciple and ensure that the Heavenly Demon Cult’s doctrines were passed down to the next generation? What choice would allow her to avoid a meaningless death?
    

    
      
        Please don’t give up your life like this.
      
    

    
      Words carried no weight. They could only be used to take care of people who carried no burdens. No, they were no different from refusing to take responsibility.
    

    
      
        Please live.
      
    

    
      They were very empty words.
    

    
      
        Even if the world is doomed and you’re left alone in murim, I hope you’ll still live.
      
    

    
      No amount of words could carry weight.
    

    
      
        I hope that I can be your reason to live a little longer.
      
    

    
      I didn’t say these useless, meaningless words out loud. The Heavenly Demon didn’t declare that she was my teacher, likely for the same reason. Words should be tied to actions to have any sincerity or else vanish without meaning. Neither the Heavenly Demon nor I had worked hard enough to say what we wanted to say yet.
    

    
      
        It’s not time to make up my mind, 
      
      the Heavenly Demon thought to herself.
    

    
      
        I can’t make her choose yet,
      
       I thought to myself.
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon and I looked at each other.
    

    
      “Child, you don’t look like you’re paying attention. Are you listening?”
    

    
      I was watching her.
    

    
      “Yes, I’m focused. What are you talking about?” I smiled gently.
    

    
      “You’re serious, not joking?”
    

    
      “Yes. I swear to the Jade Emperor, Yama, and everyone else.”
    

    
      We exchanged glances. Unlike how hands sometimes met, glances crossed each other even after they met. In a way, glances were a bit like a person’s heart. After her and my glances crossed several times, the Heavenly Demon said, “Okay. Since you seem so confident, I think I can start your next trial right away.”
    

    
      She dusted the snow off of her and strode away.
    

    
      “Don’t follow me. I have a lot of work to do.”
    

    
      That was all she said before she left. She walked across the snowfield, but there were no footprints left in the snow. This was Traceless Snow, a demonstration of what she had mentioned on the first day I had fallen into this world.
    

    
      
        —I want to fight her,
      
       the Guardian suddenly said. 
      
        I really want to fight her, just once.
      
    

    
      I absently turned around. 
      
        What?
      
    

    
      —
      
        Did you stuff something in your ears? I want to have a duel with her.
      
    

    
      It was the first time I’d seen such a look on the Guardian’s face.
    

    
      
        —Damn it! Damn it! Damn it!
      
       The Guardian was genuinely angry. 
      
        You know what, Zombie? The demonic cult in the murim I was born in was super weak! The only joy I had was beating up those demonic cult minions! There was a guy who claimed to be Heavenly Demon, but the moment I shoved his ass into the ground, he had to change his title to Earthly Demon! Fuck! Hundreds of those so-called “grandmaster” scumbags had to change their last names because of me! Ah! Shit!
      
    

    
      It was different from the look he’d worn when he lost our bet. He was angry, yes, and he threw a tantrum back then too, yes, but… his anger was much more intense right now.
    

    
      
        —I'm so jealous of the Murim Alliance's leader of this world! If I were that bastard, I would say, “Let's see who leaves here alive. You or me?” Then 
      
      bam!
      
         After that, I’ll climb up any snowy peak! Up there, I’ll have a bowl of liquor and a piece of sweet and sour pork as I look down at gangho! That’s true pleasure!
      
    

    
      His desire to win was as raw as freshly killed meat.
    

    
      
        —Seriously! Only if I wasn’t a ghost!
      
    

    
      I closed my mouth and found myself slipping deep into thought. I stared blankly at the floor, my chin resting on my palm. My head was filled with thoughts. I needed help.
    

    
      
        —Huh? Zombie, why do you look like a zombie again? Are you worried that someone won’t call you a zombie anymore? Ah, I get it. You’re sulking because I called you a sparrow. Do you want me to stick to zomsparrow?
      
    

    
      “…That’s it.”
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      “That is it.” My head rose. “Miss Chemist makes the plague cure, and I’m officially recognized as the Heavenly Demon’s disciple. Those goals are all good…but I felt like something was missing. That was supposed to be the finale, but you just gave me the perfect idea.”
    

    
      
        —Uh…
      
    

    
      “Nice job, Mr. Sword Emperor.” I grinned.
    

    
      For some reason, the Guardian backed away from me.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      
        —No… It’s just… It’s like whenever you smile like that, I become disastrously unlucky. Something that’ll tarnish my reputation happens.
      
    

    
      “I respect you very much, Mr. Sword Emperor. You know that, right?”
    

    
      
        —Thank you. Is that my turn to vomit on your face?
      
    

    
      I looked at the distant sky, my hands clasped behind me. “There is one unsettled debt between us.”
    

    
      The Guardian froze.
    

    
      
        —…Debt? What debt? I’ve never been in debt in my entire life. Come on, don’t start that mojo with your mouth, Gong-Ja. Don’t do that. You know, it might come back to bite you!
      
    

    
      “‘Let’s bet how many times I’ll die until I clear the nineteenth floor,’” I quoted. “And you bet that I would die less than one hundred times. My bet was that I would die less than ninety-nine times.”
    

    
      
        —Wait…
      
    

    
      “Right?” I smiled, the very picture of a saint.
    

    
      
        —Wait, that was ages ago—
      
    

    
      “Unless my memory is failing me, it took me ninety-seven deaths. And ninety-seven is closer to ninety-nine than one hundred if my math isn’t wrong. Right?”
    

    
      
        —…
      
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Emperor.”
    

    
      
        —Why do you keep doing this to me…
      
    

    
      “Do me a favor.”
    

    
      
        —Okay, you bastard. Shoot me. Bite me. Do whatever you want with me.
      
       The Guardian looked like he was about to cry.
    

    
      I had received an undeniable surrender.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon returned. She had been alone when she went into the snowfield, but she came back with company. A zombie was dangling off of her back. Just like the Palm Wind zombie, this zombie was wearing a black training suit.
    

    
      “My cult has a group of elites called the Blood Demon Unit. They’re my best assassins and exist only to carry out my orders.”
    

    
      In other words, fighting this zombie was going to be my second duel.
    

    
      I held my holy sword and took a stance. “It was a promising Peak-Tier master last time, and it’s your best assassin now? The difficulty level certainly jumped.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry. I brought you an opponent who’s at the right level for you.”
    

    
      She must have scoured the snowfield and examined hundreds of zombies one by one. It would have taken a lot of work and was a deeply considerate thing to do. I gratefully accepted it as her way of complimenting me.
    

    
      “What you have to demonstrate is no different from what you did this morning. Fight the 
      
        jiangshi 
      
      soldier…”
    

    
      “...And only thirst and the pain of thirst should be on my mind,” I finished.
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon smiled. “Precisely. I forbid any other emotion or thought to be on your mind!”
    

    
      “Understood!” I charged forward. “I’ll show you this time too—”
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      “…It’s fucking strong! Damn it!”
    

    
      I did show her the quickest death in the universe. Fuck.
    

    
      “Miss Chemist and Mr. Medicine King, why don’t you proceed with the research of the zombie virus cure like…”
    

    
      “Wow! It’s just like my research! No, it’s like my research was decorated so beautifully that it’s practically royalty!”
    

    
      “What is this? You… Death King or whatever. Are you from Silicon Valley too? This looks exactly like how I would organize something…”
    

    
      First, I updated the cure research as always.
    

    
      “
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation
      
      !” I decided to seclude myself and train in the snow again. Just like before, I summoned Preta and the skeletons to collect the dead. Although I told them to find thirsty corpses instead of starving ones this time, the order wasn’t really that different from before.
    

    
      “Go. Go and gather the thirsty corpses.”
    

    
      “Yes, Master,” Preta answered.
    

    
      This was where it was different from before.
    

    
      “I have one more job for you all.”
    

    
      Preta tilted her head. “One more job? You mean…”
    

    
      “There will be martial artist 
      
        jiangshi
      
       scattered around the area.”
    

    
      I wasn’t talking about the forest of corpses I had witnessed when I had first fallen into this world. For the past three years, the Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader had been the only ones who fought in the Great War of Right and Evil. During the war, they had lost their subordinates’ bodies one by one. With every raging blizzard or long nights, the Heavenly Demon Cult and the Righteous Faction’s force dwindled little by little.
    

    
      These missing bodies were the 
      
        jiangshi
      
       I was talking about right now.
    

    
      “Find the demons in black training suits and the warriors in white,” I said. “It doesn’t matter if they’re a hundred or three hundred meters away, send out the skeletons and find the 
      
        jiangshi
      
      . No, actually, make a map and mark their locations.”
    

    
      Preta looked puzzled. “Why are you trying to save those people, Master…?”
    

    
      “Two people are still fighting in a doomed world, and they want a proper ending to their battle. Unfortunately, it’s just a pretend war in my eyes.” I looked up at the night sky where the moon hung. “Since they want a proper ending, I should give them a real war.”
    

    
      “A real war?”
    

    
      “Yes.” I couldn’t suppress my smile. I felt like Santa Claus getting Christmas presents ready. “I’m going to prepare a proper Great War of Good and Evil.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 76: The Song Of Light And Shadow (2)

    
      When I first tried to learn Starvation Death, the Heavenly Demon had been disappointed.
    

    
      
        “What? Three to four days? You’re saying that the longest you’ve ever starved in your life was maybe three days?”
      
    

    
      She hadn’t acknowledged my efforts and had given up on me after briefly watching me swing my sword. She just turned around and left.
    

    
      
        “There’s just no talking to you.”
      
    

    
      
        “If you don’t even know this, how will you learn the Demonic Heaven Arts?”
      
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon had tested me only to give up on herself. There was—no, there should be nothing more for her to expect from this world.
    

    
      
        “Forget it. It’s my fault!”
      
    

    
      That was what happened when I learned about hunger. However, she became completely different after I began to learn about thirst.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Your sword is too simple,” the Heavenly Demon commented as she watched me fight the 
      
        jiangshi
      
      .
    

    
      I could feel the way she looked at me had gradually changed. Even when I sometimes swung my sword clumsily, the Heavenly Demon didn’t look away, although she would frown. She even gave me advice.
    

    
      “I can’t find any applications or exquisite principles in your sword. It’s too honest, which gives it many vulnerabilities.”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon began to place her hopes on me.
    

    
      “It seems your sword was made to fight the world, not people. Strangely, it’s closer to the sword of the Righteous Faction.”
    

    
      At first, the martial artist zombie killed me in a single blow, but I could fight it better each time. It was only natural since the zombies Preta and the skeletons brought killed me every night. The more I experienced the trauma of those who died of thirst, the stronger my sword became.
    

    
      When it was strong enough, the Heavenly Demon finally got into her lesson.
    

    
      “I’ll teach you a simple method of mind practice.”
    

    
      “What is ‘mind practice’?”
    

    
      “…It means a secret or a tip. Talking to a child from outer 
      
        murim
      
       is so much trouble.” The Heavenly Demon cleared her throat. “Think back to when you performed Starvation Death. What did you think about as you wielded your sword?”
    

    
      “I thought about hunger.”
    

    
      “Of course you did, but I’m sure that wasn’t all. Though you weren’t even aware of it, you discerned the nature of the demonic martial arts. That is what I’ll teach you now.”
    

    
      We sat in the snowfield facing each other.
    

    
      “Imagine an apple.”
    

    
      “...Do you mean the fruit?”
    

    
      “Yes, I do.”
    

    
      I did as I was told.
    

    
      “Are you imagining it?” the Heavenly Demon asked.
    

    
      “Yes, I am.”
    

    
      “How does it feel?”
    

    
      “Pardon?” I found the Heavenly Demon’s question strange. What did an apple feel like? I didn’t have an actual apple in my hand, so how was I supposed to know?
    

    
      Noting my bewildered expression, the Heavenly Demon asked. “Can you not tell?”
    

    
      “If I force myself, I can imagine, but…”
    

    
      “It’s okay if you don’t know; just say you don’t know.”
    

    
      “Oh, yeah. I have no idea.”
    

    
      “You’re honest.” The Heavenly Demon smiled delightedly. “Okay! Think of hunger.”
    

    
      I thought of the farmer who worked his hoe against the barren land over and over. The feeling of the farmer hitting his children crossed my mind. A gang of children dug up the soft soil by the river and used that to make mud cookies.
    

    
      “Are you thinking of it?” the Heavenly Demon whispered.
    

    
      “Yes, I am.”
    

    
      “What does hunger feel like?”
    

    
      The children nibbled on the mud cookies, but they tasted dry.
    

    
      “… It’s dry.”
    

    
      “What does hunger smell like?”
    

    
      “It’s the smell of soil.”
    

    
      “Oh, what kind of soil is it? There are many types of soil. Some soils are used just for farming or pottery. Soil also has different colors like black and red, depending on the kind. I want to know what is the soil of hunger.”
    

    
      “It’s mud,” I said with my eyes closed. “It can’t be any kind of mud. It should have as few pebbles as possible and no sand.”
    

    
      “I see. What does hunger taste like?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Child,” the Heavenly Demon softly said. “I asked what hunger tastes like. Why are you quiet?”
    

    
      “...It’s sad,” I said. “The children dry their mud cookies under the sunlight. While the cookies dry, they don’t really have anything to do, so they aimlessly hang around the mud cookies, waiting for them to dry…”
    

    
      “It’s the children waiting for the sunlight.”
    

    
      “…Yes.”
    

    
      “Hunger is the children waiting for the sunlight,” the Heavenly Demon repeated.
    

    
      Yes, it was.
    

    
      “Child, that is the poetry of your life.” The Heavenly Demon’s voice was quiet like the gently falling snow. “When I asked you what an apple feels like, you said that you don’t know. How about when I asked you about hunger? You touched, smelled, and ate the mud! You saw a flowing river, so you must have heard the sound of its ripples.”
    

    
      The old man had gone on his last voyage under the night sky. He had steered his boat alone so that he wouldn’t cause problems for the world, but his death ended up becoming one.
    

    
      “An apple has a form, but hunger doesn’t. While an apple has a flavor, hunger is tasteless. Yet you speak of hunger so well! To you, hunger is mud, sunlight, the river, and children.
    

    
      “Child, that is your gift,” the Heavenly Demon said. “Open your eyes now.”
    

    
      I watched the Heavenly Demon move her hands as she sat on the ground.
    

    
      “The reason why you don’t know what an apple feels like is simple: It’s because I didn’t jog your memory.” The Heavenly Demon smiled and moved her hands.
    

    
      I could tell right away that the Heavenly Demon was pretending to cut an apple in half.
    

    
      “You’ll know if you’ve ever eaten an apple, apples have soft skin. They’re shiny but also have tiny bumps on their skins. I usually prefer to eat an apple whole, but it’s different when I see a child with a cold. I’d cut an apple in half…”
    

    
      It really felt like there was an apple in her hands.
    

    
      “And I’ll scoop out the apple’s flesh using a spoon and feed it to the sick child one bite at a time. Have you ever eaten an apple like that when you were young?”
    

    
      Yes, I had. A teacher at the orphanage had done it for me.
    

    
      “What does the texture of the scooped-out apple feel like?”
    

    
      “… It’s crunchy and mushy at the same time.”
    

    
      “That’s right! An apple is crunchy, but it becomes a little mushy because the spoon grinds the inside. Is that all? Does the apple taste bad now?”
    

    
      “I can feel its yellow juice filling my mouth.”
    

    
      “Exactly! But that isn’t all! If you scoop out the inside until you reach the skin, it gets all wrinkled up. The hands of the mother who dug out the apple are also covered with juice. But then… then… which of these is an apple to you, child?”
    

    
      I fell into thought, but the Heavenly Demon pressed me.
    

    
      “Is it a whole apple? Or is it an apple cut in half? Can it be a spoonful of its juice? Could it be its skin? Or is it the mother’s hands? What is your apple?”
    

    
      What was my apple?
    

    
      “I once saw a mother who gave her child all of the inside of the apple and then ate just the skin. To me, an apple is the skin that the mother ate. It’s also the child down with a cold. A mother’s scoop of love is my apple, too.”
    

    
      For some reason, I felt my heart warm even though I was sitting in the middle of a snowfield. Maybe it was the Heavenly Demon’s smile.
    

    
      But the Heavenly Demon’s smile didn’t last long.
    

    
      “… And I also think of children whose mothers never scooped out the inside of an apple for them. There are mothers who can’t buy apples, but some mothers didn’t buy apples even though they could. I also imagine a child who caught a cold but has no one to care for him—that child died because he didn’t receive care.”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon’s eyes were dark and venomous.
    

    
      “Everything in this world has someone’s heart in it; therefore, nowhere is without sorrow!”
    

    
      My skin stung.
    

    
      “I said hunger is formless, tasteless, and scentless, but that is not true! Hunger is mud, the river, and children. Even a single apple. Child! Just as your hunger is mud, make it your thirst too! Feel the pain of thirst! Taste, smell, and eat it. Reach out for the source of water to slake your thirst! The demonic martial arts are about memory! That is my cult’s mind practice! Engrave the feeling of scooping up the mud and eating it into your mind. That is your hunger. That is the Demonic Heaven Arts!”
    

    
      I felt a chill run down my spine.
    

    
      “Even when the grassroots suffer injustice, what can they do? They can’t voice their resentment. It builds up in their mind and eventually piles up into a grudge. However, my cult’s martial artists are different!” The Heavenly Demon looked at me. “We wield our swords!”
    

    
      I gripped my sword tightly without realizing.
    

    
      “Just like how a bard sings and a scholar recites poetry, we wield our swords. How are those Green Gang thugs any different from my cult’s demons? They are moved by their swords, but we wield our swords! That is the only difference, but that is what makes us fundamentally different from those thugs.”
    

    
      The training began.
    

    
      “How can you call it life when you just live as it leads you? That is just death! You can’t call it swordplay when you just randomly swing your sword. That just makes you a beast. Do you want to die or become a beast?”
    

    
      “No!” I clenched my teeth. “I am a living human!”
    

    
      “Then feel the thirst already. Be thirsty like you were hungry!”
    

    
      I had gathered 112 people who had starved to death. Among them were children who ate mud cookies. I bit into the grains of soil in my mouth.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        First Form:
      
    

    
      
        Starvation Death.
      
    

    
      “You have found the mud of hunger. Now is the time to find something of thirst. Your hunger is the children waiting for the sunlight, so what is thirst to you?”
    

    
      Preta and the skeletons brought forty-eight people who had died from thirst. Of forty-eight people, there was an old woman who had kept drinking seawater. I drank salt water to pickle my organs.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        Second Form:
      
    

    
      
        Thirst Death.
      
    

    
      “To you, hunger is mud, and thirst is the sea. But thirst isn’t the only kind of pain the sea can give you. There is also the pain of drowning in the sea or a river. Child, what is water to you?”
    

    
      I brought together thirty-seven people who had drowned. That was how I saw the memory of a father who had given the last breath he had to his child. After diving into the water, I exchanged breaths with Preta.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        Third Form:
      
    

    
      
        Drowning Death.
      
    

    
      “Hunger is soil, and dryness is a wave. Your suffocation is a father’s last breath! The land, the sea, and the air are already yours. What is winter to you, child?”
    

    
      It was ninety-six people who had died in the winter this time. I watched the memory of a newborn baby clinging to his mother’s dead body until the very end. Therefore, I hugged a corpse tightly until I froze to death.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        Fourth Form:
      
    

    
      
        Freezing Death.
      
    

    
      The night brightened and became morning. The sun grew stronger, and it became noon. Half a day passed, while I had gone through 293 deaths.
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon slowly opened her mouth. “Child, your sword…” She looked at me with many thoughts in her mind. “Your sword is ever-changing. So very varied. Everyone has different habits, and their martial arts reflect their lives. Those are habits that can’t be changed. That tendency is stronger in the Demonic Heaven Arts, but your life… is diverse.”
    

    
      “Ah, I often hear that my charm shines through in all sorts of ways.”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon stared at me.
    

    
      “I’m sorry. Was that too much nonsense?”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon shook her head. “No, it was worse than that. That was horseshit.”
    

    
      “That’s a bit harsh.”
    

    
      “To be honest, even a dog would call that horseshit.”
    

    
      
        I see… Well, there is nothing I can do about it if even a dog thinks it’s horseshit,
      
       I thought.
    

    
      “It’s hard for humans to know every kind of pain. Even if they do, it’s very difficult to experience all of the pain to the extreme. But when I see you perform the Demonic Heaven Arts, it’s like… Hmm?” the Heavenly Demon frowned and turned her head. “…Someone is coming.”
    

    
      It was still broad daylight, so it couldn’t be zombies. Since this world was already doomed, it couldn’t be an intruder. It turned out that the Viper was carrying the Murim Alliance's leader on his back to us across the snowfield.
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon scoffed. “What are you doing, old man? What is up with you? Hah—have you finally admitted that you’re a pathetic old man?”
    

    
      “Be quiet,” the Murim Alliance's leader said. “I came here because I was worried about you, you wench. 
      
        Tsk, tsk!
      
      ”
    

    
      “Worried? Worried about me? A passing 
      
        jiangshi
      
       would burst into laughter if it heard you. You’re weaker than me, you decrepit old coot. You’re in no place to worry about me—”
    

    
      “Demon, you haven’t even received the Nine Bows from him yet, have you?” The Murim Alliance's leader pointed at me.
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon was silent.
    

    
      “
      
        Tsk, tsk.
      
       I knew it! It was obvious. So obvious!”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon pursed her lip tightly.
    

    
      
        By the way, what are the Nine Bows?
      
       I asked, confused.
    

    
      
        —It’s the ceremony for when two people become master and disciple in gangho, 
      
      the Guardian informed me. 
      
        The ceremony is slightly different depending on which sect that is. Some sects literally bow nine times. There are sects that bow three times… I don't know how they do it in this cult. It's a sacred and secret ceremony.
      
    

    
      
        What was the ceremony like in your sect?
      
    

    
      
        —My sect’s Nine Bows was to survive nine hits on my head from my teacher. I endured sixty-three times. It’s the highest record in the history of the sect. Isn't that awesome?
      
    

    
      I realized why the Guardian was crazy. His madness had begun to bloom when he had first joined his sect.
    

    
      “…Silence. I decide who and when I accept someone as my disciple,” the Heavenly Demon curtly replied. “It’s none of your business.”
    

    
      “Don’t be absurd.” The Murim Alliance's leader got off the Viper’s back, glaring fiercely at the Heavenly Demon. “This is clearly my business since the reason why you won’t take him as your disciple is because you feel bad for me!”
    

    
      “Huh? What in the world are you talking about…?”
    

    
      “We’re the only two people left in 
      
        murim
      
      . Coincidentally, you’re the only surviving demon, and I’m the lone survivor of the Righteous Path. If you take in a disciple, only the Heavenly Demon Cult’s heir will survive, which means that you’ll win the Great War of Good and Evil without a fight!
    

    
      “You and I promised to end the war between just the two of us. That was our promise, so now you feel uncomfortable about breaking your promise. And that is why you can’t accept that boy as your disciple!”
    

    
      
        …I guess that’s one reason,
      
       I agreed.
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader were in the same sinking boat. It made sense that she would feel bad if she got to be the only one who got to raise a student.
    

    
      “
      
        Tsk, tsk, tsk.
      
       You’re unnecessarily faithful! I knew you’d be like this, so I beat you to the punch.” The Murim Alliance's leader patted the Viper’s shoulder.
    

    
      Smiling bitterly, the Viper scratched his cheek. “Well, it just happened.”
    

    
      “O-old man…” The Heavenly Demon’s eyes widened. “You didn’t…” 
    

    
      “Yeah, I made him my direct disciple, starting today!”
    

    
      “How can you do this to me!” The Heavenly Demon charged the Murim Alliance's leader. They fought each other like dogs, covering themselves with snow. “Do you have any idea what I’ve had to endure to avoid receiving the Nine Bows?! You made my sincerity meaningless—”
    

    
      “Shut up! When you meet fate, you accept it with gratitude to the Jade Emperor! It’s just cruel for everyone if you keep trying to back out because you feel bad for me!”
    

    
      “What about the Great War of Good and Evil?”
    

    
      “It’s still the Great War of Good and Evil if our disciples fight in it! We don’t have to be the only ones fighting in it!” the Murim Alliance's leader immediately countered.
    

    
      “I won’t accept anyone but you as my opponent!”
    

    
      “Do you have to show that you’re a demon with your extreme way of thinking every time?”
    

    
      “What did you say?!” The Heavenly Demon grabbed the Murim Alliance's leader by the collar.
    

    
      Unwilling to back down, the Murim Alliance's leader grabbed her hair and glared at her. “Demon, you’re always like this! It’s always either this or that. If it’s not that, it’s this! You wench, you can’t just split the world in two!
    

    
      “The world may be an ocean in your eyes, but all I see is a field of ice! Of course it’ll split!”
    

    
      “Then melt it!”
    

    
      “That’s why the fire called the Demonic Path and the firewood named demons exist! They exist to melt it!”
    

    
      “Then add one more piece of firewood!”
    

    
      “Buwolseon, I already know that you’re the hypocrite of the Righteous Path! You don’t have to nitpick over every word…!”
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader and the Heavenly Demon argued. Every time they went back and forth, two different worlds collided with the crashing of metal. A world was something that could find its place even in a lowly dog fight.
    

    
      I turned to the Viper, leaving the worlds to battle it out.
    

    
      “This is a surprise.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about?”
    

    
      I couldn’t say that I was surprised that the real deal like him would take someone as a teacher, so I beat around the bush.
    

    
      “You’re the OJP Sect’s Master. Is it okay for you to be someone else’s student?”
    

    
      “Fuck. If my sword has to dance, it will dance. When I have something to learn from someone, I ask them to be my teacher. I’m not so stuck up that I’d give a shit about all that.” The Viper gave a manly smile. His distinct facial features stood out.
    

    
      “Mr. Viper.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “You’ll regret it if you were pushed into taking the Murim Alliance's leader as your teacher or if you did that out of pity.”
    

    
      The two worlds were still fighting, given the cacophony they were making. It was completely different from the time the Viper’s disciples and his pride had pushed him to head into the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
      . That kind of pity and half-assed determination was an unforgivable insult to those two worlds.
    

    
      “… I have no idea what you’re talking about.” The Viper scratched his cheek and then glared at me with his one eye. “Fuck, you call yourself Death King, but you talk an awful lot. If you want to see something from me, find it with your sword. Just know it’s not going to be easy.”
    

    
      The Viper raised his sword.
    

    
      Actually, there was an easy way to see it, which was to open the Viper’s character window. That would make it crystal clear.
    

    
      Instead, I quietly said, “Mr. Viper.”
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      “Have you ever been hungry?”
    

    
      The Viper blinked his one eye. “What?”
    

    
      I charged.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 77: The Song Of Light And Shadow (3)

    
      I raised my sword as I ran toward the Viper and brought it down on him.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        First Form:
      
    

    
      
        Starvation Death.
      
    

    
      I was now a starving farmer, and my sword was a hoe. My strike plowed through the air as if it were dry mud, and the space parted until my sword was right above the Viper’s head.
    

    
      “What…?” The Viper flinched, his one eye filled with shock. He moved his arms to block but quickly stopped and twisted his waist in an attempt to dodge instead.
    

    
      Like how a farmer never missed with his hoe, my aim was precise, but the Viper pulled back fast enough to create a vacuum in his wake.
    

    
      The air 
      
        boomed
      
      , sending the snow whirling wildly around us. With the winter weather, every gust of wind blasted us with snowflakes. The extremely dry air clawed the inside of my nostrils.
    

    
      “… Shit.” The Viper raised his sword. His single eye shone through the snow.
    

    
      I charged with my sword raised to strike again.
    

    
      Again, the Viper leaped backward instead of blocking my sword. “The fuck—”
    

    
      The snow surged.
    

    
      “Fucking hell…”
    

    
      Every time I brandished my sword, the Viper dodged—he had no choice but to dodge.
    

    
      “Fu—”
    

    
      A whirlwind rose every time.
    

    
      “Damn, the fuck?”
    

    
      I stopped in the middle of my charge. Actually, I had to stop when I realized I hadn’t been breathing. The dry air rushed into my throat and charged down my lungs like a waterfall; it felt like all my organs were turned upside down. Every part of my body ached when I breathed. I could feel my body trembling, but I didn’t let go of the sword. The first round was over.
    

    
      “Shit, I almost died…” The Viper looked at me, a cold sweat beading his skin. “...Death King, I thought all you had was your mouth, but your sword is pretty decent. What the fuck was all that? Your moves were like… the Iceworld Demon Sword.”
    

    
      “That’s right, my disciple! His swordplay carried the spirit of a demon who would freeze and shatter the world! It was truly worthy of the name ‘Iceworld Demon Sword!’” the Murim Alliance's leader yelled in the middle of his fight with the Heavenly Demon.
    

    
      There was an insurmountable, interdimensional gap between the Viper’s “Iceworld Demon Sword” and the Murim Alliance's leader’s. However, it was impossible to notice the difference unless one had the ability to read other people’s minds.
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon clicked her tongue, but she didn’t notice either. “He’s pretty sharp for a man with just one eye.”
    

    
      “You can say that again! He may be a bit old, but he’s a genius with a divine gift for seeing the truth! If not, there is no way I, Buwolseon, would have accepted him as my disciple,” the Murim Alliance's leader bragged before directing his eyes at me. “Hmm. But your disciple is also quite promising, wench. I’m pretty sure it hasn’t been long since you accepted him as your disciple, but his demonic martial arts are quite fearsome. Haha, he carries the seed to be more demonic than the Four Demon Kings!”
    

    
      “I told you I haven’t accepted him as my disciple—”
    

    
      “It’s about time you put your stubbornness to rest already!”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon closed her mouth.
    

    
      As I clawed for breath, I thought about the purpose of this match. No, it wasn’t about beating the Viper, nor him beating me. It was to make the Heavenly Demon accept me. In that respect, my goal aligned with that of the Murim Alliance's leader. The Heavenly Demon was just waiting for the end, so we were going to give her a future.
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader smirked. “My disciple!”
    

    
      “Yeah, Teacher!” the Viper energetically answered.
    

    
      “I’m going to give you advice now, so listen carefully!”
    

    
      “What…?” The Heavenly Demon’s jaw dropped. “O-old man! What is the meaning of this!?”
    

    
      “Why? Is there a problem? You said that you aren’t the teacher of that greenhorn demon, didn’t you?”
    

    
      “T-that is true… What I mean is that you shouldn’t give advice in the middle of a match! Even in a game of 
      
        go
      
      , it’s rude to give tips to the players. It’s even worse to do it in a match where two martial artists are fighting!”
    

    
      “Two martial artists?” The Murim Alliance's leader laughed and stroked his beard. “All I see is a greenhorn demon and a promising young man from the Righteous Path. It’s also written in the Great Codes that you can band together to take down a demon. I see no problem.”
    

    
      “Are you seriously going to do this, old man…?”
    

    
      “Haha. My disciple!” the Murim Alliance's leader cheerfully shouted. “Each one of that greenhorn demon’s attacks is quite advanced, but he can’t keep that up! Never counterattack. Continue to dodge his attacks and wait until his stamina is depleted!”
    

    
      “Oi, oi, Teacher! Are you serious?” The Viper sneered. “I figured that out a long time ago! Don’t you have more practical advice?”
    

    
      “Why in the world does your disciple talk like that now!” The Heavenly Demon gritted her teeth, her eyes ablaze with various emotions. “Is this really the dignity of Grandmaster of the Righteous Faction that you were so desperate to cling to?”
    

    
      “Why are you picking a fight over his way of speech now? Do you expect a child from outer 
      
        murim 
      
      to follow the Central Plains’ etiquette? Is it because your disciple… Oh, yeah. You said he wasn’t your disciple yet. Anyway, are you worried that my foul-mouthed disciple will crush the young demon over there?”
    

    
      “You…”
    

    
      “My disciple! Perform the Full Butterfly Sword using the Law of Life and Death! It’ll work like a charm!”
    

    
      The Viper’s thick eyebrows twitched and enlightenment dawned on his face. “I see. The Full Butterfly Sword, and the Law of Life and Death.”
    

    
      “Yes! If you add one more move to the attack, it’s to apply the principle of the Divine Martial Heaven. Can you do it?”
    

    
      “Fuck yeah, Teacher! I’m the Viper, the OJP Sect Master!” The Viper blew the snot out of one of his nostrils and adjusted his grip on his sword.
    

    
      Meanwhile, I was finally able to catch my breath and fix my posture.
    

    
      The Viper smirked at me. “Death King.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “You asked earlier if I’ve ever been hungry, yeah?”
    

    
      “Yes, I did, Mr. Viper.”
    

    
      “Is that your martial arts?”
    

    
      The Viper’s question was as sharp as his eye.
    

    
      “That was the drive of my strike.”
    

    
      “I thought so.” The Viper chuckled. His smile tilted along with his head. “I’ll ask you this first, Death King: what do you think martial arts are?”
    

    
      The OJP Sect Master’s discussion of martial arts was like discussing gods with the Inquisitor, the Sword Star about the sword, or the Alchemist Master on medicine. In other words, it was something I had to sit up and pay attention to.
    

    
      I would have done that if only I hadn’t met the Guardian and hadn’t learned the demonic martial arts from the Heavenly Demon. Above all, I had read what was going on in his mind.
    

    
      “I’ll answer that for you!” The Viper bent forward slightly and held up his sword like a spiteful viper rearing its head up. “Take a step! Swing your arm! Throw your fist!”
    

    
      And he moved—no, 
      
        flowed
      
       as if he were a falling stream of water. The movement was smooth and elegant and closed the distance between us in one move.
    

    
      “Martial arts are about kicking the ass of the guy in front of me!”
    

    
      I narrowly blocked the Viper’s sword, showering us with sparks, but he immediately spun it back around and held it straight up as if he was going to pierce the sky. He flicked his wrist.
    

    
      “That is all there is to it, kid!”
    

    
      A shower of sword strikes rained down on me.
    

    
      “Damn it,” I cursed.
    

    
      As soon as I blocked one attack, I was threatened by the next.
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      Yet another strike followed.
    

    
      “Shit!” I shouted.
    

    
      The barrage rained down on me without mercy, pressing down my sword to create an opening like a tenacious hound.
    

    
      “Urgh.”
    

    
      The Viper crept into my opening and cut out a bit of my cheeks using his sword. I managed to stagger back, my cheeks weeping blood—however, the Viper followed me like a venomous snake wrapping itself around me to sink its fangs into my neck.
    

    
      “I’m not letting you go!”
    

    
      He brought his sword down again. I groaned as I blocked it and was forced to endure a fresh shower of attacks.
    

    
      “Damn it,” I cursed.
    

    
      As expected, he was strong. He wasn’t considered a combat High Ranker for nothing!
    

    
      “Oi, oi. Death King! Is that all you got? You had the audacity to attack me first, so you gotta do better than that!” the Viper mocked.
    

    
      His taunting frustrated me, but someone else burst out in frustration.
    

    
      “Damn it… You foolish child!”
    

    
      It was the Heavenly Demon. She had been gnashing her teeth because the Murim Alliance's leader kept provoking her, and her frustration finally spilled over.
    

    
      “What are you doing?” she shouted at the top of her lungs, her fists clenched. “It’s a shower! It’s water! His sword resembles rain! What is there to be afraid of? Drink the rain!”
    

    
      She had acknowledged this match. This was a fight between the Heavenly Demon Cult and the Righteous Faction. The two of us were the representatives and successors of the Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader.
    

    
      I laughed. “Understood!”
    

    
      I stood up straight, holding my sword in reverse.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        Second Form:
      
    

    
      
        Thirst Death.
      
    

    
      I stopped the Viper’s barrage of attacks before the downpour began. I redirected it to the path I wanted like I was going to drink it, but instead let it spill onto the ground.
    

    
      “Oh.” The Viper blinked. His move was wasted entirely thanks to my action.
    

    
      Our eyes locked just as two voices also began to vie for superiority.    
    

    
      “My disciple! It’s time for Dry Leaf Mold! Become mud—”
    

    
      “Ha! Then make it into a puddle, child!”
    

    
      The Viper crouched defensively.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        Third Form:
      
    

    
      
        Drowning Death.
      
    

    
      I angled my sword slightly, launching a slanted slash.
    

    
      I attacked the Viper again, timed with his inhale.
    

    
      When he blinked, I unleashed another attack.
    

    
      I struck him slightly off beat this time.
    

    
      “Shit…!” The Viper eyed the cut on his waist and gnashed his teeth.
    

    
      “He’s venomous!” the Murim Alliance's leader shouted. “Get away from him!”
    

    
      “Get closer!” the Heavenly Demon shouted.
    

    
      The Viper retreated as the Murim Alliance's leader had told him. On the other hand, I closed in on the Viper like the Heavenly Demon had instructed me.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        Fourth Form:
      
    

    
      
        Freezing Death.
      
    

    
      “Freaking hell!” the Viper angrily shouted. “You really fight like a nasty motherfucker!”
    

    
      “Right back at you, Mr. Viper!”
    

    
      “It’s real shitty! Were you a shit in your previous life, Death King? How can you cling to me like dogshit stuck to my shoe?”
    

    
      “I could ask you the same thing. Were you a dog in your previous life?”
    

    
      Wondering about each other’s previous life, the Viper and I exchanged sword attacks. As the winter wind threw snow into the air, things in the peanut gallery were heating up.
    

    
      “Play with him a moment and then back away as quickly as possible, my disciple!” the Murim Alliance's leader yelled.
    

    
      “Attack him right now!”
    

    
      “Don’t block it! Use the Lazy Donkey Rolling! It’ll give you a chance to dodge it! Then use the Ground Tumbling Fist—”
    

    
      “Child, you shouldn’t block that one either! Dodge it!” the Heavenly Demon urgently warned me.
    

    
      Wounds slowly covered my skin. The Viper and I bled and our flesh flew away. The cold wind froze our wounds into scars. Eventually, we were both covered in blood.
    

    
      “Come on, you demon wench! You’re giving him advice too!” the Murim Alliance's leader criticized, laughing.
    

    
      “Your head must be filled with snakes, old man,” the Heavenly Demon snapped back, but she was also laughing.
    

    
      As the two people’s laughter echoed in the air, my sword clashed with the Viper’s. Neither I nor the Viper had any intention of killing each other, and no bloodlust could be found in the quarrel between the Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader either. This fight wasn’t about killing the opponent, but that was definitely a killer fight for everyone.
    

    
      I had become the Heavenly Demon’s sword. Due to the disease, she couldn’t fight with all her might anymore unless she used all her qi. I fought in her place with everything I had, showing her the sight she had lost.
    

    
      The Viper was the sword of the Murim Alliance's leader. The leader couldn’t wield his ax without resorting to his vital force because of the disease. On his behalf, the Viper charged at me in full force, becoming the dream the Murim Alliance's leader had been forced to give up.
    

    
      All sights fade away someday. No matter how radiant a dream was, it eventually lost its color. Humans declined.
    

    
      At some point, the Heavenly Demon fell silent. The woman of 
      
        murim
      
      , known as the strongest of all time, slowly covered her face.
    

    
      “Horrible… You horrible people… I gave them all up. I gave them up ages ago, so why did they come back again…?”
    

    
      In a genre and a world in decline, only people could abandon other people, and only people could not give up on other people.
    

    
      “Why…?” the Heavenly Demon murmured.
    

    
      After who knew how long, our match ended only once the Viper and I couldn’t even lift our swords. No one won, and there was absolutely no loser in this fight either.
    

    
      I sheathed my sword and staggered across the snowfield, panting. I approached the Heavenly Demon, who was still covering her face, and bent my shaking knees.
    

    
      “Lady Heavenly Demon.” I placed my hands on the snowfield. “I wish to become your disciple.”
    

    
      
        I want to be your sight.
      
    

    
      “I hope to serve you as my teacher.”
    

    
      
        I want to be your unfading dream.
      
    

    
      “My title is Death King.”
    

    
      
        I hope that your sight, your dream, and your life will continue with mine.
      
    

    
      “And my real name is Kim Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      
        This is the generation where all seriousness is laughed upon. I want to be your pillar so that no one can laugh at you.
      
    

    
      “Please accept me as your disciple.”
    

    
      
        Please live on.
      
    

    
      Sunset painted the sky with vivid colors as snow dusted the earth.
    

    
      “I am Soh Baekhyang, the Heavenly Demon.”
    

    
      The wind scattered the snowflakes far and wide. One among countless snowflakes drifted onto the Heavenly Demon’s black hair. The white snowflake melted and flowed down her black tresses.
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon opened her mouth.
    

    
      “Give me your Nine Bows. I will accept you as my last disciple.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 78: The Scent Of Snow (1)

    
      
        … Whish, whish, iwish… The heart is a candle, and it shall burn this place…
      
    

    
      This prayer had been handed down for a very long time. Just as monks chanted 
      
        Amitabha
      
      , the people of the demonic cult sang this prayer.
    

    
      
        …Whish, whish, iwish… The heart is a candle, and it shall burn this place…
      
    

    
      No one knew what the prayer meant, not even Soh Baekhyang. Even the old man who had brought her to the demonic cult didn't know the meaning, but they both chanted it together.
    

    
      To Soh Baekhyang, the prayer was the song and the scream of the grassroots. It was easy to memorize the prayer even if people didn’t know the true meaning. A scream had no meaning, so wasn’t it natural that the grassroots’ song didn’t carry any meaning?
    

    
      People had to learn manners to be polite, and righteousness to practice justice, but screaming was not learned. There wasn’t a lot to know for people to scream, so even the uneducated masses could scream.
    

    
      
        …Whish, whish, iwish…
      
    

    
      Screaming was common everywhere in the world. In Soh Baekhyang’s eyes, the entire world was screaming.
    

    
      “There is nothing more to teach you,” the old man said. “Go out into the world.”
    

    
      “Where shall I go?” Soh Baekhyang quietly asked.
    

    
      The eleven-year-old child was gone. She was now a grown woman with dark hair and eyes and an equally dark uniform. The woman was as dark as the depths of a well at midnight. Her wish was to become hell, so her darkness deepened to become people’s hell.
    

    
      “Where do you want to go?”
    

    
      “The place of the hungry and the thirsty,” Soh Baekhyang answered. “Where the drowning gasp for air and the freezing shiver; where the drug addicts and the sick are left to rot; where people are beaten in government offices and burned to death.”
    

    
      Soh Baekhyang stared into the distance. “That is where I want to go.”
    

    
      From far, far away outside the main hall, she and the old man could hear the sound of prayer.
    

    
      
        …Whish, whish, iwish…
      
    

    
      Demons were bowing and praying. Their voices made the wooden floor shiver.
    

    
      The old man opened his mouth. “Then the whole world is where you should go, Baekhyang.”
    

    
      At the age of twenty-one, Soh Baekhyang went out into 
      
        murim
      
      . That winter, thirty-one martial artists, forty-seven government officials, and fifty-five local aristocrats lost their heads.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon quietly sent away the Murim Alliance's leader and the Viper and took me elsewhere.
    

    
      “There is a special ceremony in my cult. Do you know how to do Nine Bows?”
    

    
      “No, I don’t,” I answered.
    

    
      “In my cult, a disciple bows nine times to the person they accept as their teacher.”
    

    
      We headed to the hot spring cave. It felt like home now, but I was unfamiliar with the place the Heavenly Demon took me. The Hunters and I had never been allowed to go as deep as she took me.
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon waved her hand, her loose sleeves fluttering. Countless candles lit up the darkness, illuminating the cave’s stalagmites and stalactites.
    

    
      “However, the ceremony doesn’t end just because the student bowed nine times. It’s entirely up to the teacher to accept their student’s Nine Bows. The teacher can ask their disciple to bow as many times as they want.” The Heavenly Demon smiled. “In other words, it depends on me.”
    

    
      “Mmm… Is there a standard I should meet?”
    

    
      “There is. Manners are more about the heart than appearances. Child, the reason why time and place are important parts of manners is that people’s minds are cunning and frivolous.”
    

    
      At the end of the passage, there was a library. With each step the Heavenly Demon took, more candles lit up on both sides of the path. As each candle lit up, the enormous size of the library was further revealed. Books and bamboo scrolls were arranged in piles that reached all the way to the cave’s high ceiling.
    

    
      “It isn’t easy to control the frivolity of the mind,” the Heavenly Demon said as she walked. The candlelight played around her ankles. “That is why people choose sacred times and places. They rely on time, place, and the heavens to weigh down their frivolity.”
    

    
      “Lady Heavenly Demon, this is…?”
    

    
      “This is my cult’s martial arts library, ” the Heavenly Demon said. “It also stores the martial arts of the Nine Sects, One Gang, and Five Clans. I call this place the Heavenly Martial Arts Hall.”
    

    
      
        —This is a fucking awesome treasury! Zombie, I’ll be reading some martial arts books! Don’t worry about me, do your business. Try to buy some time until I finish reading all of them if you can! 
      
      The Guardian, a martial arts maniac, ran over to the piles of texts.
      
         Hell yeah! all of the ultimate martial arts of this world are now mine! I’ll have every enlightenment I can get! Bwahahahahaha!
      
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon was calm, unaware that a ghost was running wild in her library.
    

    
      “I went out to 
      
        murim
      
       when I was twenty-one. Can you tell what I thought first?”
    

    
      “Uh… ‘I will destroy all those cocky Righteous Path bastards’ heads?’ Was it something like that?”
    

    
      “That was the third thought I had.”
    

    
      “‘I will prove that the cult is the best’…?”
    

    
      “That was the second thought I had.” The Heavenly Demon winked. “You know, I’ve hated the word ‘
      
        murim
      
      ’ since I was young.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    “Murim is the name of the region that worships martial arts, but martial artists aren’t the only ones in murim. There are also other people, like boatmen, farmers, merchants, and prostitutes. Countless trees make up the forest we called murim.[1] Each of those trees has a unique name and texture, but the Nine Sects, One Gang, and Five Clans named the region the ‘forest of martial arts,’” the Heavenly Demon muttered. “I didn’t like that, so I decided to take their martial arts away from them.”

    
      “By taking away their martial arts, you mean…?”
    

    
      “I stole all of their precious martial arts manuals!” The Heavenly Demon laughed mischievously. “Haha, I can still see the looks on the faces of those Kunlun sages. They begged me to snap all of their necks but please leave the books that contained the exquisite principle of the Cloud Dragon! But who am I? I buried the sages up to their necks. And then, I wrapped up their books and ran away right in front of their eyes!”
    

    
      Wow, my teacher was quite a personality.
    

    
      “I’ve done that for decades. Now this place is Mount Kunlun, the Wudang Sect, the Sichuang Tang Sect, the Zhuge Clan, and the Mount Mao Sect. All of the martial arts in the world have formed a forest here, so this is worthy of the name of 
      
        murim
      
      .” The Heavenly Demon slowly sat down. “I would like to receive your bows here. Will you do it?”
    

    
      “I will.”
    

    
      “I won’t judge how your bows look. Child from outer 
      
        murim
      
      , bow as your heart leads you.”
    

    
      I took off my shoes and gently set them aside before kneeling. As I was about to touch the ground with my forehead, the Heavenly Demon spoke again.
    

    
      “Bow nine times, but perform each bow with a different heart. Put the heart of hunger into the first bow. Do you understand?”
    

    
      “Yes, I understand.”
    

    
      The relationship between a teacher and a disciple was of utmost importance. In the Heavenly Demon Cult, the ceremony wasn’t just a matter of bowing nine times—their Nine Bows were the Demonic Heaven Arts.
    

    
      I took a deep breath and pictured a farmer swinging a hoe, a riverside, and mud.
    

    
      “Hunger is the children waiting for the sunlight.”
    

    
      I prostrated myself, and the Heavenly Demon nodded, accepting my first bow. Everything about my hunger was true, so it was more than enough to be considered a respectful bow.
    

    
      “Demons are largely divided into four levels,” the Heavenly Demon instructed me, who was soon to become her disciple. “The first level is Entry Demon. They know how to speak of their suffering. My cult’s demons speak with their swords, not their words. Therefore, my Entry Demons are those who can speak of their suffering using their swords.”
    

    
      I placed my forehead on the floor to bow again. After hunger came thirst, so I imagined a sea in my heart.
    

    
      “The second level is Extreme Demon. They’re people who are capable of talking about others’ suffering, so they also know how to end the suffering using their swords.”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon wordlessly accepted my second bow as well.
    

    
      I bowed again, thinking of a drowned father.
    

    
      “The third level is Transcendental Demon. They know and can speak of everyone’s suffering. A Transcendental Demon should be able to know what every passing person is suffering from.” The Heavenly Demon nodded again, gladly accepting my third bow.
    

    
      I offered my fourth bow.
    

    
      “It’s extremely rare to find those who reached this level! Even in the history of my cult, there were less than five Transcendental Demons, one of them being me.”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon accepted my bow this time too.
    

    
      “Lastly, there is the level of Divine Demon. A Divine Demon is someone who understands the suffering of all beings and things in the universe. However, this level hasn’t been proven yet. People just assume that such a level exists. No one has actually reached the Divine Demon.”
    

    
      I was about to offer my fifth bow.
    

    
      “Stop.” The Heavenly Demon calmly raised her hand. “Do it again.”
    

    
      The Demonic Heaven Arts’ fifth form was Poisoning Death, which was the movement of those who were dying from drug addiction. But I hadn’t learned the fifth form yet.
    

    
      "I told you to bow again," the Heavenly Demon quietly demanded.
    

    
      I offered my bow again.
    

    
      “Do it again.”
    

    
      I did it again.
    

    
      “Do it again.”
    

    
      Again. Again. Again. Again. Sweat ran down my forehead and waist. The Heavenly Demon was still calm as ever.
    

    
      It took 336 bows to understand a person who died from poison. I needed 189 bows to imagine a person who died of illness. 510 bows had to be offered to depict a person who was beaten to death in a government office.
    

    
      I silently kneeled and placed my forehead on the floor, feeling the sweat crawl down my face.
    

    
      “… You’re upright, child.” The Heavenly Demon smiled. “There are children who are upright because of their prosperous births. However, some children are born ugly but become upright through their willpower. Child, you’re definitely one of the latter. What kind of life have you been leading that made you so upright?”
    

    
      Her smile was slightly sad. “What kind of life are you trying to live that makes you so upright…?”
    

    
      The candles flickered, making the shadows sway. The Heavenly Demon’s thin shadow overlapped with mine.
    

    
      “While the sun represents life, the shadows are pain,” she softly intoned. “The outlines of human lives are all different, but their pain overlaps with each other over and over. Humans don’t become humanity because they’re alive; humanity is the sum of their pain.”
    

    
      That was the doctrine of shadow.
    

    
      “If you say you’ll exchange pain with someone, that means that you’ll spend your life together with only that person. Those who are hurt by everyone are the people who want to be with everyone for all of their lives, child.”
    

    
      Only one person was left in this world to pass on the doctrine—the very same woman who was speaking to me right now.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja, people can not only decide who to hurt but also who will hurt them. The people you seek to save will never be absolutely good. Those you saved were not wholeheartedly noble. The ones you love will never be perfect.”
    

    
      The woman radiated the warmth of the candles.
    

    
      “If you’re still willing to let everyone hurt you and give them your flesh, the scratches they leave on your skin must be accidents from trying to hug you too tightly. Life is suffering, but the pain is only for humans to carry. 
      
        Whish, whish, iwish.
      
       Your heart is a candle, so let it burn so that you may see others’ shadows.”
    

    
      The candle wax dripped down.
    

    
      “The eighth form of the Demonic Heaven Arts is Fire Death. Gong-Ja, bow with the heart of immolation.”
    

    
      
        I...
      
    

    
      
        “But you know I’m the Fire Emperor and you saw me killing the Saintess.”
      
    

    
      
        “So you should die.”
      
    

    
      
        “My name is Yoo Soo-Ha. Goodbye.”
      
    

    
      I offered my bow.
    

    
      The woman was quiet. I had heard her say, “Do it again,” 1035 times during my offering of bows, but her voice did not disturb the cave this time. It seemed that just one bow of Fire Death was enough. 
    

    
      “…I see.”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon’s voice trailed away like the melting candle wax.
    

    
      “The last form of the Demonic Heaven Arts… is not decided. In each generation, the cult leader turns their own death into the last form, so the ninth form of each person’s Demonic Heaven Arts is different. Offer the ninth bow with your death.”
    

    
      During my 4090 suicides, my neck hurt from stabbing it with the dagger. I had been afraid that I would miss the neck because of my shaking hands. I had been scared that I would suffer longer if I stabbed myself wrong, so I had bound my hands to the dagger handle using packing tape. It had seemed like the only way.
    

    
      The number of days I had to rewind was 4050, but I had died 4090 times. I had to do that because I had almost given up halfway and escaped from my death for a few days.
    

    
      However, there was someone I couldn’t forgive. I wasn’t sure if I could live on if I forgave him, so I had wrapped my hands in packing tape. My resolve had faded more and it had taken longer to confront my death. That meant that I had to kill myself several more times. I had forced my jumbled thoughts out of my mind and ignored my hesitation.
    

    
      Because I really wanted to live, I desperately died.
    

    
      I made suicide my last form and offered my bow to the Heavenly Demon. The shadow swayed.
    

    
      I noticed a little later that the Heavenly Demon had stood up and wrapped her arms around me.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      Two shadows overlapped in the cave.
    

    
      “My disciple.”
    

    
      “…Yes,” I answered.
    

    
      “You are my disciple.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter where you are. Wherever you go, you’ll always be Heavenly Demon Soh Baekhyang’s disciple, and our cult’s doctrines are in your heart. Even if the world falls, the Demon Heaven will continue as long as your heart does not stop.”
    

    
      “… Yes, Teacher,” I whispered.
    

    
      My neck ached. I realized now how painful those days were.
    

    

    
      1. Murim(武林) means a forest of martial arts. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 79: The Scent Of Snow (2)

    
      The Heavenly Demon and I made our way back to the Hunters and the Murim Alliance's leader after a long time.
    

    
      The two of us were silent as we walked through the cave.
    

    
      “… It’s very dark in front of us, so be careful where you step,” the Heavenly Demon said.
    

    
      “Yes, Teacher, ” I replied.
    

    
      That was the end of our conversation. She looked to be deep in thought. What was the Heavenly Demon—no, what was Teacher thinking?
    

    
      
        Show me the character window.
      
    

    
      It was said that a disciple shouldn’t even step on their teacher’s shadow, but it was hard to resist my curiosity. Could it be that Teacher had become cautious around me after I showed my weak side? That wasn’t what I wanted.
    

    
      
        Name: Soh Baekhyang
      
    

    
      
        Affection: 81
      
    

    
      
        Liked genre: Murim
      
    

    
      
        Disliked genre: Classic, legend, history, fairy tale
      
    

    
      
        Liked characters: Grassroots, rivals, disciple
      
    

    
      
        Disliked characters: Oppressors, hypocrites, bums
      
    

    
      
        Liked plot points: Full power fight
      
    

    
      
        Disliked plot points: Fleeing, oblivion, meaningless death
      
    

    
      
        State of mind: 
        
          Judging from my remaining qi… I’ll be able to live for another year and six months if I use it sparingly. One and a half years! Woah, this is hard! I’ll have to teach everything to my disciple within one and a half years…
        
      
    

    
      Peeking into my Teacher’s mind without her permission made my conscience sting… but that wasn’t the only reason. I felt embarrassed, but I was also a bit touched. I didn’t really understand what I was feeling, but I could feel my face getting warmer. Maybe I really was weak to goodwill.
    

    
      
        —Man, Zombie! Today is really my day! I couldn’t have asked for more!
      
    

    
      Naturally, the moment didn’t last long because a ghost came along and obliterated the mood.
    

    
      
        —Well! It’s a different world, but the 
      
      murim
      
         guys seem no different from those in my 
      
      murim
      
        . The martial arts manuals aren’t that different. Still, it felt good to read them. It’s been a long time since I’ve done that. Man, this is great! Oh, right. Did your Nine Bows go well?
      
       the Guardian asked.
    

    
      
        —Huh? What’s with that sulky look? You’re already ugly, but you look even uglier with that face, Zombie. You could use some beauty treatments.
      
    

    
      If someone could see my affection, they would probably see it drop by ten points right now. Seriously, this ghost didn’t understand human emotions.
    

    
      
        [Shiny manages to stop sobbing and looks up at you.]
      
    

    
      Shiny finally stopped trembling. As expected, a Constellation understood human emotions. My Affection for Shiny just went up by thirty points.
    

    
      “Hey, you guys are back,” the Viper said, his one eye on me. “Are your Nine Bows over?”
    

    
      “Yes, I’ve officially become a disciple of the Heavenly Demon Cult.”
    

    
      “Congratulations.”
    

    
      “So how did you end up becoming a student of the Murim Alliance's leader?”
    

    
      The Viper crossed his arms and chuckled. “Well, it just happened.”
    

    
      “That’s what you said back then.”
    

    
      “What? You want to hear the details?”
    

    
      “Yes, if it’s okay.”
    

    
      Standing like an impregnable wall, the Viper smiled, then shook his head.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but I can’t help you.” The Viper calmly continued, “I just asked him to be my teacher. Nothing else really happened.”
    

    
      Since the match was over, nothing held me back from opening the Viper’s character window.
    

    
      
        State of Mind: 
        
          The dying old man… No. He’s my teacher now. Anyway, he’s much more skilled than me but he even bowed to me. He said he doesn’t have much time left to live and he wants to give the Heavenly Demon a reason to carry on. How can I say no to that…?
        
      
    

    
      I felt like someone hit me on the back of my head. The Viper was a real man.
    

    
      
        State of Mind: 
        
          Phew~ Maybe it’s because I lied, but I can remember the moment vividly. I saw the occasional spar between the Murim Alliance's leader and the Heavenly Demon, so I always thought that those guys were amazing. That’s why I discussed martial arts with him when we were sitting together.
        
      
    

    
      
        
          Then the Murim Alliance's leader suddenly started shouting: “Ehhhhhh?! Oi, oi. Are you serious? Outer 
        
        murim
        
           is blessed to have a genius like you!”
        
      
    

    
      
        
          I scratched the back of my head; it wasn’t really a big deal.
        
      
    

    
      
        
          “Ah, the Sect Master is my precious comrade, but I don’t know why you’re making a fuss about it,” the Medicine King interjected. “Isn’t it obvious that he got the skills, the heart, and the looks?”
        
      
    

    
      
        
          The Chemist, blushing, joined in: “Yes… Big Brother Vip— Ah, no! Ah, ah, I didn’t say anything! Anyway, the Sect Master is a High Ranker in our world… H-he’s like an idol that people in our world look up to…! Ahh… Ahhhhh... Ahhhhhh... Sob, sob. I’m so embarrassed!”
        
      
    

    
      The truth made my eyes glaze over.
    

    
      
        State of Mind: 
        
          Then the Murim Alliance's leader nodded as if everything made sense. “Oi, oi, please!” he said. “You’re the greatest genius of all time, so please be my last direct disciple!”
        
      
    

    
      
        
          Phew~ This is a problem. I just want to live quietly, but my life is always in the spotlight.
        
      
    

    
      Okay. I should stop reading this. Regardless, the Viper was a real man.
    

    
      “Death King and Lady Heavenly Demon.” The real man of this era shrugged. “I have good news and bad news.”
    

    
      “What is it?” I asked.
    

    
      “We’ve succeeded.”
    

    
      The one who answered my question wasn’t Viper. The voice was much softer—it was the Chemist.
    

    
      The Chemist walked up to me.“I’ve successfully developed a cure, Mr. Death King.”
    

    
      The reason I didn’t say anything right away wasn’t because I was emotionally overwhelmed by the news. The Chemist was a genius, so I firmly believed that she would develop a cure someday. It was only a matter of time. I had spent a lot of time learning the Demonic Heaven Arts, so it was about time the Chemist finished the cure with the Medicine King’s help.
    

    
      “What?” Teacher was surprised. “The cure is complete? Is that true? If it’s a lie, then tell me now. I can forgive one lie.”
    

    
      “… Yes, it’s true,” the Chemist said. “Actually, it was completed yesterday. I waited another day because I needed to wait for the results of the clinical trial.”
    

    
      “A clinical trial? What do you mean by that?” Teacher asked.
    

    
      “I tested it on the test subject you and the Murim Alliance's leader donated … I’m sorry. I injected the cure on who used to be the Wudang Sect’s leader and observed the progress over the course of a day.”
    

    
      The Chemist seemed to be trying to look nonchalant.
    

    
      “It’s been too long since he died, so he couldn’t be revived. But the zombie virus—his jiangshi disease is cured, and I’ve confirmed that his body has returned to normal. Yes, there is nothing wrong with the cure.”
    

    
      “If that’s true, this is an incredibly joyous day!” Teacher exclaimed. “Amazing! All of the doctors and sages in the world tried to find the cure, but they all failed. Yet you managed to make the cure with just the two of you!”
    

    
      “No, it’s all thanks to the information Mr. Death King provided—”
    

    
      “You’re being too humble. Please treat Buwolseon right now!” Teacher grabbed the Chemist’s hands. Her joy was clearly evident in every movement. “That old man is acting all tough and mighty, but he doesn’t have much time left. He must have known it to take in a child from outer 
      
        murim
      
       as his disciple. The Jade Emperor has truly blessed us with this timely cure!”
    

    
      “Yes… Of course I will treat both of you. That’s why I came here…”
    

    
      “There is something wrong with the cure,” I interrupted. “Am I wrong, Miss Chemist?”
    

    
      The Chemist’s head drooped, hiding her expression from us. Ever since she had said, “We successfully developed a cure,” the Chemist kept avoiding my eyes, so I had been feeling uneasy.
    

    
      “No, there’s nothing wrong with the cure… I made it, it's perfect. But…” The Chemist trailed off.
    

    
      “But what?” I asked.
    

    
      “They say we have to shut down our dantian,” It was Buwolseon, the Murim Alliance's leader. The old man in the white robe slowly walked toward us. “Demon, I also witnessed his corpse return to normal. We brought in a couple more jiangshi soldiers to test them just in case, but the results were the same. There’s no doubt about the cure’s effectiveness.
    

    
      “You and I both know that we are already half-corpses. We should have become corpses ages ago, but we’ve been sustaining our bodies against the laws of nature.”
    

    
      Teacher’s face was dark.
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader stroked his beard. “Haha, it was a miracle that we’ve survived this long. It’s time to pay the price.”
    

    
      “…It’s been too long since the two of you were infected with the jiangshi disease. If you haven't been infected yet or were only in the early stages of the infection, one shot of the cure would fix you, but you two…”
    

    
      The Chemist ducked her head.
    

    
      “There’s nothing wrong with anything above the acupoint between your brain and spine. The cure will return the region to normal, just like before you were infected. However, below the acupoint, the virus—I mean, the corrupted energy—is completely indistinguishable from what you call qi.
    

    
      “The condition of your lower dantians is especially bad. The corrupted energy travels by the same passages as your qi does. It’s like cleaning a hallway. The cure isn’t a delicate pair of trash tongs, but a broom. You can’t pick out just the dust and sand while sweeping the hallway. Your hallways are covered in too much dust, especially your lower dantians…”
    

    
      The dantian was where qi accumulated, so it was as precious as life itself to martial artists.
    

    
      “They need to be taken out.”
    

    
      “… Take it out…? What do you mean when you say ‘take them out’?” Teacher asked.
    

    
      The Chemist had to force herself to finish the explanation. “They have to be removed through surgery.”
    

    
      “… Are you saying that you’re going to remove the tumor from our lower dantians? That’s fine,” Teacher said, trying to be optimistic. “We’ll lose some of our qi, but people like us can quickly recover from that much.”
    

    
      “No, your lower dantians will be removed completely. You don’t have to worry about the surgery failing. A trial surgery has already been done. I’m not a specialist in surgery, but Mr. Medicine King is, and I’m still good enough to assist him, so…”
    

    
      “Their skills are amazing,” the Murim Alliance's leader interrupted. “I don’t know much, but I think I’ll be looking for a doctor from outer 
      
        murim
      
       the next time I need one. I watched the surgery from the side, and it was incredible. Demon, you should also come and watch when you get the chance.”
    

    
      “Namgung Woon.” Teacher turned to look at him.
    

    
      “I…” The Murim Alliance's leader coughed. “I’m going to have the surgery. Even if I’m going to lose my qi, it’s only a handful. It isn’t much to worry about. It’s fortunate that I could take in a disciple near the end. Even after closing my dantian, my mind will still be clear, so I’ll be able to teach my disciple. He’s a genius like no other and absorbs my teaching like a sponge.”
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader looked at his old rival. “We’re martial artists. Martial arts are about the mind. If we still have our clear minds, our martial arts remain. Aren’t I right, Baekhyang?”
    

    
      Try as she might, Teacher couldn’t answer him.
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader's surgery went on all night. At dawn, the Chemist and the Medicine King told me that the surgery was complete and had been successful.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Dawn decorated the snowfield in shadows.
    

    
      “Teacher.”
    

    
      She stood alone at the cave’s entrance, looking down at the dimly lit world. As distant as the scene was, she seemed even further away. Her long black sleeves fluttered in the wind.
    

    
      “Teacher,” I repeated.
    

    
      “…Is the surgery over?”
    

    
      “Yes, it is.”
    

    
      “How did it go?”
    

    
      “He’s well.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      “It went well.”
    

    
      “I see.” Her gaze was fixed on the air. “My disciple.”
    

    
      “Yes, Teacher.”
    

    
      “I wanted to slay all of the cold in the world,” Teacher said. “Since I was young, I resented winter and the snow that fell during the season. Why does the world have to have seasons? And why did winter have to be one of them? Why did people’s lives have to perish at the end of every season? I always wondered.”
    

    
      The world was now frozen in eternal winter, but the woman born with the Icesnow Body and the Ultimate Yin Body hated the season that was most like her.
    

    
      “I can’t cut the cold, but I was confident that I could punish those who froze the world. That is when I first went out into 
      
        murim
      
      . It was the middle of winter back then, too.”
    

    
      I knew that something was different about Teacher. She was holding a sword in her right hand. It had no guard, consisting only of the hilt and the blade. Unlike the other swords that were polished to a mirror sheen, Teacher’s blade was pitch black almost as if it refused to be clear.
    

    
      I could surmise what the sword was.
    

    
      “The Bloodbane Demon Sword…”
    

    
      “When I first went into 
      
        murim
      
      , there was something I tried. I was acting childish, but I embraced the world’s cold literally and decided to cut down a snowy mountain.” Teacher exhaled deeply, her breath emerging as puffs of white.
    

    
      High, white mountains scraped the bottom of the dawning sky.
    

    
      “Back then, I couldn’t even cut off the foot of the mountain…” The Teacher raised her sword. “I wonder what I’m like now.”
    

    
      Teacher slowly swung her sword. Her sleeves were long, so they fluttered behind the blade with an almost exaggerated slowness. It seemed as if time stopped as her sleeves swam through the air.
    

    
      “
      
        Whish, whish, iwish.
      
      ” The shaman of the sword danced with her sword. “My heart is a candle, and it’ll burn this place.”
    

    
      And then it was cut. The snowy peak had no trees, exposed rocks, or any significance except for its mere presence, but it was cut down all the same. The mountain’s scream was like thunder. As it echoed outward, a rush of white blood burst out as the peak collapsed; the waves of snow overlapped with one another, furthering the mountain’s fall. A human-made snowstorm blotted out the dawn.
    

    
      Teacher’s cloudy breath drifted through the air.
    

    
      “In my mind, I cut down the entire mountain, but I couldn’t. I only managed to cut down the peak this time. I’m far away from achieving Mind-Kill. This is the final level I’ll be able to reach.”
    

    
      The huge, white mountain crumbled.
    

    
      “My disciple.” Teacher looked back at me. “I’ll have the surgery.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 80: The Scent Of Snow (3)

    
      Teacher couldn’t receive the surgery right away.
    

    
      “I’m sorry. I-I need to rest for a little while…”
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader’s surgery had finished only a moment ago, so both the Chemist and the Medicine King were exhausted. She collapsed and fell asleep right away, and he was blankly sitting in the hot spring, his mouth hanging open.
    

    
      Teacher frowned and looked down at the Murim Alliance's leader. “I heard you lost your dantian, so I came here to see that in person, old man.”
    

    
      “Nonsense right from the first visitor. Alright, look all you want.”
    

    
      “How are you feeling?”
    

    
      Lying on a mat, the Murim Alliance's leader giggled. “I feel as light as a feather. I feel like I’m going to transcend.”
    

    
      “Too much crap is also an illness. You haven’t even gone through metamorphosis…”
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader quietly laughed on. “You look lighthearted as well, demon. Have you decided to receive the surgery?”
    

    
      “…Yes, I have.” Teacher sighed. “I just poured out a year’s worth of my qi to wield my sword as freely as I want for the last time in my life.”
    

    
      “Wow!” The Murim Alliance's leader’s eyes sparkled. “It must’ve been a spectacular sight. It’s a shame I didn’t get to see that because I’m stuck in bed. So? What did you cut?”
    

    
      “I tried to cut the winter, but I couldn’t. I’m far, far away from the Life and Death Tier.”
    

    
       “Oh, what a pity. Well, don’t let it get to you. No one’s ever reached that level. If it were as easy as all that, the history of 
      
        murim
      
       would have changed six times already.” The Murim Alliance's leader laughed heartily.
    

    
      Teacher gave him a long, thoughtful look. “Namgung Woon, you…”
    

    
      “I don’t regret it at all,” the Murim Alliance's leader firmly stated. “The world is a mess; it’s a wonder that we endured for three years. The wonderful doctors from outer 
      
        murim
      
       came to treat us.
    

    
      “I had thought the Righteous Faction was going to die out, but I took in a disciple. It’s wonderful! Wonders form a miracle, don’t they? I’m just grateful for the miracle I received. Hmm. The only regret I might have is that I didn’t get to end the Great War of Good and Evil with you, demon. But, well, there’s no such thing as a perfect life. I’m sure our disciples will finish it nicely.”
    

    
      “Yes, I’m sure they will.” Teacher smiled slightly, but it was bittersweet. Still, when she turned to me I could see the faith in her gaze. “I can accept this ending.”
    

    
      That wasn’t the face of a person who was happy—she was simply willing to accept her ending. No matter how sweet a candy was, it should be allowed to melt in the mouth before swallowing it. Perhaps Teacher was chewing over her coming end.
    

    
      I nodded. “Teacher, I’m going to be away for a bit.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about? Where would you go in this ruined world?”
    

    
      “Your disciple is going to get some fresh air. Don’t worry.”
    

    
      “…That makes me even more worried for some reason.” Teacher’s eyebrows furrowed. “Are you trying to get involved in something dangerous?”
    

    
      “Teacher, I’ll return before your surgery is over. I’ll make sure of it.” I gave her the 
      
        bao quan
      
       salute. It was awkwardly executed, but I was confident that it had all of my heart in it. “Don’t worry about anything, Teacher. Your disciple will be waiting right by your side when you open your eyes after the surgery is over.”
    

    
      Teacher accepted her ending. Now it was time for me to give her her life back.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I left the cave and crossed the snowfield. As I walked, I thought about how this world had looked before its fall. Would 
      
        murim
      
       have been a thick, vast forest? Had 
      
        gangho
      
       had rivers and lakes?
      
        [1]
      
    

    
      Past what would have been part of a thick forest with rivers, Preta waited, kneeling.
    

    
      “Master, I have completed your order.”
    

    
      “You found them all?”
    

    
      “Yes,” Preta answered with her head bowed. A dusting of snowflakes lay on her hair, showing how long she had been waiting. “I did as you ordered me, Master.”
    

    
      I had given Preta an order before;
    

    
      
        “There will be martial artist jiangshi sporadically scattered around the area.”
      
    

    
      
        “Find them.”
      
    

    
      
        “Find the demons in black training suits and the warriors in white.”
      
    

    
      Many 
      
        jiangshi
      
       were lost in snowstorms in the last three years of the Great War of Good and Evil.
    

    
      “We’ve found a total of 917 missing 
      
        jiangshi
      
      . 439 of them are those you called demons; 478 
      
        jiangshi
      
       are warriors in white.
    

    
      “There were 560 demon 
      
        jiangshi
      
       and 521 Righteous Path 
      
        jiangshi
      
       gathered nearby.” Preta bowed her head deeper. “We’ve brought all of the 1998 
      
        jiangshi
      
       here.”
    

    
      Behind her slender shoulders, 
      
        jiangshi
      
       were lined up on the snowfield, my skeleton army holding down each of the 
      
        jiangshi
      
       from both sides. It was morning, and 
      
        jiangshi
      
       were weak to sunlight, so they wouldn’t move, but even if clouds covered the sun, the 
      
        jiangshi
      
       wasn’t going to go out of control instantly.
    

    
      “Okay. Good.” I nodded. “Bring the 
      
        jiangshi
      
       to me one by one.”
    

    
      “Yes, Master.”
    

    
      The skeletons dragged one of the 
      
        jiangshi
      
       in front of me. When it arrived, I had already drawn my holy sword. The winter was cold, but my slash across the winter air would be colder.
    

    
       
      
        …Whish…
      
    

    
      A wind blew over us. Just as rainfall gathered into a lake, the wind blew into the valley we were in. During its stay in the valley, the wind took after a human voice.
    

    
      
        …Whish…
      
    

    
      The wind recited a prayer carried from far away. All of the sounds that fell into the valley were hauntingly human. I let the wind blowing through the valley whisper into my ears and swung my sword.
    

    
      
        …Iwish…
      
    

    
      The 
      
        jiangshi’s
      
       head was split open in one strike.
    

    
      I let out a deep exhale as I cut down those who were now corpses. The 
      
        jiangshi’s
      
       heads burst open with a messy explosion of fragments.
    

    
      “Next!”
    

    
      “Understood!” Preta gestured at the skeletons, who quickly brought the next 
      
        jiangshi
      
      .
    

    
      When I was on a roll, Preta quickly brought the
      
         jiangshi
      
       in front of me, but slowed down when I looked tired.
    

    
      “Faster! I’ll finish this before sunset today!” I shouted.
    

    
      “Yes, Master!”
    

    
      We carried on with our execution ceremony as relentlessly as the wind carried its sound. We had a total of 1998 corpses. Even though they didn’t move or resist, it wasn’t easy to do it all with one sword.
    

    
      I panted.
    

    
      For a long time, I had been thinking about how I could make the perfect ending. What kind of ending would satisfy Teacher completely? How could a person’s life be complete? I wanted that for Teacher with all my heart, and that was why I was able to come to a conclusion.
    

    
      It wasn’t enough for me to become her disciple.
    

    
      The bad ending was if Teacher went mad. That was undoubtedly bad, but did that mean that becoming her disciple was the happy ending? Would Teacher be satisfied with this ending?
    

    
      No—this was a normal ending. Actually, me becoming her disciple barely met the standards of an ending. Although even if I were to declare that it was over right now, the Indoor Librarian would probably accept it and this world would become the twenty-second floor… I would never be satisfied with it.
    

    
      “Master, please endure a little longer! Only half of them are left now!”
    

    
      
        [Shiny cheers for you as hard as she can!]
      
    

    
      The sun was already setting. The sky turned red, and the snowfield was colored purple. I wasn’t sure how long it had been now. It had to have been around seven or eight hours. Anyhow, I swung my sword without stopping. My clothes were soaked with sweat and pieces of flesh.
    

    
      “These are the last ten, Master!” Preta shouted.
    

    
      I looked up, and indeed, only five each of the demons and the followers of the Righteous Path remained. I tightly gripped my sword despite my labored breath.
    

    
      
        A little more.
      
    

    
      “Only five are left!”
    

    
      
        Just a little more.
      
    

    
      “This is the last one!”
    

    
      When I crushed the head of a demon in the black uniform, its frozen brain shattered like ice. Immediately after cutting down the 1,998th 
      
        jiangshi
      
      , my knees gave out and I collapsed into the snowfield, my lungs burning.
    

    
      “Great work, Master! That was quite a trial!” Preta was so happy that she almost jumped up and down, even though she had also been worked to the bone for nearly half a day.
    

    
      Preta had always been emotionless since I had taken her under my shadow. This seemed like the first time I had seen her so genuinely happy.
    

    
      “Why are you so happy?” I asked after catching my breath.
    

    
      When Preta realized that she was smiling, she quickly regained her poker face. “… My heart swelled when I imagined what you’re going to show everyone, Master. I haven’t met your teacher in person, but I’m certain that she’ll be happy… very, very happy.”
    

    
      “Yeah.” I smiled, lying on the snow. “I hope she’ll be very happy.”
    

    
      The cure was developed, and I was officially Teacher’s disciple. Lastly, I also had the Guardian’s permission. By no means had it been easy to get here, but finally… I was ready to see the ending of this world.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      A week passed. Teacher and the Murim Alliance's leader had spent it recuperating. Fortunately, there was no need to arrange separate recovery facilities. This cave with its hot spring was already perfect.
    

    
      “Hmm, I feel so empty now that my dantian is closed.”
    

    
      “I can’t even accumulate a spoonful of qi even if I do Qi Alignment. Now that I don’t have any qi, I feel uneasy for no good reason. This must be what those people who can’t use martial arts feel like…”
    

    
      “Actually, I feel at ease now. These last years didn’t feel like living! I had to block the acupoint, make my heart beat, and on and on.” The Murim Alliance's leader settled into the hot spring and let out a long, weary sigh. “I feel like I’m finally living my life again because I can just breathe without needing to do anything else! This is all thanks to those children from outer 
      
        murim
      
      .”
    

    
      “T-thank you for waiting…” The Chemist stammered as she slowly wrapped up Teacher’s examination. “Today’s check-up is over. I found no issue in either of you. I think we can say that you two are completely healed. E-even if you get bitten by a 
      
        jiangshi
      
       again, you won’t get infected again…”
    

    
      “Thank you.” Teacher patted the Chemist’s head, making the younger woman’s shoulders twitch in surprise. “That old man and I owe you our lives. It isn’t easy to help complete strangers.”
    

    
      “N-no… I did what I had to do as a medical practitioner.”
    

    
      “That’s an incredible way of thinking; it’s even more amazing to actually practice what you think. You’re an amazing child.”
    

    
      “Ah. So, that’s…” The Chemist couldn’t move away from Teacher’s caress. Although she looked very embarrassed, she didn’t seem to hate it.
    

    
      It felt good to see them as close as sisters. However, I couldn’t just stand around smiling.
    

    
      “Hmm. Miss Chemist, is it okay for the two of them to move now?”
    

    
      “Oh. Yes, yes! I scheduled the recovery period a little longer just in case. They can move around or exercise without any problems.”
    

    
      
        Okay.
      
    

    
      “Teacher; sir. Why don’t we go for a walk together?”
    

    
      “A walk?” Teacher tilted her head. “I’m very happy to get some fresh air with my disciple… but why are you asking that old man too? Gong-Ja, even a pleasant walk will feel like trudging through a pig pen if you go with that old man.”
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader scoffed. “I’d refuse a walk with an old demon and a young demon before you could even offer. Have a good time. You and your student’s dullness will be a great conversation topic during your stroll.”
    

    
      Their reaction was as expected.
    

    
      “No.” I shook my head quietly. “I need both of you to come with me.”
    

    
      “Hmm…?”
    

    
      Teacher and the Murim Alliance's leader locked eyes. They seemed to have noticed that I wasn’t suggesting an ordinary walk. They looked like they didn’t have any idea what I could be up to but seemed intrigued nonetheless.
    

    
      “Alright. It seems my disciple is up to something. Although I don’t feel like going for a walk with that old man, I’ll gladly play along.”
    

    
      “Well, it’ll be trivial if it’s something that the young demon planned. I don’t expect much.”
    

    
      We left the cave. It was cold; just like the first day we fell into the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
      , today was also winter. The only difference from that day was that neither Teacher nor the Murim Alliance's leader could use their qi. Never again.
    

    
      I held Teacher’s hand with my right hand and the hand of the Murim Alliance's leader with my left. That way, I could use my aura to deliver warmth.
    

    
      “Teacher,” I said.
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Sir.”
    

    
      “Yup,” the Murim Alliance's leader answered.
    

    
      “You two said that your only regret is that you couldn’t finish the Great War of Good and Evil. Instead, it is something that your disciples will have to finish…”
    

    
      Relying on the warmth I delivered, we crossed the snowfield in the cold winter. Perhaps it felt awkward to come out for the first time after a week, or it could be that they weren’t used to having to walk without their qi. Teacher and the Murim Alliance's leader walked a little awkwardly.
    

    
      “But I don’t agree. The Great War of Good and Evil is your war. Even if I and the OJP Sect Master fight, it’s just a match, not a great war. You two are the ones who have protected the Heavenly Demon Cult and the Righteous Faction until now. Only your fight can be the Great War of Good and Evil.”
    

    
      “Gong-Ja…?” Teacher gave me a confused look.
    

    
      We arrived at the snowfield.
    

    
      “Thank you for not giving up for three years.”
    

    
      The shadowy forest of 
      
        jiangshi
      
       was now just an empty snowfield without a single jiangshi.
    

    
      “Thank you for finding and collecting the 
      
        jiangshi
      
       every day. If the two of you had given up and treated them as mere corpses, leaving them to disappear, I would never have been able to get them back.”
    

    
      I slowly opened my mouth to give them back the lives they lost and the sight they deserved to enjoy.
    

    
      “
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation
      
      .”
    

    
      My shadow spread across the snowfield.
    

    
      
        [Activating the Skill 
        
          Monster Legion Reincarnation
        
        .]
      
    

    
      One by one, snowman-like figures rose from my shadow. Some figures were wearing black martial arts training suits while several others had fluttering white sleeves. As they slowly took on the form of a human, the figures looked down at their hands, surprised.
    

    
      But none of them would have been as surprised as Teacher and the Murim Alliance's leader were.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja, what in the world is this…?”
    

    
      “You can think of it as a dream or a side effect of losing your dantians. You could also imagine that I know a strange Taoist technique that can temporarily recreate the dead by bringing back their memories and bodies.” I squeezed their hands. “Lady Heavenly Demon, and Sir Righteous Faction Leader.”
    

    
      The activation of 
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation
      
       was complete.
    

    
      One thousand elite demons of the Heavenly Demon Cult stood on the snowfield. One thousand elite warriors of the Righteous Faction were facing the demons. 
    

    
      “The Heavenly Demon Cult’s rule isn’t over. 
      
        Murim
      
       hasn’t forgotten its honor, and honor hasn’t been lost in 
      
        murim
      
      . The Heavenly Demon Cult’s fate isn’t something that corpses can eat away, nor shall the Righteous Faction’s 
      
        murim
      
       fall because of 
      
        jiangshi
      
      .” 
    

    
      These two people’s wish was to have a true Great War of Good and Evil.
    

    
      “When the Heavenly Demon Cult disappears, it should be by the Righteous Faction’s sword. If the Righteous Faction should end, it has to be brought down by the Heavenly Demon Cult’s hands.
    

    
      “I beseech the heaven of the Demonic Cult and the leader of the Righteous Faction.” I smiled and offered them my 
      
        bao quan
      
       salute. “Please decide the last ruler of 
      
        murim
      
      .”
    

    

    
      1. Gangho’s hanja: (江湖). Gangho means ‘a world’, but its hanja are a mix of rivers+lakes. ☜
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    Chapter 81: The World’S Smallest (1)

    
      People’s murmurs flowed over the snowfield.
    

    
      “What in the world is going on?”
    

    
      “A-am I alive… …?”
    

    
      “Is this paradise…?”
    

    
      The last thing they remembered was their own death; this was true for both the Heavenly Demon Cult followers and the Righteous Faction warriors. They may remember being bitten by 
      
        jiangshi
      
      , but they probably didn’t remember being turned into one themselves. For them, years had passed in the blink of an eye.
    

    
      However, there were people who had lived through the entire three years. Teacher stared disbelievingly at the snowfield.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja…”
    

    
      “Yes, Teacher.”
    

    
      “Are you from outside this world, not outer 
      
        murim
      
      ? This… This is absolutely not the kind of sorcery that a human can use. This kind of sorcery only shows up in the most fantastical legends. Or did I die and arrive in paradise without realizing…?”
    

    
      “No, no, you didn’t.” I shook my head. “Those people can no longer use martial arts like you. They’re also much weaker than they were before their death. This isn’t paradise, but they still have their memories from life. Why don’t you go and see for yourself? Go on, Teacher.”
    

    
      Teacher’s feet crunched softly through the snow. Those footsteps were the sound of a martial artist who was left only with the traces of her three-year fight against the illness, having lost her dantian and qi.
    

    
      With light footsteps, the Heavenly Demon, my teacher, approached her followers, who were struggling to understand their situation.
    

    
      “Stay calm! W-we need to figure out what’s happening first. I’ll send out scouts—!”
    

    
      “Blood Demon Senior Captain,” Teacher softly said.
    

    
      A dozen demons, startled, fell silent. Then they looked at her, their teacher and leader, as if they had met an alien.
    

    
      “Lady Heavenly Demon…?”
    

    
      “Blood Demon Senior Captain.” Teacher gasped, her breath billowing in front of her. “It really is you.”
    

    
      The silence was contagious. At first, it was only about ten people, but it spread to those around them by the dozens. Soon enough, hundreds of them had caught onto the mood. The snowfield was quiet.
    

    
      “Moonlight Demon King…”
    

    
      “Yes, I’m here.”
    

    
      “Ghostfire Demon King.”
    

    
      “Yes, Lady Heavenly Demon.”
    

    
      “Sword Demon Senior Captain…”
    

    
      “I am at your service.”
    

    
      Teacher called out to each of her followers one by one. The followers who were called simply knelt down without question, pressing the snow flat underneath their knees.
    

    
      “I lost you…” Teacher reached out her hand. “I lost every single one of you…”
    

    
      She caressed one of her follower’s cheeks. “My children… … .”
    

    
      Her fingers were trembling. Seeing her tremble, the demons quickly averted their gaze. It seemed that not seeing what they shouldn’t was a sign of loyalty. All of her followers turned their gazes to the ground.
    

    
      Of course, they weren’t the only ones shocked.
    

    
      “… Oh, my.” The old monk stroked his beard. “I’m sure I made my grave in the cave and crossed the river to the underworld, but I feel like I’m still in the snowfield, not nirvana…”
    

    
      “M-monky!”
    

    
      “… And there’s also a devil among them. Oh, boy. It looks like I’m fated to see that 
      
        person
      
       even after my death. What is the Supreme Buddha trying to show me?”
    

    
      “It is you, monky! You're as full of shit as ever.” The Murim Alliance's leader ran over and hugged the old monk tightly.
    

    
      I could guess who that old monk was—he must be the abbot of the Shaolin Temple. Aside from Teacher and the leader of the Righteous Faction, he had lasted the longest.
    

    
      “You came back to life, my friend!” the Murim Alliance's leader shouted.
    

    
      “I’m not your friend.”
    

    
      “Ah! The Jade Emperor must have blessed us with this miracle!”
    

    
      “You sound like a dog eating grass,” the monk grumbled.
    

    
      In other words, the Murim Alliance's leader was speaking bullshit.
    

    
      “Don’t pollute my mind with your nonsense, you. I shouldn’t have fallen for your talk and fought those evil monsters in the first place. It would have been better to quietly enter Nirvana from the temple.”
    

    
      “Ahhhh! I know you’re the monky I know because the joy of meeting you again is quickly dying. I really want to punch you in the face!” the Murim Alliance's leader answered with a smile.
    

    
      The followers of the Heavenly Demon Cult were quiet, while the warriors of the Righteous Faction were noisy. They were each enjoying their reunion in their own way.
    

    
      Time passed. The first one to turn her dark eyes to me was Teacher. We exchanged glances. My heart was being engraved on her heart.
    

    
      “… I…” she began. “I am Soh Baekhyang, the heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult. I also go by the name of Heavenly Demon.”
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader paused his reunion with his comrades. After letting them go from his arms, he looked across the snow at Teacher. Teacher gave him the 
      
        bao quan
      
       salute.
    

    
      “If today is just a blind man’s dream, I would still be happy.”
    

    
      It was midday.
    

    
      “I wouldn’t mind even if it was a hallucination,” Teacher exclaimed, her voice mixed with laughter.
    

    
      The snow blanketing the field wasn’t perpetual because it didn’t melt under the sun, it was eternal because new snow constantly fell to replace what the sun melted, over and over.
    

    
      “Even if the Heavenly Demon Cult’s 
      
        murim
      
       was just a fleeting daydream. Life belongs to those who decided to suffer from the same disease, and the world is owned by those who promised to share the same dream.”
    

    
      When a human wanted to stay white under the blazing sunlight, wishing to be born white wasn’t enough. They had to be prepared to be broken into pieces, shattered, and scattered, dispersing their color across the world.
    

    
      “I haven’t forgotten the name of the disease I decided to suffer from, and the heat of the dream I promised to dream yet remains the same. I haven’t given up on anyone or anywhere yet. 
      
        Whish!
      
       The name of my disease, not that of my martial arts, is a testament to my existence. The heat of my dream is my proof, not my qi.”
    

    
      Flurries of snow fell upon the field.
    

    
      “I’m right here, and I’ll be myself only while I’m here.”
    

    
      They melted, but more snow fell.
    

    
      “I am where I belong. I challenge you for the 990th time.”
    

    
      The field went quiet. Even the boisterous warriors of the Righteous Faction were silent.
    

    
      These warriors were the last masters and grandmasters of 
      
        murim
      
      . They had been fighting the great war until they met their end, so there was no way they would dare act rashly in this moment. If the words chosen at the last moment of life were a will, it was time for the Righteous Path to write their will. The path followers looked at the one who would carry their path’s will.
    

    
      “I am Namgung Woon, the leader of the Martial Alliance and the Grand Patriarch of the Namgung Clan.” He gave Teacher the 
      
        bao quan
      
       salute. “I also go by the name of Buwolseon.”
    

    
      A thousand demons and a thousand warriors of the Righteous Path faced each other.
    

    
      “Your Heavenly Demon Cult made the screams of the common people your doctrine. The screams have become revenge, and that revenge became massacres that stained the world red. The entire world bleeds, but you bloodthirsty, vengeful ghosts still act like the weak.”
    

    
      The voice of the Murim Alliance's leader drew a sharp line between the demons and the white warriors.
    

    
      “You all just cry and cry, clinging to the Heavenly Demon’s sleeves. You beg her to take your revenge in your place. It’s like you are trying to stay weak, tragic people by holding onto her sleeves!
    

    “No!” the Righteous Faction’s old leader roared. “You all have hands and feet too. How much longer are you going to dwell on the ghosts of your past? Hwaeom[1] said that even a tree has to let go of its flowers in order to bear fruit. How about you? You are all just pawning off your flower gardens!”

    
      The demons started growling. Their hands tightened around their swords. Their spirits became venomous and murderous. In response, the warriors of the Righteous faction bristled. Neither side had any qi, but the tension was thick.
    

    
      “Good.” Teacher smirked. “I’ll take that as a yes.”
    

    
      “Indeed.”
    

    
      “Shall we fight until one of us is incapacitated or dead?”
    

    
      “We shall fight until one of us is dead.”
    

    
      “I accept.”
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader nodded.
    

    
      The two martial artists ended their salute.
    

    
      At the same time, a thousand demons and another thousand white warriors drew their swords. With the sun high overhead, the two thousand blades shone brightly.
    

    
      “Children of the demonic heaven!” Teacher clenched her fists. “You can believe that today is just a dream or an illusion!”
    

    
      
        “Whish!”
      
       all of the demons shouted together.
    

    
      “You can call today an empty dream!”
    

    
      
        “Whish!”
      
    

    
      “So live like a dream!” Teacher yelled.
    

    
      
        “Iwish!”
      
    

    
      “Our hearts are candles!”
    

    
      “We will burn this place!” her followers chanted.
    

    
      “This is the Heavenly Demon Cult’s 
      
        murim
      
      !”
    

    
      “The world is owned by the grassroots!”
    

    
      Teacher burst into laughter. “Kill them!”
    

    
      The battle began. The demons ran, howling like beasts. No magical foot art or Lightness Art was used. They charged the enemy and bit them like animals, fighting their holy war according to their doctrine.
    

    
      “You hypocrites! I am the Moonlight Demon King, the strongest of the Heavenly Demon Cult’s Four Demon Kings! Face my sword!”
    

    
      “You seem to be my worthy opponent! I am the grandmaster of the Wudang Sect!”
    

    
      The Moonlight Demon King, the senior captain of the Heavenly Demon Cult’s Deceased Shadow Unit, and the Profound Void Grandmaster of the Wudang Sect crossed blades. Despite their formal introduction, the fight was extremely savage. The demon king struck the grandmaster in the face with the hilt of his sword, scattering fragments of his teeth through the air.
    

    
      The Profound Void Grandmaster bared his bloody, broken teeth and roared as he jammed his fingers into the Moonlight Demon King’ eyes. The demon king’s laughter drowned out the sound of his eyes bursting.
    

    
      The grandmaster’s howls and the laughter of the demon blended together.
    

    
      Another demon in black and a warrior in white confronted each other.
    

    
      “I am the Ghostfire Demon King, the strongest of the Four Demon Kings. I’m here to take your head.”
    

    
      “Namo Amitabha. My name is Jomyeong.”
    

    
      The Ghostfire Demon King, the senior captain of the Heavenly Demon Cult’s Requiem Unit, and Zen Master Jomyeong, the Abbot of the Shaolin Temple.
    

    
      “As the strongest of the Four Demon Kings, I’ll be merciful and let you make three attacks.”
    

    
      “That is very polite of you to Buddhists! Don’t lose that respect!”
    

    The zen master immediately pounced at the demon king, swinging his fist wrapped in his japamala[2].

    
      Despite his words, the demon king instantly ducked and then sprang up, headbutting the zen master in the stomach.
    

    
      Zen Master Jomyeong let out a groan and laughed dryly. “Didn’t you say that you would let me make three attacks before you make a move?”
    

    
      “You believed that?”
    

    
      “Did it look like I believed it?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      A trickle of blood interrupted the Ghostfire Demon King.
    

    
      “That’s how it looked.”
    

    
      The demon king fell to his knees. His nose was broken after the fierce headbutt. Just before the demon king’s head hit, the zen master had thrown his knee up, intercepting the demon king’s attack.
    

    
      Zen Master Jomyeong admired the Ghostfire Demon King’s bloodied face, happily stroking his beard. “I see that my acting skills haven't gone rusty.”
    

    
      “You damn monk…”
    

    
      “Take two more of my attacks!” The zen master grabbed the demon king by the ears and kneed him again.
    

    
      The demon king took advantage of the situation to headbutt the zen master’s knee instead, smashing the cartilage with a meaty 
      
        crunch
      
      . The zen master yelped and jumped up and down, holding onto his knee.
    

    
      “Hahahahaha! These guys are basically thugs without their qi! This must be their true level after all! Good! Today is a good day to expose the Righteous Path bastards to the world!"
    

    
      "... Vulgar. How vulgar..."
    

    
      Two swordsmen—the Sword Demon King, the senior captain of the Heavenly Demon Cult’s Execution Unit and the Ten Thousand Chaotic Blossom Sword, elder of the Mount Hua Sect—were the next to clash.
    

    
      As soon as their swords met, both of them screamed and clutched their hands. Neither of them could handle the impact of their strikes—however, neither of them let go of their swords.
    

    
      The Sword Demon King laughed, baring his teeth. "Tsk... Stop acting tough and drop it already."
    

    
      “I could say the same…” the Ten Thousand Chaotic Blossom Sword answered through gritted teeth.
    

    
      When their eyes met, the two attacked again. This time, they held back their screams. The next time, they let a gasp slip out. On their third, their hands and shoulders began to tremble. Both of their hands were torn and bleeding. They bit down on their lips to endure the pain, but their lips bled like their palms—and still, neither let go of their swords.
    

    
      The white uniform sleeves fluttered, and the hem of the black robes flew. Between the sun and the shadows it cast across the snow, the Righteous Faction and the Heavenly Demon Cult did battle, blood gushing all across the snowfield.
    

    
      “This is the Heavenly Demon Cult’s 
      
        murim
      
      ! The world is owned by the grassroots!”
    

    
      “Ahhhhhhhhhhhh! Die! Die!”
    

    
      “You Moyong bastards. Come out here, now!”
    

    
      The colorless world wasn’t being brought to life by brilliant martial arts—it was red human blood.
    

    
      “Hah, haha… Hahaha.”
    

    
      A particularly red laugh erupted from within.
    

    
      “Hahahaha! Ha! Ha, ahahahahaha!”
    

    
      It was the laughter of true madness.
    

    
      “There are many of Righteous Path’s minions, aren’t there!” Teacher shouted. “Good. Come at me. Let us cross blades.”
    

    
      A shadow ran wild between the Righteous Faction warriors. It seemed as if the sun rose and set dozens of times. She was a woman with no qi and had battled illness for three years, yet her movements stood out most among the martial artists who were also unable to use martial arts.
    

    
      “Absurd!” Teacher laughed. “You, abbot of the Shaolin Temple, do you really think you could stop me with such cheap tricks? The same goes for you, sage of the Wudang Sect. Do you believe you can handle the karma of my cult?”
    

    
      I was familiar with those words, but Teacher was speaking them for the first time.
    

    
      “Mount Song is swamped with the world’s overflowing resentment. The burning rage razed Mount Wudang. The Heavenly Demon Cult is the heaven of the martial arts world, and I am the heaven of my cult. Are you truly qualified to discuss the sky above the sky!? You minions of the righteous path aren’t going to cut it!” Teacher roared.
    

    
      “Namgung Woon!”
    

    
      Even amid the sounds of clashing swords and crushing flesh, Teacher’s voice was clear.
    

    
      “Call the Grand Patriarch of the Namgung Clan! Bring me the Murim Alliance's leader! No matter how dense the forests are or how vast the sky is in 
      
        murim
      
      , only one person in this world can take on my sword! My Four Demon Kings! Get Namgung Woon in front of me, immediately!”
    

    
      The red laughter was ecstatic.
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader took a step into the increasingly red world.
    

    
      “This reminds me of the first day of the great war,” he remarked.
    

    
      His top was off. It was a cold winter, and he had no qi, so the cold would be biting down to his very bones. However, he used it to stiffen his wire-thin muscles like armor.
    

    
      “Because we couldn’t finish it on that day, the great war went on to the next day. Even on the next day, we weren’t able to see the end, so it extended another day. Now that I think of it, I got off on the wrong foot on the first day! I should have put all my power into it from the beginning.” The Murim Alliance's leader took a deep breath. Then he got into a stance and gestured at Teacher. “Attack, demon. The heavens are with me today.”
    

    
      Buwolseon, the leader of the Murim Alliance.
    

    
      “The heavens… Nice.” Teacher stepped through the snow. “That’s because the heavens decided to take you today.”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon, the heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult.
    

    
      On their first breath, the two glared at each other. After half a breath, they walked toward each other. When their breaths fell out of sync, the two made their moves.
    

    
      The flurries of white snow whirled around flying black hair as red blood was scattered.
    

    

    
      1. He’s a monk from Shilla, an ancient Korean kingdom. ☜

    

    
      2. Buddhist prayer beads ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 82: The World’S Smallest (2)

    
      “Ha!” Teacher laughed. “Haahahaha! Haha!”
    

    
      Her broken nose dripped blood onto the snow. Teacher swung her fist. Her uppercut hit the Murim Alliance's leader square on the jaw, making him stumble. Teacher didn’t miss the opportunity and pounced on him, biting his ear off.
    

    
      “Ugh! Gah...! Grr! Argh...! You bastard…!” The Murim Alliance's leader shoved Teacher away, but his ear was long gone. His quiet scream echoed across the snowfield.
    

    
      Teacher spat his bloody ear into the snow. The corners of her mouth were stained bright red. She smiled out of satisfaction with the result of her hunt, looking like a real bloodthirsty demon. “Phew! that tastes filthy! Does the Namgung Clan’s lofty mind arts not help you improve the quality of your flesh?”
    

    
      “You demon, do you even enjoy human flesh now? I already know you’re a demon; you don’t have to prove it again!”
    

    
      “And you’ve got all the vigor of wilted spinach, old man. But you did make a good point.” Teacher wiped her mouth with the back of her hand. “The Great War of Good and Evil should have ended on the first day, but both you and I retreated on that day. I thought I was fighting with everything I had, but I wasn’t. I didn’t put my life on the line! Today’s fight is the second chance that I would never have gotten.”
    

    
      Teacher looked at me. Her dark eyes were filled with warm, gentle affection. “I can’t foolishly repeat the same mistake. Buwolseon, I’m going to put everything into this fight today.”
    

    
      “…Are you trying to use your vital force?”
    

    
      “Yes, I am.”
    

    
      Vital force was the energy that everyone obtained at birth. In other words, it was vitality itself. Unlike qi, vital force couldn’t be accumulated artificially. There was no way to regain it after it had been used.
    

    
      The ending of a martial artist was decided as soon as they used their vitality: they either died or stayed in bed for the rest of their lives. Tapping into their vital force was the last resort for martial artists, only done when they were fighting with their backs against the wall.
    

    
      “…Demon, you and I are both weak now anyway,” the Murim Alliance's leader said. The loss of an ear, made his expression menacing. “Even if we use our vital force, we can only demonstrate low or intermediate skills since we don’t have any qi nor our dantians… Do you realize that?”
    

    
      “I’m aware.”
    

    
      “Are you trying to draw out your vital force just so that you can be an intermediate-tier martial artist at best?”
    

    
      “Yes, I am.” Teacher smiled. “Don’t get angry, Namgung Woon. I’m not trying to throw away my life. Not at all. My last day will arrive someday; I just hope that today will be the day.
    

    
      “I couldn’t be happier to be alive right now. I’ll be forever grateful. I’m grateful to myself for surviving until today, and I want to express my gratitude for this fate that will allow me to die today.”
    

    
      “You’re still grateful even though the world has perished?”
    

    
      “Yes, I am. I’m grateful for all those people my destiny brought me.” Teacher slowly took her stance, placing her right hand forward and her left hand back. “Now that I look back, I believe I’m a truly happy warrior.”
    

    
      A cold wind blew, but it wasn’t from the sky. Small vortices circled Teacher and spread outward as she released her vital force.
    

    
      “…I see. So it’s come to this.” The Murim Alliance's leader felt the wind in his face. “In truth, I’ve also been longing for a day like today.”
    

    
      Headwind pushed away the existing wind.
    

    
      “Let’s die together, Heavenly Demon.”
    

    
      The two charged toward each other.
    

    
      I saw two lives flowing across the snowfield. Teacher struck away the hand of the Murim Alliance's leader. He knocked her foot out from under her. As their arms and their footwork crossed, they burned their vital energy, letting their life slip away.
    

    
      Teacher hit the Murim Alliance's leader’s waist. The wind blew wherever the two struck, melting the snow beyond their fists. Their lives were melting the perpetual snow that even the sun had never beaten. The ground where their feet fell was slowly laid bare—the only part of the world freed from the snow.
    

    
      And that wasn’t all. Little by little, things that weren’t white were growing around Teacher and the Murim Alliance's leader battle. They were weeds and grass. The rest of the land was still frozen, but a new season started around their arena.
    

    
      —They’re drinking up the vital force, the Guardian stated. The vital force of master martial artists like them is basically a feast. Even so, it’ll only last for a moment.
    

    
      Even if it was only for a moment, their season was beautiful. The earth drank in the vital force they shed and briefly returned to how it had looked before the eternal winter.
    

    
      It was now a forest of peach blossoms. Peach trees sprouted from the ground and grew tall as if time was sped up. Their branches reached out toward the sky like a hand grasping for something.
    

    
      Flowers bloomed. Through the gaps between the red petals and the finger-like branches, I watched Teacher and the Murim Alliance's leader kill each other. When the petals briefly covered some of their movements, their fight looked like a dance. With two lives riding on this fight, it was also the fight of life.
    

    
      When petals decorated it, many things in the world became splendid, even their bloodlust and Teacher’s venomous spirit.
    

    
      —… This is rare, the Guardian murmured.
    

    
      Red peach blossoms fluttered across the snowfield.
    

    
      
        — Maybe it’s because one of them was born with the Ultimate Yin Body, and the other with the Divine Martial Body. Yin and yang are in almost perfect harmony. The area around them is already a different world. … Even I’ve never seen such an amazing sight.
      
    

    
      The peach blossoms bloomed and fell. Spring arrived and then passed again.
    

    
      “Heavenly Demon Descent Step.” Teacher took a step.
    

    
      As a snowstorm blew, the peach blossom flowers scattered.
    

    
      The Murim Alliance's leader grabbed her wrist and twisted it. The snowstorm stopped, and the peach blossoms were in full bloom again.
    

    
      “Sky-Shattering Yellow Ax.”
    

    
      The wind carried a petal onto my shoulder. Only then did I realize that these unusually red flowers were the blood of Teacher and the Murim Alliance's leader. These flowers bloomed from the last blood they ever shed.
    

    
      “… I hate you,” Teacher murmured.
    

    
      The winter was bleeding.
    

    
      “I hate all of you.”
    

    
      Teacher.
    

    
      “I hate the Righteous Faction, the Grandmasters, and the Five Clans. I loathe you all. While the grassroots scream, you’re all happy and noble. However, your happiness isn’t what I can’t forgive. It’s absolutely not true.”
    

    
      Teacher.
    

    
      As the peach blossoms bloomed and fell, the seasons came and passed. However, the blooming petals became fewer and fewer, and the seasons left sooner over time.
    

    
      “Even people like you can feel pain, grimace, and say that your lives are painful. You also want to be comforted, and try to comfort, and act like humans. That is why I hate all of you.”
    

    
      Teacher was dying, the blossoms were falling, and the season was leaving.
    

    
      “Why would you continue to act like animals to others and only treat yourselves as humans?”
    

    
      Countless peach blossoms hid the shadows of Teacher and the Murim Alliance's leader. The branches shriveled up, and no more new peach blossoms could bloom anymore. The wind blew and covered the earth with snow again. In the middle of the fallen petals, the two people stood tall.
    

    
      Something a little redder than the flower field landed on the snow—the blood the Murim Alliance's leader coughed out. Teacher’s tightly clenched fist was against his chest. He staggered drunkenly and collapsed into the flowers. Red petals flew up as the blossoms embraced him.
    

    
      Teacher stood still.
    

    
      “Teacher,” I called. I didn’t get a reply. “Teacher.”
    

    
      I hurried to her to wrap my arms around her. She was as cold as ice.
    

    
      “Teacher…”
    

    
      “I won.” Teacher’s voice was clear, holding the warmth that her body had lost. But it was too light. Even her fingers—everything about her became too light, as if she had aged instantly.
    

    
      “Yes, you won. You won.”
    

    
      “I should have been able to pierce his chest and rip out his heart. I only managed to hit his chest, never mind pierce it. I’m ashamed to look you in the eyes, my disciple.”
    

    
      “No, you shouldn’t be.” I shook my head.
    

    
      “Yes, I think I look better than you at least. What is that expression you’re making?”
    

    
      I carefully laid Master down, but didn’t remove my arms. I used my aura to hold her, but her body didn’t warm up at all. Even the hand she used to caress my cheek was as cold as ice.
    

    
      “Don’t worry, my disciple. There are still two hours left before I die. Isn’t that enough time to say goodbye?”
    

    
      I only had two hours left to hear her voice and her breath.
    

    
      “…And yet you still look sad.” Teacher’s eyes filled with sorrow. “You’re a troublesome disciple. Well, actually, I troubled you first. I wanted to spend a long time teaching you everything, but I can’t do that because of my old stubbornness. I’m worried about what I left in your heart and what I’ll be to you.
    

    
      “I’m afraid that I’ll be nothing to you,” she whispered. “If I could be remembered as a flower that bloomed evanescently, I would wish for nothing more…”
    

    
      She coughed up blood.
    

    
      “Mr. Death King!”
    

    
      The cry came from the Chemist. She and the other Hunters were running toward us. It looked like they had just learned that the Great War of Good and Evil on the snowfield.
    

    
      “Mr. Death King, W-what happened…?”
    

    
      “Hey! Teacher!” The Viper was surprised to find the Murim Alliance's leader on the ground. “Are you okay? Hey, Teacher! Hey! Open your eyes!”
    

    
      “That old man is fine.” Teacher coughed. “My last punch was light. After all that talk about how the heavens are with him… His fate is to spend the rest of his life in bed.”
    

    
      “R-rest of his life in bed?” The Chemist opened and closed her mouth several times before speaking. “I’ll never let that happen… A-anyway, there’s no time for this! You both need to get treatment!”
    

    
      “I’m good. Take care of the old man.”
    

    
      “But…!”
    

    
      “I know my condition the best. There is nothing you can do about it,” Teacher said. “And I would like to spend my last moments with my one and only direct disciple. Child, can you give us a moment alone?”
    

    
      The Chemist was both a pharmacist and a doctor. She approached us and felt Teacher’s pulse, activating her Skills to examine the patient. Her face soon darkened. “… I have some painkillers. Do you want them?”
    

    
      “It’s okay.” Teacher smiled. “The winter wind is nice. It’s refreshing. I want to fully enjoy this wind before I head to the otherworld.”
    

    
      The Chemist stood up and bowed to Teacher. The Medicine King waved the group away. Before long, they carried the Murim Alliance's leader back to the cave, being considerate of Teacher and me.
    

    
      “…Teacher.”
    

    
      “Now...” Teacher grabbed my hand. “How shall we spend the remaining two hours? Do you want to know about my childhood? Would you like to hear how beautiful my cult’s headquarters mountain is?”
    

    
      “I…” I squeezed Teacher’s small hand back.
    

    
      Her life wasn’t complete yet. I still needed one more piece of the puzzle to create the best, most perfect ending which she could be completely satisfied with.
    

    
      “I have a favor to ask.”
    

    
      “What is it?” Teacher asked.
    

    
      “Please accept my challenge.”
    

    
      Teacher’s eyes widened. “This is unexpected. I admire your will to surpass your teacher, but as you can see, I can no longer move. Gong-Ja, what good would it do you if you defeated me right now?”
    

    
      “We can have a fight where we don’t move.”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “I want to challenge you by a Verbal Match, Teacher.”
    

    
      “A Verbal Match…” Teacher blankly repeated.
    

    
      A Verbal Match was a fight of words. Each party would describe what kind of attacks they would make. When the other party verbally countered it, the first party made a counterattack. Therefore, there was no need to move their arms or legs, and the participants didn’t need their qi. They only used their expertise in martial arts, making it a perfect demonstration of their mastery of martial arts.
    

    
      That was why Teacher quietly laughed. “My disciple seems to have become very arrogant. If we fight using our bodies, you will undoubtedly win, Gong-Ja. But you will surely lose in a Verbal Match. I’ll be free to use any kind of martial arts like I did in my prime, so how will you be able to fight me when all you have are a few forms of the Demonic Heaven Arts?”
    

    
      “I…” I opened my mouth. “I don’t think that the fight you had earlier with the Murim Alliance's leader was your best. You said that you should have been able to pierce his chest and take his heart… Even if it is going to be a Verbal Match, Teacher, I want your last fight to be the most satisfying one you’ve ever had.”
    

    
      The best fight without regrets was the dream of all martial artists.
    

    
      “Are you saying that you can give me that kind of fight, Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      “Yes, I am,” I answered.
    

    
      Teacher seemed intrigued by my suggestion. Did she think I was asking because of my immaturity? She didn’t really seem to believe that I was going to be able to give her such a fight.
    

    
      “Alright. But I don’t go easy even in Verbal Matches. I’ll let you make the first attack, but don’t hate me too much if I finish you with one blow.”
    

    
      “I won’t.”
    

    
      “Show your teacher the results of your training now.” Teacher smiled faintly. She smelled like peach blossoms. “After the match, I’ll tell you my old stories.”
    

    
      I looked down at Teacher’s face, and then my eyes were slowly drawn to the man sitting across from me.
    

    
      
         —Hmm. Is that finally my turn?
      
    

    
      The Sword Emperor was someone who had risen to the top in another murim. Although he was now a ghost and couldn’t fight physically, he would be able to engage in a Verbal Match with my help.
    

    
      
        Yes, it’s time for you to keep the promise we made after you lost the bet.
      
    

    
      —Okay. The Guardian smiled. He sat on the snowfield with his arms crossed. I wanted to fight the leader of the demonic cult here anyway. I will give her the best match. Tell her that I will let her make three attacks first.
    

    
      With me between them, the absolutes of the two murim faced each other.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 83: The Sword Dance (1)

    After so many winters had passed that she could no longer remember how cold that winter had been, Soh Baekhyang caught her first glimpses of the Mind Sword. As she slowly grasped it, she was no longer called the scent of snow[1] but the Demonic Heaven[2]. The woman who used to be Soh Baekhyang was now the Heavenly Demon.

    
      “… I see it…” she muttered. “This is the realm that no martial artist has ever set foot in. It’s right in front of me… It seems as far away as Nirvana… But if I can see it, there is no reason I can’t go…”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon’s heart pounded. Mind Sword was a level that only existed in legend. When a martial artist of a certain lofty level harbored the will to kill, their target died immediately. There was no need for a sword or words. That very level was right before her.
    

    
      “Lady Heavenly Demon…”
    

    
      “Our supreme heaven…”
    

    
      If only… if only she had time, perhaps sixty years, to focus solely on her cultivation... If only she could do that…
    

    
      “Please relieve me from this resentment…”
    

    
      People kneeled before her.
    

    
      “The government wants us to pay our taxes in marten skins, so my father went out to hunt them. But he never returned…”
    

    
      “My taxes are based on the number of people in my family, but I can’t pay the taxes…”
    

    
      “My grandmother said that since she doesn’t have much time left in her life anyway, she’ll leave the house so the taxes will be reduced…”
    

    
      “Lady Heavenly Demon…”
    

    
      Many people kneeled in front of her.
    

    
      “There was a drought last year, and this year too. There’s nothing to eat, so I’ve been starving. But the government gave an order to build a reservoir and a dam. They say it’s to prevent a drought next year, but how am I supposed to pile rocks after not eating anything for so long…”
    

    
      “My daughter was taken away and hasn’t come back…”
    

    
      “Lady Heavenly Demon...”
    

    
      There were a lot of people who kneeled in front of her.
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon quietly looked up at the snowy mountain. If only she had sixty years to devote solely to her training, she would reach a level that no one had ever reached in the history of martial arts. That was an indisputable truth, but… nevertheless…
    

    
      “…Guide me.” The Heavenly Demon stood up with her sword in her hand. The hem of her dark robe fluttered behind her. “…There are a myriad of things I must slay…”
    

    
      Should she abandon the world? Or should she forsake her personal desires? It was a simple choice for her. She abandoned her desires. Her life had always been about abstaining from the desire to achieve more in the martial arts.
    

    
      On that day, she slayed those who made the world cold again, but she still failed to cut through the winter.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        —It’s outrageous for a martial artist to ask another person to speak for him in a Verbal Match. There’s nothing more rude than that. It’s so rude that it will be remembered in the history of gangho and be laughed at for a long time.
      
    

    
      The Guardian politely kneeled, which I had never seen him doing. I realized that it was his way of expressing his respect to someone whom he recognized as a worthy rival.
    

    
      
        —Even though I’m aware of what will happen, I have no choice but to ask you for a Verbal Match regardless.
      
       The Guardian looked straight at Teacher. 
      
        My title is Sword Emperor. I was acknowledged as the best in the world known as the Ten Thousand Sword Realm. Excuse my rudeness, but I challenge you to a Verbal Match with me.
      
    

    
      And he bowed.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja?” Teacher blinked. “What are you waiting for? Tell me the first form you’re going to use. The match has already begun.”
    

    
      Obviously, Teacher couldn’t see or hear the Guardian, so his respect was lost to her.
    

    
      “…Teacher.”
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “You know that I can use strange sorcery.”
    

    
      “Are you talking about the sorcery that brought my children and the Righteous Path
      
         jiangshi
      
       back to themselves?” Teacher laughed. The sound was quiet, as if it could disappear at any moment. “I’ve decided not to ask you anything. Besides, silence is a virtue. I just believe you’re a herald sent by the Jade Emperor, who took pity on me.”
    

    
      She rested her head on my thighs, smiling. Whenever she laughed, her head shook a little. That was how I could feel her getting lighter and lighter. Her time was running out, so I had to be brief.
    

    
      “…I have one more sorcery that I can use,” I quietly said. “I can summon a ghost.”
    

    
       “Hmm?”
    

    
      “The ghost next to me right now happens to have a very profound understanding of martial arts. He was known as the best in outer 
      
        murim
      
      .”
    

    
      “Aha, the best in the outer 
      
        murim
      
      ! That is amazing.” Teacher chuckled. She clearly thought that it was a funny joke. “Alright. It’s the ghost of the best martial artist in outer 
      
        murim
      
       that my disciple summoned, so I should pay attention to him as well. I’ll gladly acknowledge him as my opponent in a Verbal Match.”
    

    
      I looked at the Guardian, who was silently waiting on his knees.
    

    
      “So, what form will this ghost of the best martial artist in outer 
      
        murim
      
       show me first?”
    

    
      “…He said he’ll let you go first, Teacher.”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “He said that he’ll let you make three attacks first.”
    

    
      The smile on Teacher’s face faltered a little. “That is awfully arrogant. My disciple would never say such things. I’m sure this foolish ghost doesn’t know his place. I’ll stab his s
      
        uwol 
      
      acupoint using the Emerging Dragon Swift Sword, the fifth form of the Cloud Dragon Twelve Swords.”
    

    
      This was the first exchange.
    

    
      
        —After using the sixth form of the Earthly Dragon Baton Dance, the Summerwinter Dragon, as a feint, I take a step back with the Flowing Cloud Movement,
      
       the Guardian responded without a moment’s hesitation.
    

    
      I didn’t know what the Cloud Dragon Twelve Swords or the Earthly Dragon Baton Dance were. All I knew was the Demonic Heaven Arts. I just calmly delivered the Guardian’s messages so that their fight could continue.
    

    
      “After using the sixth form of the Earthly Dragon Baton Dance, the Summerwinter Dragon, as a feint, he takes a step back with the Flowing Cloud Movement.”
    

    
      “Hmm…” Teacher narrowed her eyes. “I’ll send him flying using Assimilation Strike Leg, the seventh form of Profound Void Tai Chi.”
    

    
      
        —I’ll use the second form of Butcher Fist, Double Whip Fists, as a feint, and dodge with the Iron Plate Bridge.
      
    

    
      Teacher frowned elegantly. “I’ll attack him with Windclaw Slash, the sixth form of the Feline Phantom’s Six Swords.”
    

    
      
        —I’ll retreat through the Chaotic Plum Blossom Steps after using the Water Margin Kick.
      
    

    
      The first three moves were over in an instant. I couldn’t tell what kind of attacks had been exchanged between the two of them, but Teacher remained silent.
    

    
      The Guardian calmly opened his mouth, smiling crookedly.
    

    
      
        —I can imagine what your life has been like. After becoming the greatest martial artist of all time, you saw the path to the Life and Death Tier too, but you didn’t have the time to reach it through training. Twenty-four hours a day isn’t enough to take care of your cult family, so how would you have time to devote to something like training? But you know what’s the most unfair about all this? Despite all that, you’re still the strongest in the world.
      
    

    
      There was no reason to aim higher.
    

    
      
        —Why? You’ve already reached the zenith. You can already make a living, and everyone acknowledges your skills. There’s no reason to work hard since you are the sky of this world. You poor thing. Your tragedy is that you’re the absolute in this murim. 
      
      The Guardian crossed his arms.
      
         I’ll show you what the sky above the sky is.
      
    

    
      I didn’t relay the last remark because I felt like it wasn’t necessary.
    

    
      Teacher slowly sat up and slightly leaned her light body against mine. “You aren’t some random ghost.”
    

    
      
        Title: Heavenly Demon
      
    

    
      
        World: Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
    

    
      
        Status: The greatest martial artist of all time
      
    

    
      
        Affiliation: The Heavenly Demon Cult
      
    

    
      
        —Of course I’m not.
      
    

    
      
        Title: Sword Emperor
      
    

    
      
        World: Ten Thousand Sword Realm
      
    

    
      
        Status: The strongest in the world
      
    

    
      
        Affiliation: The Righteous Faction
      
    

    
      “Okay. I won’t go easy on you.”
    

    
      
        —Come at me.
      
    

    
      Their match began in earnest.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “I’ll strike you up in the air using Blazing-Explosion Ascension, the first form of the Fireblood Dragon,” Teacher quickly said.
    

    
      
        —Why are you pretending to be part of the Righteous Faction all of a sudden? Just in time for your strike to land, I’ll use the first form of the Great Cloud Dragon’s Eight Forms twice in a row. My first move will be toward the ground, and the next punch will be thrown up in the sky.
      
    

    
      One exchange.
    

    
      “I’ll change Blazing-Explosion Ascension to the third form of the Piercing Sword, Refined Fury Kill, and then stab your yong quan acupoint.”
    

    
      
        —Hmm. What shall I do? Shall I fight back or… Okay. I’ll match that with the Wave-Connecting Butterfly mixed with the essence of Life and Death Law.
      
    

    
      Another attack was exchanged. The longer the Verbal Match got, the shorter Teacher’s breath became. Her white breath became thicker in this moment of the winter. She tightly grabbed her knee using her left hand and held my hand with her right. I could feel her trembling in my hand.
    

    
      “… How long are you going to put your dirty foot on my finger? I will tear it off with the Tenacious Flaming Plate, the second form of the Persistent Demon Trinity.”
    

    
      
        —You asked me to come, so I followed. But boy, you’ve got quite a temper. I’ll pull my feet away and do the Lazy Donkey Roll in the air. Right after that, I’ll get into the fourth form of the Divine Chariot Wheel Spin, the Life and Death Ring. At the same time, I simultaneously aim for three of your meridians—jugu, yanggu, and pohu.
      
    

    
      “I will take three steps back with the Heavenly Demon Descent Step!” Teacher declared, delighted.
    

    
      
        —Since you imitated the Righteous Faction style earlier, I’ll try mimicking a demon too. I choose the Dynamic Death Sword to get closer.
      
    

    
      Yes, the Murim Alliance's leader, Buwolseon, was definitely not Teacher's rival. He was certainly the strongest in his faction and the only one capable of going up against Teacher, but it was already proven in the Great War of Good and Evil that when the two of them fought with all of their might, the ultimate winner of the war was Teacher.
    

    
      The war was already as good as decided. Perhaps that was why Teacher had postponed the conclusion of the Great War of Good and Evil until the 990th match. The candy was going to melt away someday, so she saved the ending as long as she possibly could like a child.
    

    
      That was why the Murim Alliance's leader had told Teacher during the bad ending try,
    

    
      
        “I'm sorry.”
      
    

    
      
        “I’m sorry I’m weaker than you.”
      
    

    
      
        “I’m weaker than you.”
      
    

    
      
        “Please kill me.”
      
    

    
      My hands clenched without realizing it.
    

    
      “What a foolish choice! I’ll use the second form of the Piercing Sword to stab you from behind!”
    

    
      
        —Not a chance. I’ll dodge that with the Iron Plate Bridge, and then I’ll be the one who uses Blazing-Explosion Ascension this time.
      
    

    
      “Haha.” Teacher finally smiled. It wasn’t fleeting or sorrowful—her smile carried the vibrancy of her pounding heart. “My disciple, the ghost you summoned is really great!”
    

    
      “…Yes,” I answered. Right now, I could completely understand the Murim Alliance's leader. “He’s probably the strongest of all of the people I know.”
    

    
      “Where have you been hiding a ghost like him!”
    

    
      Teacher’s laughter got louder.
    

    
      I was a little angry.
    

    
      “I’ve never met a martial artist like him in my entire life!”
    

    
      No, I was very angry.
    

    
      “I’ll apply the mechanism of the Thousand Heaven Dance to twist your arm, slowing you down. And then I’ll take four steps back with the Heavenly Demon Descent Step!”
    

    
      
        —Uh-oh—you've already retreated three steps and yet you’re taking another four steps backward. You’ve got your tail between your legs now! I’ll get closer using the Flowing Cloud Movement until I’m a step away from you, and then I’ll mix my aura into the Midsummer Waterfall to unleash it.
      
    

    
      “Hahahaha! The Midsummer Waterfall infused with your aura? You’re done figuring out my style, huh? I’ll bewitch and pull you in with Thirst Death. Then I’ll immediately hold the sword in reverse and use the first to third forms of the Sand-Drilling Dragon. I’ll pierce your 
      
        tianzhu, dazhui, shenzhu 
      
      meridians one by one!”
    

    
      I couldn’t understand the fight that the two were having. It was impossible to even imagine what it looked like. I knew what Thirst Death was, but I didn’t understand what the Sand-Drilling Dragon was. While I had heard about the Lazy Donkey Roll, I didn’t know what the Life and Death Ring of the Divine Chariot Wheel Spin was. Because of my severe lack of depth, I wasn’t even allowed to create the crudest picture of it in my head. I couldn’t see how their swords were moving nor what their sword dance was like at all.
    

    
      
        —There you go! That’s more like it. Alright! I apply the Life and Death Law to the Wave-Connecting Butterfly so I can dodge it. And then I’ll take a step back, getting ready to use the Heavenly Tai Chi Sword!
      
    

    
      “Not bad. Not bad at all!”
    

    
      
        If… If possible, I want to be your match and your only hope. I wish I was the sole reason you can spend the end of your life rejoicing. But I can’t see it.
      
    

    
      I dug my fingers into the snow. All I could see and hear was…
    

    
      “Good. I’ll avoid it using the exquisite principle of the ■■ Movement.”
    

    
      
        —I’ll counter that with the ■■■ Sword, the third form of the ■■■ Sutra!
      
    

    
      That was it. I couldn’t see how their swords moved.
    

    
      “Okay, I’ll choose the ■■ Leg, the second form of the ■■■, to respond.”
    

    
      
        —I’ll stay close using the ■■■ Method of the ■■■■!
      
    

    
      I couldn’t understand it.
    

    
      “Fine. I’ll strike your ■■ and ■■ with the ■■■■ Sword of the ■■■■!”
    

    
       
      
        —Impatient. Someone is getting impatient. I dodge that with ■■■■ and then aim for the neck using ■■■■.
      
    

    
      “I parry that away and then strike ■■■ with ■■■■■, the tenth form of ■■■■!”
    

    
      
        —I’ll ■■. And then I ■■■■■ using ■■■■. After counterattacking, swing ■■, the ■■■■■’s ■■■ ■■, and ■■.
      
    

    
      “■■■■, ■■■, ■■■ and ■■■…”
    

    
      The realm that the two of them fought in was so far away and dark.
    

    
      “After counterattacking, then…”
    

    
      Just then, Teacher looked up at me, breathing hard. It suddenly felt like time had stopped. her dark gaze lingered on my face.
    

    
      “…Yes.” Teacher smiled faintly. “My disciple, it’s a cold day.
    

    
      “It’s been winter all year long, so this place is now an everlasting snowfield. A snowfield is a harsh battleground for martial artists. When they do so much as take a step forward, their feet will sink deep into the snow, so they always have to use the foot arts.” Teacher touched the snowfield. The fluffy snowflakes clung to her fingertips.
    

    
      “That is why you have to focus on unbalancing your opponent’s form, my disciple. Do you understand? There is no need to insist on snapping the opponent’s neck or slashing their waist. Just keep attacking them so that they won’t have any time to use their foot art.
    

    
      “That is why your ghost and I are trying to take away each other’s space. We’re reducing each other’s range of movement.”
    

    
      Teacher.
    

    
      “We’re using various kicks for the same purpose. It’s not just to hit the opponent—snow is scattered every time we throw our kicks, so we’re using it to block each other’s vision. It’s a truly desperate fight, isn’t it…?”
    

    
      Teacher’s whispering rang around my ears.
    

    
      “Close your eyes.” Teacher slowly covered my eyes using her left hand. “I can see the opponent.”
    

    
      “…I see.” I nodded.
    

    
      “He’s a strong and profound master martial artist. His physique is very large. I believe he’s almost twice as big as me. Isn’t that right?”
    

    
      I pictured the Guardian in my head. “That is right.”
    

    
      “A master martial artist who resembles a giant bear is breathing heavily. He is smiling confidently, taunting me to come at him. There is a big difference in our physiques, so he has a good reason for his confidence…”
    

    
      As Teacher continued to whisper, the Guardian’s image in my head became clearer.
    

    
      “I can’t overcome the difference in our innate physiques, so I’ll accept it. But I recall my strengths. I’ll be able to move faster than him. Above all, I am used to the snowfield, so I’ll be able to demonstrate Traceless Snow better than him…”
    

    
      “Yes, you will,” I responded.
    

    
      “Do you see it, my disciple? I’m trying to drag this battle on as long as possible. Oh, but he sees through my plan,” Teacher playfully continued. “He’s moving more impatiently and quicker with his sword. Like a wild boar, he rushes toward me…”
    

    
      Soon…
    

    
      “But there’s no need to be afraid. I expected him to come, so I’ll back away lightly… to draw him in.”
    

    
      I could see the scene unfolding in front of me.
    

    
      “I continue to back away. My steps are as light as a feather. On the other hand, he’s truly like a wild boar. He rushes toward me, sending snow flying in all directions…”
    

    
      Winter went on and on, turning the snowfield everlasting. Teacher backed away through it as the Guardian came charging at her.
    

    
      Teacher’s smile never went away.
    

    
      “…A flower of snow blooms and flies with every step we take.”
    

    
      I could also see their swords now.
    

    

    
      1. What Baekhyang's name means ☜

    

    
      2. The meaning of Heavenly Demon ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 84: The Sword Dance (2)

    
      “It’s winter, so it’s snowing.”
    

    
      Teacher’s movements were light.
    

    
      “It’s already been two days since the match began.”
    

    
      Teacher danced over the snow as if she was sliding on ice. The hem of her black robe fluttered across the endless snowfield like a brushstroke across a blank paper.
    

    
      —You can’t run away forever, the Guardian rumbled.
    

    
      A second brush followed the first. The more powerful, aggressive stroke painted a thick line of ink on the snowfield.
    

    
      —I’m second to none when it comes to the Lightness Art, the Guardian declared as he bulldozed forward with heavy steps, crushing the ice and pushing aside the snow.
    

    
      “I’m confident that I can run away forever.”
    

    
      
        —But the end will still come eventually.
      
    

    
      “Don’t you get it? This world is now an endless snowfield. There may be nowhere to go, but I can run away anywhere in this field,” Teacher said with a smile.
    

    
      —I won’t let you get away. The Guardian leaped out of the snow. If you were in your prime, you could run away forever, but this match is happening now. You don’t even have two hours left in your life. The sand in your hourglass is trickling away. Are you going to keep running?
    

    
      “You’re harsh.”
    

    
      —The truth is harsh. The Guardian swung his sword.
    

    
      “Yes, I’ll admit it.” Teacher turned her head, lightly dodging the swing. “I don’t have much time left, so I can’t keep running away.”
    

    
      
        —We’ll have to see the end of the fight sooner or later.
      
    

    
      “Nothing is stopping sooner or later from being now.”
    

    
      
        —Now we’re talking.
      
    

    
      Teacher grabbed her sword. “Then I’ll show you my full power.”
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        First Form:
      
    

    
      
        Starvation Death.
      
    

    
      “…Hunger is when parents swap their children with their neighbors’ children and eat them.”
    

    
      Her sword howled as she cut across the winter wind.
    

    
      “Have you heard the story about a man who cut a neighbor kid’s body into jerky and buried them in the snow? What about the rumor of that village? It’s said that when you dug up their road, you can find young human flesh every time.”
    

    
      —That’s sad. The Guardian blocked Teacher’s sword with his. There must have been a famine. 
    

    
      “That’s right. A famine is like a plague that can come back at any time.”
    

    
      —But it’s also a coincidence. The Guardian wielded his sword through the winter wind. Good harvest and famine are both matters of chance. Everything in the universe is a coincidence. Heavenly Demon, if you mourn over an accidental tragedy, you should also laugh and be happy over a coincidental joy. The depths of your sorrow are equal to the heights of your happiness.
    

    
      The two swords crossed, and red plum blossoms fell.
    

    
      
        —So, I’ll sing about the happy harvest in autumn.
      
    

    
      The snow fell like leaves in autumn.
    

    
      
        —One day, I looked at the horizon while walking down the street. That day, the rice spread past the horizon like a sea of gold. Children played hide-and-seek in the rice; the grains were taller than they were, but their laughter leaked out from time to time.
      
    

    
      The autumn wind blew into the mountains and fields, dying their leaves red and rice fields yellow.
    

    
      
        —You mentioned the child flesh buried in the snow earlier. I’ll tell you the story of children laughing as they play hide-and-seek in the rice fields.
      
    

    
      As countless red leaves fell around him, the Guardian swung his sword.
    

    
      
        —Everything is just another coincidence on just another day. If there is something I should carry in my sword, it’s the laughter from rice fields. The last memory I should recall before I die is the children playing hide-and-seek. It’s an obvious choice.
      
    

    
      Teacher cut down the leaves. “You’re really living in your own little world, aren’t you.”
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        Second Form:
      
    

    
      
        Thirst Death.
      
    

    
      “Did you say that tragedies and happiness are both coincidences? I’m sure they are. But happiness doesn’t make people die. The pain of hunger and thirst does! When you die, it’s the end. There is no going back.”
    

    
      The sunlight shone down.
    

    
      “I’ll sing about the people who died because they couldn’t have a single sip of water!” Teacher yelled.
    

    
      The hot wind of summer blew over the world, withering mountains and rivers. Weeds turned yellow, and fruits shriveled up. While beetles trudged through the heat, tens of thousands of dead fish washed up on the riverbanks. Their round eyes were dry.
    

    
      
        —Ah.
      
    

    
      Teacher became more persistent. Even though the Guardian had countered her attack, Teacher didn’t back down. Instead, she got closer. They were so close that they could feel each other’s breaths.
    

    
      The quick sword clashes made me lightheaded.
    

    
      —It feels freaking great to jump into the river during summer, the Guardian refuted as he parried away all of Teacher’s quick sword strikes. You’re teaching Gong-Ja the wrong way.
    

    
      “…What?”
    

    
      —Sorry. I put that a little too harshly. It’s not wrong, but it’s too early. The Guardian connected his sword attacks such that they flowed like a river. It's good to sing about the pain of the world. It's also good to care about the suffering of others. But no one can do that forever.
    

    
      “How so?” Teacher asked.
    

    
      
        —They become too tired.
      
    

    
      Red resurrection lily petals fell from the sky.
    

    
      
        —Gong-Ja hasn’t experienced the happiness of the world yet. He hasn’t seen enough.
      
    

    
      The momentum of the battle changed before I noticed it.
    

    
      
        —He should taste the delicacies from all over the world so he can grieve for those who will never be able to eat them in their entire lives. Only after he tries diving into a river in summer can he truly weep for those who wither because there is no water. The heart is like the wick of a candle. It will eventually burn out if it does nothing but burn.
      
    

    
      
        —Do you know what, Heavenly Demon? This guy has never fallen in love with anyone. He's never been on a date either! Isn't that funny?
      
    

    
      The Guardian's sword strikes poured down like a waterfall.
    

    
      
        —But he’s already acting like he has all of the pain and sorrow of the world on his shoulders! Ha! Wake up and look at him! It’s too early for him to learn your cult’s teachings!
      
    

    
      The assault fell upon her like rain.
    

    
      
        —I’m going to teach him how to be happy.
      
    

    
      The torrent persisted.
    

    
      
        —I’ll teach him how to smile sincerely without a trace of pretense. He’ll learn how to lean against another person’s shoulders. He should know the moment when he’s so happy to be with someone that he doesn’t know what to do. That is how he can continue to be sad!
      
    

    
      “Are you…”
    

    
      It rained on the barren land. The dried-up riverbed slowly welled up with rain, washing away the corpses of fish on the banks. As frogs croak, morning glories opened their purple mouths to drink up the rain.
    

    
      “Are you trying to act like my disciple’s teacher?” Teacher gritted her teeth.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        Third Form:
      
    

    
      
        Drowning Death.
      
    

    
      
        —Yes, I am!
      
    

    
      The Guardian struck Teacher with his sword over and over like a monsoon.
    

    
      “How dare you covet my only direct disciple!”
    

    
      It was now midsummer. The rainy season had caused the river to overflow, and tens of thousands of red roses were carried away by its waters.
    

    
      
        —Don’t be ridiculous! I was supposed to be his teacher! That was my plan!
      
    

    
      A reservoir collapsed, drowning villages. The flood reached the foot of the mountains.
    

    
      Teacher and the Guardian charged toward each other, their footsteps left behind ripples on the surface of the water.
    

    
      
        —I taught him how to slit an orc’s throat! He learned how to use aura from me! That boy had zero talent in martial arts, so I had to spend an awfully long time to finally make him decent. A rogue sect boss comes out from nowhere and cuts in line!
      
    

    
       “What? A rogue sect?”
    

    
      
        —Yeah! What else can a demonic cult be?
      
    

    
      The two of them slid down the overflowing river. They chased and were chased. Lightly stepping on rose petal after rose petal, they cast their shadow over the river and the petals.
    

    
      
        —Wielding a sword is supposed to be fun!
      
    

    
      The smell of water and flowers was thick on that rainy day.
    

    
      
        —It’s too soon for Gong-Ja to learn the Demonic Heaven Arts! That swordplay is made from pain and created to wield a sword using your pain. You also have to be in pain to perform it properly. What the hell is that!? That’s too much even if it’s a demonic martial art! It’ll still be too soon to learn that even after he learns the joy of smelling flowers and the feeling of the summer rain on his skin!
      
    

    
      “Gong-Ja! My disciple! He was born to become the next leader of my cult!” Teacher screamed.
    

    
      
        —That is why I’m calling you a rogue sect, you rogue boss!
      
    

    
      There were now hundreds of millions of roses on the river; I couldn’t see the surface anymore. The world had turned into a red flower field.
    

    
      “■■■■, ■■■. ■■■■.”
    

    
      
        —■■■, ■■, ■■■■. ■■■!
      
    

    
      It was spring now. Red peonies fluttered in the sky.
    

    
      “…I will cut out your cervical acupoints with the sixth form of the Chaotic Peony Sword, the Disordered Blossom Sword.”
    

    
      Two petals were cut apart.
    

    
      
        —I take two steps away in the Snowy Orchid Steps.
      
    

    
      I could see it.
    

    
      “…I’ll send you flying with the seventh form of the Demonic Heaven Arts, Bludgeoning Death.”
    

    
      I could hear it.
    

    
      
        —I’ll counter that using Autumn Moonfall Strike, the fourth form of the Full Bloomed Sea Flower Strike.
      
    

    
      I could see both their swords and the peonies they crushed beneath their feet. I could smell the strong fragrance of the petals.
    

    
      Because I could see all of that now, I was able to tell that Teacher, the heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult, was losing.
    

    
      “…I’ll fight back using the eighth form of the Demonic Heaven Arts, Fire Death.” 
    

    
      Teacher was covered in blood as red as the falling peonies.
    

    
      The difference in skill between Teacher and the Guardian was clear. No matter how much she tried to prolong the fight and run away, it was impossible to shake off the Guardian. As the price for attempting the impossible, Teacher bled from her arms, legs, and shoulders.
    

    
      —Hmm. The Guardian took up a form. I’ll parry that away using the Moonlit Arrival Sword, the first form of the Sunset Blossom Sword.
    

    
      Teacher’s breathing became slightly shallow. Her qi was running out, but attempting mutual destruction using her vital force would be too greedy.
    

    
      Her lips slowly parted. “I… I… had been unable to complete the last form of the Demonic Heaven Arts for one reason. Since I was young, the death ingrained in my heart had been freezing to death after being abandoned by my mother in the snowfield. That ending had been what I considered to be my death.”
    

    
      Teacher raised her sword high, pointing it up in the sky like a clock’s hand announcing noon.
    

    
      “Ironically, I was able to complete my ninth form of the Demonic Heaven Arts after the world was doomed. Whether I look up at the sky or walk beneath it, I am the only one who exists. Whish, whish, iwish. The world is winter, and a single candle is burning. My song is that of the world, and my death means the end of heaven and earth. It became white, it’s still white, and it’ll probably remain white.”
    

    
      Her sword sliced across the sky.
    

    
      “I’ll lay my Demonic Heaven on the snowfield and scream my last words.”
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        Ninth Form:
      
    

    
      
        Solitude Death.
      
    

    
      The sky of red flower petals split, and winter swept in and ended spring. Hundreds of millions of peonies became the same number of snowflakes, freezing the world.
    

    
      It was a lonely sword slash that sang the Heavenly Demon’s solitary death.
    

    
      —I see. The Guardian quietly looked up at the torrent of winter that was about to rush over him. Is dying alone your choice, Heavenly Demon? Yes, I must admit, it’s the perfect choice for the last martial artist of a doomed world.
    

    
      A lonely smile hung on the Guardian’s face.
    

    
      —But I know more about loneliness than you do. The Guardian tightened his grip on his sword. How long have you endured being alone in this world? Three years? Two years? No. You haven’t endured a single day. You always had the Murim Alliance's leader by your side. When he died, you lost your mind.
    

    
      His sword slowly drew a line.
    

    
      
        —I’m sorry, but I endured 130 years alone.
      
    

    
      
        Martial Arts,
      
    

    
      
        Form Zero:
      
    

    
      
        One Sword.
      
    

    
      Peonies bloomed again. Winter was over, and spring was brought back again. And then it was summer, fall…
    

    
      Fall, winter, spring, summer, summer, fall, fall, winter, spring, spring, spring, summer, fall, summer, fall, winter… 
    

    
      Plum blossoms, peonies, roses, resurrection lilies, resurrection lilies, plum blossoms, peonies, roses… 
    

    
      Red petals, red petals, red petals, red petals, winter, red petals, winter, winter…
    

    
      I… was… short of breath… I had to gasp for air. I couldn’t see or hear anything that had just happened.
    

    
      However, there was something more important than understanding the fight right now.
    

    
      “Teacher… Teacher, are you okay…? Are you okay?”
    

    
      She was staring up at the winter sky in silence. Her eyes were blank.
    

    
      My heart sank. I slowly grabbed Teacher’s hand and felt for her pulse several times. Her heart was beating. She was alive. She was still alive.
    

    
      “Teacher,” I said again.
    

    
      “I see. That is what it was all along,” Teacher breathed. Her dark eyes looked into mine. “Gong-Ja, my disciple, your only concern has been helping me all along.
    

    
      “You said that you came to visit me from outer murim because you heard my reputation and admired it… That was a lie. A total lie. Why didn’t I realize this before? My disciple isn’t the type of child who would be tempted by fame to cross the world…”
    

    
      Her voice became quieter and quieter.
    

    
      “Thank you. Were you happy to meet me?” Teacher asked.
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes.”
    

    
      “Will I be able to be remembered as a flower to you?”
    

    
      “Yes, Teacher.”
    

    
      “Can I ask what kind of flower that will be?”
    

    
      “A peony.” I hugged her more tightly. “I’ll remember you as a red peony, Teacher.”
    

    
      “Haha. It’s a beautiful one.” Teacher smiled, stroking my cheek. “It’s beautiful, my child…”
    

    
      She reached out her other hand toward the sky. Her movement was delicate and light, like a newborn bird flapping its wings.
    

    
      “My disciple…”
    

    
      Without a single sound, a snowy mountain was split into two. They stood there, tranquil, as if they had always been two.
    

    
      Teacher breathed out, clouding the air with white. She must be trying to have a white dream.
    

    
      “Teacher…” I buried my face on her shoulder. “Winter has been cut apart, Teacher… It’s been cut.”
    

    
      When the sound of her breathing stopped, the winter was cut apart by the person who had been born with the scent of snow.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 85: The Reader’S Heart (1)

    
      I held Teacher for a long time. Even when a person ceased to breathe, their body remained. That was why death was cruel.
    

    
      “Sir.”
    

    
      I heard someone calling me. The Heavenly Demon Cult’s elite demons in their black martial arts uniforms were surrounding me. Even while I was silently holding Teacher in my arms, the Great War of Good and Evil had continued; the Heavenly Demon Cult won the war.
    

    
      “We were in the middle of the battle, so we couldn’t afford to ask you. But many of us heard Lady Heavenly Demon calling you her disciple. Is it possible that you were chosen as her heir?” one of the demons asked, visibly nervous.
    

    
      I looked around. All of the cultists who had survived the war were looking at me. Even the ones whom Teacher had called the Four Demon Kings were among them. Some of them had bloody noses and torn lips; one of them was only left with one arm. All of them were soaked in blood. They all made as little sound as possible as they waited for me to speak.
    

    
      “…I don’t know if I can be considered her heir.”
    

    
      “Didn’t Lady Heavenly Demon take you in as her disciple?”
    

    
      “That’s right.” I held Teacher’s cold body closer. “I’m her disciple.”
    

    
      The demon now looked even more serious. “If she really made you her direct disciple, she must have taught you the Demonic Heaven Arts. I’m aware it’s rude, but I beg you. Please show us a form of the Demonic Heaven Arts.”
    

    
      Even though his tone was polite, he was basically saying, “It’s difficult to believe you’re actually the Heavenly Demon’s disciple, so show me the evidence.”
    

    
      I was treated as Teacher’s heir just because I was her disciple. I realized why Teacher had been so hesitant to make me her disciple: now that the last warmth in Teacher’s body had disappeared from this world, I carried the mantle of the Heavenly Demon Cult.
    

    
      “…Okay. Will a demonstration of Starvation Death be enough?” I asked.
    

    
      “Yes. She often said she wouldn’t recognize anyone as her heir if they were lacking even a little bit. We may be unknown swordsmen, but we at least have the skill to observe and discern your sword, sir.”
    

    
      “Hey, what’s that Blood Demon motherfucker talking about?” one of the demons muttered.
    

    
      “You can’t even understand that? He’s saying that watching the first form of the Demonic Heaven Arts is enough to tell if that guy is Lady Heavenly Demon’s disciple.”
    

    
      “Really? But why is that asshole talking for us?”
    

    
      “Because he can be the most polite one among us. He’s from the Moyong Clan, although he’s their illegitimate son.”
    

    
      “What? That bastard used to be part of the Moyong Clan?”
    

    
      “Why are you surprised? It’s not like it’s the first time you’re hearing this. You’ve already heard this story dozens of times before… Yeah, yeah. Nevermind. A river is a river, a mountain is a mountain, and a knucklehead will still be a knucklehead no matter how many times you tell them the same story.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “I’m saying that your mere existence is comparable to the Sichuang Tang Sect’s poison arts, Sword Demon King. In fact, I can feel it getting to me. Considering that I have the Thousand Poison Immunity, you are truly amazing.”
    

    
      “Oh? Is that a compliment?”
    

    
      “You fucking knucklehead.”
    

    
      The demon who was talking with me cleared his throat meaningfully, shooting a glare at the other demons whispering behind him. It carried the authority to silently pressure them into silence, but the Sword Demon King and the Ghostfire Demon King just tilted their heads.
    

    
      “What are you looking at? You wanna go for a round?”
    

    
      “I don’t like your face. Look somewhere else. Looking at your face makes me nauseous.”
    

    
      The demon turned back to me with a face that seemed to insist that nothing had just happened.
    

    
      I couldn’t help but laugh a little inside. 
      
        Yeah,
      
       I thought to myself,
      
         that’s what this place is like.
      
    

    
      A demonic cult was where the uneducated would seek shelter. It was natural that most of the cultists didn’t know any manners. My teacher was unusually elegant.
    

    
      I didn’t want to swing any weapon while holding Teacher in my arms, so, without drawing the holy sword, I just held my aura in my left hand and moved it, demonstrating my sword on the snowfield.
    

    
      “Hunger is… the children waiting for the sunlight,” I muttered.
    

    
      All of the chattering demons fell silent, including the one who had been speaking for them. A deep valley had been dug through the snow like a gaping wound. I didn’t finish by showing them the first form. The second, third, fourth… I performed all of the forms I had mastered using my hand.
    

    
      It became even quieter around me.
    

    
      Perhaps it was because I had seen the intense battle between Teacher and the Guardian—each of my forms was sharper than before. This was also her legacy.
    

    
      “I wasn’t able to fully comprehend the remaining forms yet, so it’s embarrassing to show them. Will this be enough?”
    

    
      The representing demon kneeled on the snowfield. “Greetings to the new heaven of the Great Heavenly Demon Cult.”
    

    
      Following him, the Ghostfire Demon King, the Moonlight Demon King, and the Sword Demon King prostrated one after another. The snow was crushed under their knees. Soon, all of the cult followers who survived the Great War of Right and Evil placed their foreheads on the snowfield.
    

    
      “Greetings to the new heaven of the Great Heavenly Demon Cult, sir!”
    

    
      I slowly opened my mouth. “The title of Heavenly Demon is too much for me; I am already known as the Death King. Besides, I want Teacher’s title to be hers forever.”
    

    
      “Then…”
    

    
      “The position of the cult’s leader is also beyond my capacity.”
    

    
      I turned my head. The Guardian silently sat across from me with his eyes closed and his arms crossed. He was probably replaying the match he had with Teacher in his head.
    

    
      I looked at the Guardian for a moment before I said, “I still lack in many ways. How can I be your leader when I have nothing to teach you? The name would be empty if it becomes mine.”
    

    
      The Blood Demon seemed conflicted. “… Lady Heavenly Demon’s judgment has never been wrong when it comes to people. Since she accepted you as her direct disciple, I’m sure you’ll make a great leader.”
    

    
      “Thank you, but as the person in question, I believe that I’m still inadequate to carry the mantle of the Heavenly Demon Cult.”
    

    
      “T-then, how are we supposed to address you, sir! We can’t just call you sir forever…”
    

    
      “Young heaven,” someone blurted. “Can’t we just call you our young heaven?”
    

    
      It was the Ghostfire Demon King, the follower who had bluffed about letting the Shaolin abbot make three attacks first. His broken nose hadn’t fully healed, and a trace of dried blood was left on his nose.
    

    
      “In 
      
        gangho
      
      , it’s common to have a young lord in a family. If you just feel uncomfortable with becoming our leader and aren’t necessarily refusing, then I believe it’ll be okay to call you Young Heaven and serve you.”
    

    
      I could accept that. I nodded. “Yes, we can do that.”
    

    
      The demons sighed in relief.
    

    
      “Young Heaven, I would like to formally express my gratitude. I don’t know what kind of profound sorcery you used, but I remember that we were all bitten by the 
      
        jiangshi
      
      . If it weren’t for you, it would have been impossible to finish the Great War of Good and Evil and offer our loyalty to the Heavenly Demon one last time!” He offered me the 
      
        bao quan
      
       salute. “I am the Blood Demon King. I and all of the Blood Demons pledge our loyalty to you, Young Heaven.”
    

    
      Following him, a dozen or so more demons offered their bao quan salute.
    

    
      “I, the Ghostfire Demon King, and all of the Requiem Unit swear our loyalty to Young Heaven.”
    

    
      “The Moonlight Demon King and all of the Deceased Shadow Unit vow our loyalty to Young Heaven.”
    

    
      “I’m the Sword Demon King! With my Execution Unit, I pledge my loyalty to you.”
    

    
      Dozens more gave me their bao quan salute.
    

    
      I slowly put down Teacher’s body. She harmonized with the snowfield like a flower blooming in the snowfield. I set the peony down and gave my 
      
        bao quan
      
       salute to the demons.
    

    
      “I wish to the heavens for the doctrine of shadow to last as long as my life continues.”
    

    
      
        [The stage has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Quest 
        
          Remake the World (Book 1)
        
         has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      It felt like ages since I had heard that voice.
    

    
      
        [The twenty-second floor has been cleared today.]
      
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      
        [The twenty-second floor has been cleared today.]
      
    

    
      It had been ages since I had heard the voice.
    

    
      
        [Calculating the number of champions…]
      
    

    
      
        [The calculation has been completed.]
      
    

    
      I didn’t end my 
      
        bao quan
      
       salute as I said, “Please take charge of Teacher’s funeral.”
    

    
      
        [Announcing the four champions.]
      
    

    
      Above the snow mountain, which Teacher had split into two, letters were engraved in the sky.
    

    
      
        
          Quest Completion Contribution List:
        
      
    

    
      
        First Place: Death King
      
    

    
      
        Second Place: Chemist
      
    

    
      
        Third Place: Viper
      
    

    
      
        Fourth Place: Medicine King
      
    

    
      “Please don’t make it grand. She wouldn’t want that. She would be happy if you just stayed until the end of the funeral, so please…”
    

    
      I didn’t complete my sentence. It wasn’t necessary. I couldn’t complete it, either—when I blinked, I was no longer on the snowfield.
    

    
      “Welcome back, Mr. Death King. I’ve been eagerly waiting for you!”
    

    
      I was back in the Great Library of All Life, and the Indoor Librarian, the Constellation, was looking at me with a smile.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Congratulations!” The Indoor Librarian was in the air, his five-meter sleeves swaying like goldfish fins. “Hmm. The 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       ended with the word ‘please.’ ‘Please’ is used to plead to someone. Plead. Pray. A demonic cult calls that ‘
      
        whish
      
      .’ In a way, ‘please’ and ‘
      
        whish
      
      ’ can be regarded as the same word. In that sense, it’s a very appropriate ending…”
    

    
      “Wait a minute.” I cut off the Indoor Librarian’s spiel because something felt off. This was my second time coming to the great library; I had even stayed up several nights reading here, so I was quite used to this place. However, something was very different from the last time.
    

    
      “… Why are all of the Hunters unconscious?” I asked.
    

    
      All of the Hunters that hadn’t been on the quest with me were lying on the floor, 
    

    
      The corners of his mouth rose. “You don’t have to worry. I just put them to sleep for a while.”
    

    
      “You put them to sleep…?”
    

    
      “Yes, I used a harmless scent.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian stretched out his hands. Dozens of books were circling around the Constellation. Among them, there was one book titled 
      
        Tale of the Lotus Scent City
      
      .
    

    
      “Many worlds communicate with words like yours, but there are worlds that communicate through songs or scents. In this apocalyptic book, people talk with the scent of anger, sadness, and joy. Naturally, there is also the scent of sleep.”
    

    
      I raised my guard.
    

    
      “Oh, please don’t look at me like that. I just made them quiet for a moment because I wanted to talk to you, Mr. Death King.”
    

    
      
        Talk?
      
    

    
      “What kind of conversation do you expect to have after knocking out my colleagues?”
    

    
      “Ah, ‘colleagues’. You’re just as expected, Mr. Death King! No one would blame you even if you called them deadweight, but you called them your colleagues with an unwavering voice. I can’t help but weep once again at your kind heart.
    

    
      “Every move you and your group made was shown here like a movie. The audience went through quite an emotional roller coaster as they watched it, so they would have welcomed you fervently.” The Indoor Librarian chuckled. “But that also meant that it would take a long time before I got my turn to talk to you unless I did something.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian shrugged. “I had to calm them down for a while to have a moment to talk. You don’t have to worry. I used the most mild means to put them to sleep.”
    

    
      I found it hard to believe him, so I quickly looked around and found the Black Witch. She was leaning against a bookshelf, her long hair draping down. I approached her and felt her pulse.
    

    
      
        Good.
      
       I sighed in relief.
    

    
      She looked relaxed, and her breathing was normal. After checking that my colleagues were all well and safe, I looked up at the Indoor Librarian. “…If you have something to talk about, let’s get it over with and wake the others up.”
    

    
      “Aren’t you in too much of a hurry? I’d like to spend more time with just the two of us. I summoned you back from the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       on your own for a reason.”
    

    
      “I’m not done with my business on the twenty-second floor yet. I have a sword to find—”
    

    
      “Later.” The Indoor Librarian’s smile was like a half moon hung upside-down. “You can do that later.”
    

    
      I tensed. The Indoor Librarian looked small, so it was easy to underestimate him. However, he could summon strange monsters from other worlds at will—his book had swallowed up fifty Hunters at once.
    

    
      Even if I had learned the Demonic Heaven Arts, I would definitely lose if I fought him.
    

    
      I swallowed nervously. “…What do you want to talk about?”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian’s smile grew. “I would like to have a very intimate talk.”
    

    
      He landed on the floor, his sleeves fluttering. As he approached me, he took scissors out of his sleeve.
    

    
      “Why scissors all of a sudden…?”
    

    
      “Your hair is quite long. I’ll trim it for you, Mr. Death King.” The Indoor Librarian stood on tiptoe and cut some hair—it wasn’t much, about half a handspan—off the back of my head and put it in a red silk pouch.
    

    
      “Your nails are also long. That’s a big problem for a martial artist. I’ll cut them for you.” The Indoor Librarian took out a nail clipper this time and grabbed my right hand. He clipped all my nails from my thumb to my little finger; each nail went into a different silk pouch.
    

    
      “Excuse me, sir?”
    

    
      “Yes?” The Indoor Librarian answered.
    

    
      “What are you doing?”
    

    
      “Mr. Death King. ” The Indoor Librarian bent forward and kneeled on the floor. He took off my shoes as if it was his job. “Let’s say you really, really, really like someone. You like them so much.”
    

    
      “…I’ll try, but why?”
    

    
      “There is nothing about that person I don’t like. It’s love, pure love. The problem is that this person doesn’t exist in reality, only in a novel.” The Indoor Librarian took off my socks next. “But, 
      
        voila
      
      ! A miracle brought my ideal novel character in front of me.”
    

    
      “Uh…”
    

    
      “Now, how would you feel if that was you, Mr. Death King?” the Indoor Librarian asked seriously. He was holding a toenail clipper now.
    

    
      “Yes, that is what that is. That is what that is.”
    

    
      What was what?
    

    
      “O-oh! Please don’t move! What are you doing? If you move, I might leave an ugly wound on your beautiful toes with my toenail clippers! That would be a disaster!”
    

    
      “What are you getting mad at me for! Get away from me right now!”
    

    
      “Wait! Wait! I’ll just cut off one little toenail and be done with it! One toenail! Isn’t that enough of a compromise?”
    

    
      “What is wrong with you? Did the moon hit your head, you Constellation?!”
    

    
      “Ah! Ah! If you can’t give me your toenail, I’ll settle with three hairs from your eyebrows!”
    

    
      Only then did I realize where this off feeling was coming from.
    

    
      “You didn’t used to be this servile!”
    

    
      Yes, the Indoor Constellation used to talk in an authoritative way. That was definitely how he had been, but now he was polite with me for some inexplicable reason.
    

    
      “Act like your usual self!” I shouted.
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian’s lip trembled. “That’s ridiculous! H-how dare a lowly being like me talk to you like that, Shining-Ja!”
    

    
      
        What the hell?
      
    

    
      
        [The Indoor Librarian wants your little toenail.]
      
    

    
      
        What the fuck? 
      
      I screamed internally.
      
         Show me the character window!
      
       
    

    
      As I resisted yielding my toenail to the Indoor Librarian, letters appeared before my eyes.
    

    
      
        Name: Indoor Librarian
      
    

    
      
        Affection: 95
      
    

    
      
        Liked genres: Fusion fantasy, romance, mystery, adventure, horror, history, war, sports, SF, mythology, fairy tale…
      
    

    
      
        Disliked genre: None
      
    

    
      
        Liked characters: Characters, the Constellation Murderer.
      
    

    
      
        Disliked character: None 
      
    

    
      
        Liked plot: Stories
      
    

    
      
        Disliked plot: Discontinued serialization
      
    

    
      
        State of Mind: 
        
          Toenails! I should also get eyebrows if possible! Ah, I want to ask him to grow a beard so I can pluck out some. But even I don't think that’ll be possible. Ah, Shining-Ja. You’re shining briiiiight! You’re a brilliant protagonist! I want to make you into a bookmark and keep you forever!
        
      
    

    
      
        Fuck me.
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 86: The Reader’S Heart (2)

    
      It was creepy. His Affection toward me was ninety-five. Now I knew what happened to someone when their Affection reached ninety-five.
    

    
      “Shining-Ja! Before I met you, I was nothing more than a blind man!” the Indoor Librarian shouted, fondling my foot. “I was as good as deaf before I heard your lines!”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian’s eyes lit up as he tried to cut my toenail using the clipper. “You’re my light! You’re my music!”
    

    
      His eyes were terrifying.
    

    
      “Since your name is Gong-Ja, I’ll gladly convert to Confucianism
      
        [1]
      
      ! I’ll become your scholar! Isn’t it wonderful to learn and to practice? Isn’t it a pleasure to have friends visit from afar? Even when others don’t recognize your efforts, you’re a noble man if you don’t get angry!
      
        [2]
      
       Starting today, I’m a Confucian scholar who serves you, Mr. Gong-Ja!”
    

    
      “Hey. For god’s sake! Hey!”
    

    
      What kind of crackhead scholar went for someone’s toenail? I wanted to ask him that question, but there was something about his eyes that made me stop. His eyes and his heavy breathing made me realize that no matter what I said, it was going to go in one ear and out the other.
    

    
      “If you keep doing this, I’m not going to enter another apocalyptic book,” I warned him.
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian stopped talking. The creepy part was that even though he was silent, he still fondled my foot. Was he crazy?
    

    
      “…That’s a solid threat,” he mumbled, like a scholar confronting a great conundrum. “It’ll work on me.”
    

    
      I was relieved to hear that it’d worked.
    

    
      “But that’s impossible, considering your character analysis.”
    

    
      
        What? Character analysis?
      
    

    
      “You know that the other apocalyptic books have those who wither away like the Heavenly Demon for an unfair reason. Given your personality, you have to help those people. By your nature, you can’t resist the urge.” The Indoor Librarian smiled. “Don’t underestimate your fan, Mr. Gong-Ja. I know you better than yourself! I can write two pages about which hand you used and how you looked as you ate your grain pill on the first day of the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
      …”
    

    
      He was definitely crazy. Not a single thing about him was sane.
    

    
      “Now, Mr. Gong-Ja, just hand it over! You have to give me this at least! You know, I’m being incredibly conscientious by not using the sleeping scent to put you to sleep, Mr. Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “Your conscience surprises me too,” I answered sourly.
    

    
      “You probably don’t understand because you’ve never stanned for someone. Oh, what a tragedy! How miserable is life if you’ve never found someone to stan? Such a person’s heart must be ice cold. Still, I should understand you, Shining-Ja—”
    

    
      “Step away before I say I hate you.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian actually froze.
    

    
      “Take five steps away from me. If you don’t, I’m really going to say it.” I put my hand between me and him.
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian quietly stepped back.
    

    
      “Please act like your usual self. It’s grossing me out, honestly. And please give me back my hair and fingernails.”
    

    
      “No! You can’t do this to me!” The Indoor Librarian’s tone became authoritative again as he cradled the silk pouches against his chest morosely. “You should just cut off my head instead! No, wait a minute, Gong-Ja. I was just being dramatic. Please don’t actually think about whether or not you should really do it… You look like you’re really considering it, and that genuinely hurts me…”
    

    
      He looked like a discouraged hamster now.
    

    
      All in all, I had successfully calmed the Indoor Librarian down. After burning the creepy silk pouches—which caused him to scream terribly—he and I finally started to have a proper conversation.
    

    
      “It was incredible,” the Indoor Librarian commented. “What you did for the Heavenly Demon is truly admirable! Just becoming the Heavenly Demon’s disciple could have been your ending, but you didn’t stop there! The final battle of the Great War of Good and Evil… And the best match of her lifetime… Oh, it was like tasting a sweet shaved ice with chocolate ice cream on top.”
    

    
      “Then is the world of the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       the Tower’s twenty-second floor now?”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian smiled brightly. “Yes, it is. Other hunters can also freely go in and out of the twenty-second floor. They can also learn Skills by reading the martial arts manuals in the Heavenly Martial Arts Hall. It’s all thanks to your accomplishments, Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “My time in the apocalyptic book gave me a question. I’m hoping you can answer this…” I rested my chin on my palm.
    

    
      “Ask me anything! I’ll answer almost anything!”
    

    
      “Stop trying to take off my shoes like it’s not a big deal. Why is the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       an apocalyptic book?”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian tilted his head, clearly confused by my question. “Why? Do you believe there should be a reason why the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       is an apocalyptic book?”
    

    
      “I believe so.” I put my shoes back on. “Do you like happy endings, sir? Or do you prefer bad endings?”
    

    
      “That is a choice I can’t make,” the Indoor Librarian immediately answered. “An ending is the last port that characters reach during their lives. Life can be both happy and sad. It’s only natural for readers to wish for the characters happiness, but I want to embrace their sadness and failures too.”
    

    
      “So you’re saying that a bad ending is a proper ending too.”
    

    
      “Well, of course.”
    

    
      “That makes me wonder even more,” I said.
    

    
      He went around my back with scissors, so I grabbed his wrist and took the scissors away. He tried to take back the scissors, but he couldn’t reach them no matter how much he jumped up and down.
    

    
      “Even if I hadn’t intervened, the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       met a proper ending, even though it was a bad one. Teacher worked hard and did her best with the Murim Alliance's leader until the end. Even if he died first and she went insane… that’s still the ending she reached.” I looked into the Indoor Librarian’s eyes. “Why is the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       considered an apocalyptic book? Is it not considered a proper ending if the Murim Alliance's leader died and Teacher committed suicide after going insane?
    

    
      In truth, the question had been bugging me ever since I had seen the fairy tale named 
      
        Our Victim
      
      . Regardless of whether I could accept the endings or not, those worlds seemed to have met their natural ends.
    

    
      The library was silent save for the sound of the unconscious Hunters’ breathing. While the Hunters’ chests rose and fell, the Indoor Librarian remained expressionless.
    

    
      “For some reason, I wanted to see a happy ending. Can that be the reason?”
    

    
      “If you didn’t like the ending, you could have rewritten it yourself,” I responded. “You’re strong. To a Hunter like me, you’re omnipotent, but you sent us instead of rewriting the book yourself.”
    

    
      In other words, this Constellation was a “reader.” He absolutely hated intervening in the story so he simply accepted it. By no means did he want to be an author—he would refuse even if he could, hence the “Indoor Librarian.”
    

    
      “Shall I do a character analysis on you too? There’s no way you would’ve classified them as apocalyptic books just because their endings were weird, not when you’re this thorough. There must be another reason why the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       and the stories are classified as apocalyptic books.”
    

    
      “…You’re a difficult one, aren’t you?” The Indoor Librarian smiled bitterly. “Follow me.”
    

    
      He grabbed my hand and used his other hand to grab the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
      .
    

    
      “… I’ll tell you the truth behind the apocalyptic books.”
    

    
      The Constellation opened the book and I was blinded by its light.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      When I opened my eyes again, we were back in the world of snow. There was no need to walk across the snowfield—the Indoor Librarian was still holding my hand, so we flew through the winter sky, his long sleeves flapping like a seagull's wings.
    

    
      “If… If the zombie virus was created in the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
      … If it really was… I would never have classified this world as an apocalyptic book, like you said.”
    

    
      We passed over the snowy mountains.
    

    
      “That means…” I trailed off.
    

    
      “It wasn’t. The zombie virus is a plague that came entirely from the outside world. It’s like the New World getting invaded by an outside force.” The Indoor Librarian let out a puff of white breath. “Over there. We can see it now.”
    

    
      He was pointing at a towering mountain peak, the holy peak of this world. Something huge was sitting atop it.
    

    
      
        [Shiny has sensed an ominous presence.]
      
    

    
      The holy sword hanging on my belt trembled.
    

    
      “Oh, your sword seems to feel it too,” the librarian noticed. “It’s not strange. Your sword used to be a complete Constellation too. People tend to recognize people in similar situations quickly.”
    

    
      “By a similar situation, you mean…”
    

    
      “Gong-Ja, have you ever seen a Constellation’s fall?”
    

    
      I had Preta, who had fallen from being a Constellation named the Demon King of Autumn Rain.
    

    
      “Yes, I have.”
    

    
      “Then have you also seen a dead Constellation’s body?”
    

    
      “...”
    

    
      “…I knew it.” The Indoor Librarian smiled sadly. “It’s quite a rare sight, so take a good look at it while you have the chance.”
    

    
      On the mountain peak lay a dead dragon. His skin, once as smooth as silk, was burned black while his horns crumbled like coal dust. His 
      
        cintamani
      
       was buried in the snow in two pieces.
    

    
      
        [Shiny has detected her sister’s presence.]
      
    

    
      And a sword was embedded in the center of his chest.
    

    
      
        [Shiny says that is Sympathy, her second sister sword!]
      
    

    
      Cloudy black energy flowed out from the sword. It could be considered aura, but it wasn’t normal. It was something similar to, and possibly even more chaotic, than the wastewater which the Demon King of Autumn Rain had used to cover herself. The chaotic energy enveloping the dragon spread all over the peak. When snowflakes fell on the mountain peak, the energy immediately infected them and turned them black.
    

    
      
        —It hurts… I hate…
      
    

    
      The black dragon’s eyes lacked all light, but a groan continued to leak out of his mouth.
    

    
      
        —It hurts. It hurts… It hurts. I hate. It hurts. It stings…
      
    

    
      For a moment, I was speechless.
    

    
      “… Didn’t you say that Constellation was dead?” I asked. “He’s still alive.”
    

    
      “He is dead. What you see and hear from that is the dead’s grudge. When you’re in the class of a Constellation, you can’t die peacefully. ”
    

    
      We landed on the peak where the black dragon was groaning without end. The Indoor Librarian looked at the demise of another Constellation pityingly.
    

    
      “The plague you and the others called a zombie virus is actually a curse.”
    

    
      “A curse…”
    

    
      “Yes, it’s the curse that this world’s Constellation, the Yellow Dragon of the Great Lake, left behind upon his death. His grudge can’t fade away and his corpse still remains even after his death, so he must endure pain. When people are infected by the curse, they become 
      
        jiangshi
      
      .”
    

    
      I looked up at the dragon’s corpse.
    

    
      
        —It hurts…
      
    

    
      He was the plague’s host and the source of the curse. The disease that brought doom to this world started from that corpse. That dragon’s curse was basically the reason why Teacher had passed away.
    

    
      “…Someone killed him. The Constellation didn’t stab himself in the chest.”
    

    
      “Logically, you’re probably right.”
    

    
      “Who is the culprit?”
    

    
      “You already know who it is.”
    

    
      I ground my teeth. “Lefanta Aegim.”
    

    
      “That’s right.” The Indoor Librarian nodded. “His title is Constellation Murderer. He travels from world to world and kills Constellations.”
    

    
      Shiny had told me that a Constellation was a world’s representative.
    

    
      “A world that’s lost its Constellation is like a castle that lost its walls. It becomes increasingly prone to meeting such an unusual, abrupt demise.”
    

    
      The apocalyptic books in the Great Library of All Life were the worlds where their representatives died and all of the residents had disappeared.
    

    
      “Why does he kill Constellations out of nowhere? If he founded the Aegim Empire, he could just be the emperor of his country. Why does he go around and ruin worlds? They didn’t do anything to him.”
    

    
      “That is a question that I can’t answer.” The Indoor Librarian carefully observed my face. “I’m merely a reader. You said that I’m omnipotent, but that is not true. I may be omniscient, but I’m powerless. I can know the truth of worlds, but I don’t intervene in their affairs.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian suddenly pointed to my waist, abruptly shifting from his self-deprecating remarks.
    

    
      “But you are different.”
    

    
      His finger was pointed to the sword hung on my waist.
    

    
      “You can intervene and are intervening. Whether you want to or not, you are fixing what someone else ruined one by one. Once is a coincidence. Twice is fate. Three times is an inevitability. You saved the empire that the Constellation Murderer had abandoned, took in the Constellation that he split apart, and now you’re in the world that was destroyed because of him.
    

    
      “The measure he used to kill the Yellow Dragon of the Great Lake is vicious and cruel. Ordinary people can’t even touch that sword, but you can, Gong-Ja, You made an inevitability from the encounter of coincidence and fate.”
    

    
      I looked at the black dragon’s corpse again.
    

    
      
        Shiny.
      
    

    
      The holy sword trembled gently.
    

    
      
        [Shiny answers your call.]
      
    

    
      
        How can I take in your sister?
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny says that you have to draw her and touch the sister sword using her.]
      
    

    
      
        Good.
      
    

    
      I drew my sword and struck the sword embedded in the black dragon’s chest with it, slashing across the winter sky.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection is absorbing a piece of herself.]
      
    

    
      My sword was briefly enveloped in light.
    

    

    
      1. Just in case: Confucius is called Gongja in Korea. ☜

    

    
      2. The raw is 유붕자원방래, 불역낙호(有朋自遠方來, 不亦樂乎) The lines are from Analects, also known as the Sayings of Confucius. ☜
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      Light flowed out of my sword and covered the black dragon.
    

    
      
        [Sympathy refuses to be absorbed!]
      
    

    
      But the energy around the black dragon resisted me fiercely. The black, poisonous energy spilled outward like sewage during the rainy season or a black panther suddenly jolted out of a peaceful sleep.
    

    
      
        [Sympathy is bewildered.]
      
    

    
      
        [Sympathy rebukes her sister.]
      
    

    
      
        [Sympathy demands to know if she betrayed Lefanta Aegim.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection pacifies her sister.]
      
    

    
      The light of my holy sword and the black energy of the dragon blended together chaotically.
    

    
      
        [Sympathy demands that you show her that you’re qualified to be her new master.]
      
    

    
      Neither the white light or dark energy were ready to back down.
    

    
      
        [A Constellation is a formidable power.]
      
    

    
      
        [Their power should never be given to those who aren’t qualified.]
      
    

    
      
        [Sympathy has not recognized you as her new master.]
      
    

    
      I quietly looked at the sword embedded in the black dragon’s chest. “Yes, you have a point, but how am I supposed to prove that I’m qualified?”
    

    
      The black poisonous energy continued to leak out from the black dragon’s corpse. The energy, more venomous than it had ever been, took on the form of an angel who was seemingly made from dark water.
    

    
      
        [Sympathy says she is the fragment of the goddess’s sympathy.]
      
    

    
      
        [If you have proven that you can be someone’s idol… it is time you must prove that you can sympathize with someone.]
      
    

    
      The expressionless angel spread her wings. Even those were turbid and dripping with dark fluid.
    

    
      
        [Sympathy demands that you temporarily relinquish control of your body and mind to her.]
      
    

    
      “Why should I do that?” I asked.
    

    
      
        [Sympathy explains that she must peer into your memories.]
      
    

    
      The light emitted by the holy sword shone a little brighter.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection cannot agree with Sympathy’s statement.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection believes that Sympathy will naturally understand that you are qualified to be their new master if they travel together, so there is no reason to take unnecessary risks.]
      
    

    
      “No, it’s okay.” I put away my sword. “I can’t have a sword on my waist that doesn’t trust me, even if it’s the finest sword in the world. It’ll put me on edge. Come! Come and steal my memories or whatever until you’re satisfied.”
    

    
      I spread my arms.
    

    
      
        [Sympathy tests your sympathy.]
      
    

    
      The angel’s huge wings covered me like a mother bird embracing her baby. In the darkness, scenes from my past played before me like dreams.
    

    
      
        “You’re kind, Mister.”
      
    

    
      The garden, consumed by flames.
    

    
      
        “Hold on a little longer. Hold on….”
      
    

    
      
        “You pitiful things…”
      
    

    
      A paradise engulfed in smoke.
    

    
      
        “The world has no meaning.”
      
    

    
      A snowy field where a certain red peony bloomed.
    

    
      
        “My disciple.”
      
    

    
      The garden, the paradise, and the snow were as gone as quickly as they had appeared. 
    

    
      Sympathy hurriedly furled her wings, letting the light back in. She looked at me. The fragment of a Constellation still looked emotionless, but her black eyes peered out from underneath her eyebrows with a bewilderment which she couldn’t hide.
    

    
      
        —You…
      
    

    
      “I’m not perfect,” I said. “I’m weak to acts of goodwill. That is what I hope to receive, and I do go out of my way a little to get it. I really like compliments, so I work to look like a good person. That might be my weakness. I’m not perfect.”
    

    
      The Constellation fragment closed her mouth.
    

    
      “And so is your former master. I don’t know what grandiose mission Lefanta Aegim thinks he’s killing Constellations for. Maybe it’s a truly noble mission, but even so, I will hold him accountable for his wrongdoings.” I raised my sword and pointed it at the black angel. “If you think your former master was perfect and never did anything wrong, then don’t come with me. I don’t need a sword like that either.”
    

    
      The black angel slowly opened her mouth.
    

    
      
        —Are you going to kill Lefanta Aegim?
      
    

    
      “Yes, if he deserves to die.”
    

    
      
        —Can you promise that your personal feelings won’t affect your judgment?
      
    

    
      “I don’t know,” I said honestly. “My teacher is dead, and this world is ruined. Too many people are hurt and dead, so I don’t know. But I promise you that I’ll do my best not to let it happen. So if you think I’m going down the wrong path, do your best to set me on the right one. I’ll do my best, and you do yours. That’s what it means to be together, I think.”
    

    
      The black angel’s wings slowly fell apart.
    

    
      
        —Those whom I cut feel pain, but they’re never wounded or die. My ability is woundless pain.
      
    

    
      The angel collapsed entirely, returning to black fluid.
    

    
      
        —My new master, I vow to serve you to the best of my ability.
      
    

    
      The black fluid poured into the holy sword I held; the sword drank down the swirling flood like a thirsty fox in the desert.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection’s presence has become stronger.]
      
    

    
      
        —Oh, oh…
      
    

    
      The black dragon, the divine beast who used to be the Constellation of this world, moaned as even the sword embedded in his chest melted down and was absorbed into my sword.
    

    
      
        —Oh…
      
    

    
      The black dragon had been killed long ago, so he didn’t have anything to express. He simply moaned like an old man who had grown tired of life.
    

    
      
        —Ohhhhhh, ohhhh…
      
    

    
      The remnants of his horns crumbled away, and his scales melted like candle wax. The entire dragon was reduced into a puddle of black fluid.
    

    
      The divine beast that had reigned over an entire world had met his end.
    

    
      And then it was the winter’s turn to meet its demise. The perpetual snow covering the mountain collapsed like an avalanche. I was on the top of the mountain, so I could see all of the snow pouring down into the world.
    

    
      “Winter is the season of death.” The Indoor Librarian watched the snow go with me. “You’ve ended this lonely season.”
    

    
      The white avalanche rolled over the white world, but where it passed was no longer white. The new color of this world’s flesh was brown. After the long winter finally ended, the bare ground was revealed.
    

    
      Why did the spring wind smell so different from the winter wind? Did Teacher know where the scent of spring came from?
    

    
      “…Sir,” I said.
    

    
      “Go ahead.”
    

    
      “I have the stage clear reward that allows me to see people’s liked genres, plot points, characters, etcetera.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian let out a short breath. Our breath was no longer frozen white.
    

    
      “I’m in charge of the twenty-first to thirtieth floors. The reward you received is what I prepared, so I know about it, of course.”
    

    
      “You have the Constellation Murderer as your liked character.”
    

    
      “I’m sure I do.”
    

    
      “Why do you like him? Lefanta Aegim goes around and kills Constellations. I would have understood if you didn’t like him, but I’m not sure why you’d have any reason to like him.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian closed his right eye. “Since it’s you, I’ll tell you. There’s this dream I’ve had for a long time.”
    

    
      “A dream?”
    

    
      “Yes! It’s to appear in the novel I like!” The Constellation’s eyes sparkled innocently.
    

    
      “...Isn’t it something you can do right now?” I asked, puzzled. “You can freely travel from apocalyptic book to apocalyptic book.”
    

    
      “Haha—you really don’t understand readers, do you? Intervening and showing up in a novel are a little different. Actually, they’re two entirely different matters.” The Indoor Librarian covered his mouth with his sleeves and laughed. “From the perspective of an apocalyptic book, I’m an alien substance that shouldn’t exist in that world, just like the Constellation Murderer that killed the dragon in this world.
    

    
      “That isn’t what I want to be in a novel. No, not at all. I want to appear as a proper character, like someone who has been in that world with the other characters from the very beginning! This is my dream as the reader of all life!”
    

    
      I still didn’t understand him.
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian noted my reaction and smiled. “Then I’ll ask you something, Gong-Ja. Why didn’t you kill the Heavenly Demon? The Heavenly Demon attained the level of Mind Kill at her last moment. If you had made her part of your monster legion, she would have been as reliable as any army, even though she wouldn’t be able to keep her power from before her death. She cared for you deeply, so she would have remained a faithful ally and a great teacher. So why didn’t you kill the Heavenly Demon?”
    

    
      “…I…”
    

    
      “Shh.” The Indoor Librarian raised his index finger and pressed it against my lips. “It’s okay. You don’t have to say it. I already understand why.”
    

    
      I could feel the pressure of his finger on my lips.
    

    
      “You didn’t want to meddle with the end your teacher reached. I feel the same way—I don’t want to intervene in the ends that the worlds met. We share the same heart…”
    

    
      The world had already melted up to the horizon. The sun shone on the lake that the thawing ice had revealed.
    

    
      “I refuse to intervene in a story, which leaves me only one way to become a character.”
    

    
      “… What is it?” I asked.
    

    
      “It’s simple if you think about it the other way around: instead of searching for a character in a novel, the character can come look for me.
    

    
      “Lefanta Aegim, the Constellation Murderer, constantly travels from world to world to kill Constellations,” he whispered. The Indoor Librarian smiled. “He’s bound to visit my Great Library of All Life one day to kill me.”
    

    
      He took a book out of his pocket. It looked more worn out than the other apocalyptic books, suggesting that he had taken it out and read it hundreds of times. The book's leather cover was worn and torn like the notebook of an old writer.
    

    
      The title, 
      
        The Epic of Lefanta Aegim
      
      , was embossed in gold on the cover.
    

    
      “He’ll continue his story and stand before me someday by his own volition. On that day, I’ll finally appear in the story of 
      
        The Epic of Lefanta Aegim
      
      . That is the day I’m waiting for.”
    

    
      “Even if the story will end with your death?”
    

    
      “Of course.” The Indoor Librarian looked down at the now snow-free ground and smiled widely. His sleeves fluttered like a dancing crane. “He’s the protagonist. Isn’t that the best epilogue I can ask for?”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Before returning to the library, I stopped to see the Heavenly Demon Cult followers. I really wanted to make sure that Teacher’s funeral was going well.
    

    
      “Ah, Young Heaven.”
    

    
      “Welcome!”
    

    
      “Welcome, Young Heaven.”
    

    
      The followers offered me their 
      
        bao quan
      
       salute as soon as they saw me. However, I felt like they were disconcerted for some reason. It wasn’t just one or two people—all of them were.
    

    
      I tilted my head. “Is the funeral already over?”
    

    
      “N-no, Young Heaven. Umm, we haven’t started the funeral…”
    

    
      “Is something wrong?”
    

    
      The followers exchanged glances.
    

    
      “Well…”
    

    
      “Lady Heavenly Demon’s body has disappeared,” the Blood Demon King explained. He was one of the Four Demon Kings; Teacher often called him Blood Demon Senior Captain.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “It’ll be faster to show you, Young Heaven.”
    

    
      I quickly followed the Blood Demon King to where I had laid Teacher’s body and was bewildered by what I saw.
    

    
      “All of the snow suddenly began to melt, and Lady Heavenly Demon’s body disappeared as well… I’m sorry. It happened so quickly that we didn’t have time to do anything about it.”
    

    
      The snow was gone, but her body was nowhere to be seen. It was nowhere to be found, no matter where I looked.
    

    
      “We think that because Lady Heavenly Demon’s vital energy was so pure, she naturally dissolved into nature after her death…”
    

    
      Crimson peonies in full bloom swayed where her arms, feet, and hair had rested.
    

    
      
        —This is incredible,
      
       the Guardian muttered. 
      
        The Constellation of this world left behind nothing but a curse after he died, but your teacher left behind flowers. Your teacher is better than the so-called Constellation of this world.
      
    

    
      I approached the flower garden and bent down. I stroked the peony petals with my fingertips, feeling their red petals rubbing against my index finger.
    

    
      It was the first spring to bloom in this world.
    

    
      “Of course, we’re still preparing for the funeral,” the Blood Demon King said from behind me. “Young Heaven, please attend—”
    

    
      “No.” I shook my head. “It’s okay. Please don’t hold the funeral.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “This’ll be enough.” I stood up and turned to the cultists. “I became the Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult because I’m her heir, but I’m sure there are still some who can’t accept it. The principle of this cult is that the strongest takes all, so it’s only natural for the strongest person to rise to the highest position.
    

    
      “Let’s make our fight her funeral. It’s customary to offer precious items during a funeral, and our sword is what we value the most. So, let’s offer our swords to Teacher.” I laughed. “Bring it on.”
    

    
      Spring arrived. Like all living people, the next chapter of my story would come. It would start on a slightly higher stage than where I was now.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 88: A Trashy Show Is A Classic (1)
“I’m going to move the OJP Sect’s headquarters to the twenty-second floor,” the Viper abruptly said a few days after we and the other Hunters had cleared the Heavenly Demon Chronicle.
“What?”
 “We’ve decided to relocate our entire dojo there. Just like you’re the heir of the Heavenly Demon Cult, my teacher is the Murim Alliance's leader, and the OJP Sect is my guild. It’s only right for me and my guild to become part of the Murim Alliance,” the Viper said as he nonchalantly thumbed through a novel.
Like I had witnessed the last time, the Viper was, surprisingly, a bookworm, although his taste was very biased. Luckily, many of the books here satisfied his bizarre taste.
He was wearing glasses. They were just for fashion and cost 9,800 won. His book had a magic book cover, which was a Hero Grade item that could be put on any book and freely change the title and cover. It was sold at a market price of 2,000 gold.
“My teacher almost spent the rest of his life in bed, but he’s fine now. The Chemist said that she’s made that possible for him to move around at least, so I’m planning to ask him to be my sect’s grand protector.”
“The Murim Alliance's leader as the grand protector…” I murmured.
“Yeah. He’s very sad about the Heavenly Demon’s death; it even makes me depressed when I look at him,” the Viper said.
A protector ensured their sect’s lineage, and a grand protector was the highest of them all. The Viper was basically trying to make the Murim Alliance's leader the greatest elder of his guild.
“It’s better to be busy at times like that, so he’s going to teach new students. That way he won’t have time to get lost in depressing thoughts. It’ll also help my guild members increase their martial prowess.”
I eyed him, a little surprised. That was very thoughtful of him.
The Viper felt my gaze and stopped turning the pages. “… Hey, Death King. Why are you looking at me like that?”
“It just occurred to me that not anyone can be a leader of one of the Five Guilds.”
Despite being an otaku of unimaginable proportions, his subordinates deeply respected him. I had always wondered why, but it turned out there was a good reason. He took very good care of his people.
“I-is that so?” The Viper scratched his nose, blushing. “Ahem, ahem. D-don’t get any weird ideas! I just did what was right. If I were praised for doing something right, the world would be a very desolate place. I don’t want to make the world like that.”
“Gross…”
“Huh?”
I shook my head. “I didn’t say anything.”
Anyhow, the Viper’s story got me thinking: taking good care of my people was what I had been thinking about even before I entered the Heavenly Demon Chronicle. I was now the Rank 3 Hunter. Was being a high-ranking Hunter and knowing a bit about martial arts enough? Maybe it was time to build some virtuous popularity.
…Who could I consider to be my people…?
—Oh, I want to have a duel. I want it so bad. A brutal, devilish match. I’m hungry for a fight where I have to risk my life. Zombie, let’s choose murim for the next apocalyptic book too. Find a murim where a rogue sect is dominant this time! You can become a master martial artist in a rogue sect this time! Let’s gooooo! the Guardian screamed.
…No, not this guy.
“Gong-Ja! I made clippers specially tailored to your fingers and toes! Once you taste my clipping skill, you will never be able to trim your own fingernails and toenails again!” The Indoor Librarian’s eyes shone dangerously. “Give me three minutes! No, two minutes will be enough! Please trust me with your hands and feet for just one hundred twenty seconds!”
It was certainly not this moonstruck Constellation either. He was even worse.
[Shiny sings about your brilliant achievements again today.]
[Shiny verses your brave roar on the walls of the Aegim Empire.]
[Shiny choruses your desperate yet beautiful struggle in murim.]
[Shiny bridges how happy she is to be able to see you today too.]
[Shiny outros long live the hero.]
Huh…? Were there no normal people around me? Seriously? That was strange. I was a model student who tried to live a normal life—why was there only a crazy ghost, an insane Constellation, and a lunatic sword around me?
When I thought about it, none of them were humans either. That was insane. Was this my fate? If it was, wasn’t it a shitty fate? Was god an asshole?
You Shitberian Husky…[1] I thought.
“Haha, Death King! What are you thinking about?”
“Mr. Inquisitor, I was thinking that it would be good if you went to the thirteenth floor and negotiated with the priests from the world of the Aegim Empire. It would be nice if newbie Hunters could take quests there.”
“Oh! I was thinking of something similar. It seems you and I click! We both think about how to be helpful to everyone! Okay, I’ll get going!”
After shooing away the Welsh Corgi Inquisitor, I was even less confident in my fate.
“Uh… M-Mr. Death King.”
A savior appeared before me as I was about to dive into a pool of despair.
“I succeeded in mass-producing the zombie virus cure. The ingredients needed for mass production are relatively easy to obtain. Uh, Hunters will be able to roam around the twenty-second floor without any problems as long as they’re vaccinated first.”
It was her!
“Miss Chemist.”
“Y-yes, Mr. Death King…?”
“What do you think about moving your shop?”
The Chemist blinked. “Excuse me?”
“The shop is too small right now,” I explained, laying out the plan I’d been thinking about since she’d won the competition against the Medicine King. “You’ve become more popular after you cleared the stage, so you should expand your shop. The number of orders will skyrocket—will you be able to handle that volume from your current shop?”
“Ah… Oh, I-I was thinking about expanding the shop too, but the real estate prices on the first floor are… As you already know, I have to get a lot of loans… The Countess showed me some kind of contract and said that she would pay for everything.”
“No, please don’t sign that. Ever.”
I wasn’t going to let that cat get her paws on my fish.
“I can give you the land you need,” I offered. “I’ll take care of it all, including the moving costs and interior design costs, so all you have to bring is yourself.”
The Chemist’s jaw dropped to the floor. “U-uh-uhhmmmm… Really…?”
“Yes—you know the twentieth floor is my property, right? I’ll give you a good spot. Just bring yourself.”
The Chemist opened and closed her mouth in disbelief, but I meant what I said. What was the point of having land and not using it? If I thought of it as investing in the future head of the Alchemist Office, it was a bargain.
“In return, please put my requests for medicine and potions slightly above the other requests. Does that sound okay?” I smiled.
“O-of course! I’m already doing that… Ugh, ughhh… W-what should I do? I’ve received too much from you, Mr. Death King…”
While she was surprised, the Chemist couldn’t hide her joy. The corners of her mouth twitched and she clenched her fists, like she was suppressing a shout of joy. Despite what she said, it was a great offer.
My heart swelled. It felt so rewarding to take care of my people.
“Ahem. Ahem! Mmmmhmmm! Ehem! Kid, aren’t you forgetting something?”
The Medicine King was standing behind me. I hadn’t sensed any movement until he spoke up. Had he learned the Lightness Art in murim without me knowing? He was at an incredible level.
“I wish I had more land late in my life…” The Medicine King gave me a glance. “My shop is sooooo old and it smells sooooo musty these days. It also gets humid easily. It’s really bad for my back! It’s a three-story building, so I have to climb up and down every day. I can hear my knees creaking every time I climb up the stairs…”
He gave me another glance. “It would be nice if a kind young man could give me some land with good air… I only need around 33,000 square meters…”
“I’m sorry. Please excuse my friend.” The Sword Star approached and grabbed the Medicine King by the nape and dragged him away.
Even as he was dragged away, the Medicine King shouted, “Who taught you to interfere with your friend’s business instead of helping them? Is that how they taught you in Northern Europe? You, Marcus Carlenbery! For a man born into a prestigious family of businessmen, your business manners are worse than a beggar’s!”
“My friend, it’s already sad that we’re old, so let’s please not be ugly too… You already make a lot of money.”
“I’m losing money nowadays! The number of orders I’m getting has plummeted lately! Hey, Chemist! You, girl, over there! Say ‘I talked too rashly in the last match. I actually don’t have the power to end Sir Shawn McCallister’s victory run.’ Just say it! Please!”
All of the Hunters in the great library stared at the Medicine King. After the joint research and the surgery together, the Chemist had been looking at the Medicine King in a new light, but she now simply said, “Wow,” and looked at him like he was a cockroach.
“Why do all of the heroines of the novels I read end up dying?” the Viper grumbled. “Is this the trend now?”
Seriously, all of the Hunters were insane.
***
Opening the Chemist’s new shop on the twentieth floor went smoothly. The gold I had received from the lottery was enough to cover the cost of construction materials. I had no problem getting the manpower needed for the construction either. The Countess, however, kept lingering like a cat on a laptop.
“Hey, Death King. I’m telling you, I can give you a discount on the price of the construction materials. That isn’t all—I can get you all of the hands you need. Just sign this contract with the Chemist. You only have to do that once—”
“And I told you to forget it!” I shook her off and looked back at Preta. “How are things going?”
“The construction is progressing smoothly, Master.”
Preta was in charge of the construction. She’d donned a yellow hardhat and a green armband, and used a pink whistle to lead the skeletons, I summoned with Monster Legion Reincarnation, in the construction. A handsome young man with a ponytail and a particularly dirty mouth was among the skeletons.
“What the fuck! Fucking hell! Hey! You goddamn beggar! What the fuck do you have against me? Why am I carrying rocks with these skeletons, asshole? Say something, you motherfucker!”
However, the absolute majority of the workers were skeletons who moved in unison, so the construction was proceeding smoothly.
While that was happening, the Chemist, the Viper, and I made a treaty.
“Okay, I think we can do it like this. There are still a lot of jiangshi on the twenty-second floor—in other words, there are a lot of monsters. And the place is filled with ruined dojos, which are basically dungeons.”
“Yup, so my OJP Sect will set up base…”
“A-and… Hunters who want to go to the twenty-second floor will get vaccinated at my new shop on the twentieth floor before they actually go… right?”
“That’s right.” I nodded. “And I’ll take some commission in the process… It’ll be a reasonable amount, of course.”
I owned the twentieth floor, and the Chemist was building a new nest there. The OJP Sect was going to move their headquarters to the twenty-second floor. This plan would benefit all three of us.
I never thought I’d receive a real estate commission, I thought.
I was really satisfied with the arrangement, but when the shop actually opened, it turned out that there was a problem with the plan: too many people rushed to the twentieth floor.
“Chemist God!”
“Chemist King!”
“Chemist Emperor!”
“O Supreme Jade Celestial Chemist Emperor! Please sell me some medicine!”
Hunters could travel up to the twentieth floor even without a title, so many more Hunters rushed to the twentieth floor, not just the Hunters who wanted to get vaccinated before going to the twenty-second floor.
The process of giving a shot of the zombie virus vaccine was rather complicated, but other medicines and potions still had to be manufactured in the meantime. That meant that the process kept getting tangled up with the store’s general affairs.
At first, the Chemist tried to solve that on her own, but in the end, she screamed.
“Mr. Death King, this won’t work!
Ultimately, we had no choice but to call on the last member of the team who cleared the twenty-second floor together.
The Viper put his arm around him. “Medicine King, your business is no fun nowadays, huh? I’ll give you a good spot in the OJP Sect’s headquarters on the twenty-second floor. Why don’t you come and be my guild’s exclusive doctor?”
“Hey, OJP Sect Master! Who do you think I am? I’m Shawn McCallister!”
Despite his big talk, the Medicine King’s business was actually not doing well. The selling point of the Medicine King’s merchandise was that they were high-end, but the Chemist showed up, offering people the most deluxe grade of medicines and potions. The Medicine King’s merchandise deteriorated into a half-baked luxury.
Everyone knew that, and so did the Medicine King. After some persuading, the Medicine King groaned. “I’ll take some commissions by giving some shots and taking care of emergencies on the twenty-second floor for the time being.”
“Yes, please… I also need a doctor for my teacher anyway,” the Viper murmured.
“Hmph, yeah… He and I speak more of the same language than I do with Marcus. Okay, I’ll do it. I’ve been feeling a little lonely too.”
Even as time passed, Hunters continued their attempts to clear new floors. After all, we weren’t the only Hunters who would dive into a new floor to clear them.
Twenty-First Floor: Great Library of All Life
Twenty-Second Floor: Heavenly Demon Chronicle (Genres: Murim, Fusion)
Twenty-Third Floor: The Space Iron Knight’s Epic (Genre: Sci-Fi)
Twenty-Fourth Floor: Diary from the Dawn Mountain Lodge (Genres: Mystery, History)
“Good. Good, good, good, good.” The Black Witch smiled with satisfaction.
She was the leader of the Hunters now, carefully deciding which apocalyptic book we should clear and who would form the expedition team to do so.
“Death King, this is all thanks to you. Clearing the Heavenly Demon Chronicle so well got the other Hunters pumped to try and beat you.” The Black Witch gave me an affectionate look. “These people used to ignore everything I said! Ah, if only they’d always been like this…”
It was more like she was looking at a golden goose. At this rate, she was going to say that the Tower was built because of me.
“If we keep this up, we’ll be able to clear the thirtieth floor before the end of the month.”
Unfortunately, the Black Witch’s prophecy was wrong. In the second week since the Heavenly Demon Chronicle was cleared…
[The attempt to clear the twenty-fifth floor has failed today.]
Hundreds of Hunters and the Black Witch looked up blankly.
[Announcement.]
[The attempt to clear the twenty-fifth floor has failed today.]
“What? What…?” The Black Witch was perplexed. Her black eyes were filled with shock. “I sent the best team… but they failed…?”
A hologram screen in the great library was broadcasting a Hunter team’s apocalyptic book expedition live. There we saw countless demons giggling as they slaughtered humans.
Among the humans being slaughtered, there were familiar faces: the Countess and the Paladin. They were the Rank 4 and Rank 9 Hunters, respectively. While the Countess handled Babylon’s money, the Paladin managed the city’s law enforcement. In other words, they were the people in charge of the Tower’s economy and order. They were the best people we could send for that team, as the Black Witch had said, but the team had failed.
The Story of Sormwin Academy
Genre: Romance, Fantasy
Difficulty level: D
Required challengers: 4~5 people
※Serialization is currently discontinued.
Description: Sormwin is a prestigious magic academy where friendship, healthy rivalry, love, and jealousy can be found just like any other place. This apocalyptic book would have remained an ordinary academy novel if only an artifact capable of destroying the world hadn’t been sealed in the academy’s basement!
Reason for discontinuation of serialization: The villainess loses her fiance, the Crown Prince, to a female student who has been given a second chance at life. This drives the villainess mad, so she unseals the artifact, releasing a great demon and bringing destruction to the world.
The apocalyptic book was only ranked D in the difficulty level. The world was chosen because they had developed magic and had abundant minerals like mithril.
“Oh, that’s too bad.” The Indoor Librarian looked down at the stupefied Hunters. “However, it’s spilled milk now! If you can put back what’s spilled, then it might be different, but I can’t undo an expedition that’s already failed. Please understand my predicament.”
The Indoor Librarian was smiling, though. He was basically saying that if someone could put back the spilled milk… he would make an exception. It was obvious who he was talking to.
I headed to the library’s bathroom. I had also stopped by here before heading to the world of the Heavenly Demon Chronicle. The mirror above the sink reflected a man with a dark expression.
“Damn, I’ve never even read a romance novel,” I muttered.
—Well, you hadn’t read a murim novel before either, but you made it work. I’m pretty sure it won’t be an issue for you. The Guardian shrugged.
“That’s true, but…” I sighed and grabbed the dagger. “I can’t just let the Countess and the Paladin die, and it doesn’t look like it’ll be solved if I send in someone else. I guess I have to do it myself.”
Someone might tell me that I could just give up the apocalyptic book and choose another one. But that wasn’t that simple—I had a reason why I could not give up on that apocalyptic book.
[Shiny cheers for the decision you made.]
Another fragment of the Goddess of Protection was hidden there too.
“… Alright.” I gripped the hilt of my dagger and steeled myself. “Let’s go!”
I rewinded time until I got to the day before the expedition team was formed. That was the moment when my next stage was decided to be a romance novel.

1.  The raw is 이 시베리안 허스키. It’s a Korean wordplay on how Siberian Husky sounds similar to 씨발(sipal). ☜
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      As soon as I returned to a few days ago, I said, “I’ll lead in this apocalyptic book.”
    

    
      The Hunters looked at me, dumbfounded, including the Countess and the Paladin. They had died while clearing the apocalyptic book that we had chosen to be our twenty-fifth floor, but I was back in the time before they entered the book. Of course, they had no way of knowing that.
    

    
      The Paladin looked perplexed. “I’m sorry, Death King. I didn’t know you were also familiar with romance novels.”
    

    
      “No, you don’t have to be sorry. I really don’t know much about romance novels.”
    

    
      “…And yet you’re saying you’ll be in charge of this expedition? Are you serious?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes, I really want to be in charge.”
    

    
      The Hunters murmured among themselves. I tried not to let it get to me.
    

    
      “With the genre being what it is, it would be nice to choose a Hunter who is well-versed in romance novels, but it shouldn’t be an absolute standard. I’ve never read a 
      
        murim
      
       novel, but I still had no problem clearing the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle.
      
      ”
    

    
      “That’s true, but…”
    

    
      “Besides, I have a bad feeling about this expedition. Something bad is going to happen, so please let me take charge.”
    

    
      Some Hunters—the Black Witch and the Sword Star—reacted strongly when I told them I had a feeling. Both of them believed that I had the ability to see the future.
    

    
      “… I don’t think it matters. The Death King has proved himself several times already.” The Black Witch shrugged. 
    

    
      “I also think we should listen to the Death King,” the Sword Star commented. 
    

    
      With the Rank 2 and the Rank 1 Hunters backing me up, things became easier. The other Hunters didn’t really try to oppose us, so I took charge as I wanted.
    

    
      “Now I’ll pick who will go into the apocalyptic book with me,” I said, bracing myself. “Only the most elite member will go to this stage. Please don’t blame me for not picking you.”
    

    
      “Hmm… The most elite member.” The Black Witch glanced at me with a blank face. “Okay, then I should go. I don’t know much about romance, but if someone is needed, I should go. This is my first experience with romance novels, but… should I call it romantic sentiment? It seems like my style. I’m not claiming to be an expert on romance novels, though. Yeah, I just think that I should go if we need the most elite member to go.”
    

    
      The woman who had previously introduced herself as a drama viewer was in bad shape. Really bad shape. 
    

    
      “Romance and romantic fantasy are a little different. If a romance novel is a macaroon, then a romantic fantasy novel is a chocolate mousse cake,” the Paladin quietly said. “Death King, I really think that an expert is needed for this one…” 
    

    
      She exuded the subtle vibes of a hidden master. However, she had a history of failing to clear this apocalyptic book, so it felt risky to take the Paladin.
    

    
      “Can’t love be converted into money too? People who readily spend money on their loved ones are also good at dating. Love is power, and power is money. This is an eternal truth, so I should be chosen for this expedition.” The Countess fanned herself.
    

    
      Who the hell put that woman up for an expedition to a romance novel in the first place?
    

    
      I calmly looked around. Someone caught my eye. He was sipping the orange juice that had been served by a bookmark maid.
    

    
      “Mr. Inquisitor,” I called.
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Why don’t we share some moments in a romance novel together?”
    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    
      The Hunters around us stared, aghast. 
    

    
      The Inquisitor was the cold-blooded slaughterer who tortured and executed anyone involved in a religious conflict, regardless of how small it was. Even in the Tower, where only madmen lived, he was treated as insane—a psycho. If a survey were to be conducted to see who was least suited for romance, the first place in the entire world was reserved for him.
    

    
      The person in question smiled brightly like an innocent boy. “Yes! Understood! I’ll gladly do it if it’s your request, Mr. Death King!”
    

    
      To someone who didn’t know the truth, his smile was angelic. In other words, it was no different from a devil’s smile to someone who knew the truth.
    

    
      The Black Witch quickly approached me.
    

    
      “Death King, are you crazy…?” she whispered. “Inquisitor can’t empathize! Objectively speaking, he’s a psychopath. Even if I try to put it nicely, he’s still a sociopath. What are you going to do with a man like that in a romance novel?”
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master,” I whispered back. “I don’t know a thing about romance, but I know what’s the most important.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Appearance.”
    

    
      “… Huh?”
    

    
      “Appearance,” I repeated, deadly serious.
    

    
      “Uh…”
    

    
      “The characters need to be handsome or beautiful above all.”
    

    
      “Isn’t that a little biased…? Many people in romance novels are described as ordinary-looking…” The Black Witch’s voice faded away. 
    

    
      “They don’t look that ordinary in the covers.”
    

    
      “Ah… you said the unspeakable truth…”
    

    
      “Think about it. Who in the Tower looks the most angelic, based purely on looks? It’s the Inquisitor. I thought he was a real angel until I found out about his true nature.”
    

    
      We glanced at the Inquisitor, who was beaming at us.
    

    
      “You’re with me on this one, aren’t you?”
    

    
      “…Yeah, that kid will break down anyone’s guard with his looks. The problem is that he’ll crush their heads next,” the Black Witch murmured.
    

    
      “Plus, he’s competent and uses divine magic. I think he’ll be able to handle any accidents. He also listens to me.”
    

    
      Above all, what the Inquisitor said and what he actually thought were always the same. I believed that this could be an advantage in a romance novel. Many people found honesty and forthrightness to be very attractive.
    

    
      “…That might actually be a good idea,” the Paladin muttered. She was slowly nodding along to our conversation, looking impressed. “In romantic fantasy, it’s better when the characters are crazier. In that point of view, the Inquisitor isn’t bad. It’s a shame that he isn’t obsessed with love, but he has some room to become the mad, obsessive male character. I can feel it. This is going to be interesting. Death King… you have great intuition, even in romance…”
    

    
      The library went quiet.
    

    
      “Hmm? Did I say something weird?” the Paladin asked, confused.
    

    
      The library was silent—but the Black Witch was silent because she was deep in contemplation.
    

    
      
        State of Mind: 
        
          The Paladin has a point, but the Inquisitor looks too young, not like a young man like the Death King. Even if we’re going to use the Inquisitor’s boyish face as a charming point, he should look somewhat boyish, not like an actual boy. Looking just like a child is unpopular in this area…
        
      
    

    
      For better or worse, the Black Witch didn’t assert her professional opinion aloud. Thanks to her, the Inquisitor and I were able to be a romantic duo.
    

    
      When he saw us, the Indoor Librarian’s eyes sparkled. “Oh, wow. That is a unique combination to try in this apocalyptic book. Okay! I’m really looking forward to seeing what kind of story it’ll become this time.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian reached out and grabbed the 
      
        Story of Sormwin Academy
      
      .
    

    
      “It’s the season of love! And it’s also the generation where it became natural to praise love! People now say that it’s a beautiful act to overcome social status, bloodline, nationality, and everything else to win love!” The Constellation’s sleeves fluttered. “Maybe that’s why love has become more difficult. Love isn’t just an emotion, but also an attitude and a mindset. Yet many people are obsessed only with its romantic side.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian chuckled. “Will you choose romantic reality or realistic romance? Gong-Ja, it’ll be very difficult to find the balance. That’s why I’ve prepared a special reward for clearing the stage!”
    

    
      A special reward for clearing the stage?
    

    
      “Technically, you cleared not only the normal stage of the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       but also its hidden stage. The reward for the normal stage was that world becoming the twenty-second floor, but you haven’t received the reward for the hidden stage yet. That’s what I’m going to give you now.”
    

    
      “Uh, what is the reward, exactly?”
    

    
      “Come here, my protagonist.” The Indoor Librarian gestured at me.
    

    
      I approached him.
    

    
      “Here. I’ll give you three cards.” The Indoor Librarian handed over the cards. On each was written: “Face Recognition Disorder,” “What a coincidence to eavesdrop on such a crucial and secret moment!” and “Oops, I shouldn’t have said this, but my tongue slipped!”
    

    
      Alright. Even the names were ominous. I didn’t know what effect these cards had, but they were super suspicious.
    

    
      “Excuse me,” I said sourly. “These are…” 
    

    
      “They’re all used to make romance novels fantastic. I’m sure these cards will be very useful, so don’t worry!”
    

    
      I couldn’t do anything but worry.
    

    
      “These aren’t the only rewards. You’ll run into it when you arrive at the world of the apocalyptic book.” The Indoor Librarian smiled mysteriously.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Instead of answering my question, the Indoor Librarian opened the book. “Death King and Inquisitor.”
    

    
      The apocalyptic book’s pages radiated light.
    

    
      “Two of you have been selected as new characters in the 
      
        Story of Sormwin Academy
      
      . Once you open your eyes, you’ll find yourselves in the world seven days before the serialization of the book unfortunately discontinues.”
    

    
      Light enveloped the two of us.
    

    
      “I hope you will show me a wonderful ending! My lady, and her butler!”
    

    
      My lady? The butler? As I was about to ask what he meant, the world around me turned completely white.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I had never been interested in romance novels. Not only was I not in the habit of reading books, but I also didn’t have any friends around me who were a fan of romance. If I was a little bit more honest, I didn’t have any friends before, and I would like to exercise my right of silence about how many people I could call my friends right now.
    

    
      Though I was an amateur in romance, I could still answer what the most common onomatopoeia in a romance novel was.
    

    
      
        Slap!
      
    

    
      It was the sound of someone getting slapped in the face.
    

    
      “…You rude, lowly woman!”
    

    
      The clear, sharp voice reached the chandelier in the ceiling. Before the chandelier could even stop shaking, the most often heard sound of all time in the romance genre rang out once more. It might be obvious given how I was leisurely watching everything, but I wasn’t the one getting slapped.
    

    
      “…Oh?”
    

    
      It was the Inquisitor. Both his left and right cheeks were red; nevertheless, he tilted his head and smiled widely toward the woman who had slapped him. “Did I do something wrong? Your slaps are very vicious!”
    

    
      The woman’s expression grew more menacing. It looked like she could be a noble lady, judging from her dress embroidered with a pattern of lilies in silver threads. For my convenience, I named her Lady Silver Lily.
    

    
      “…You lowly, brazen woman, you don’t even know what shame is, do you?”
    

    
      “Haha.” The Inquisitor just laughed.
    

    
      And from there on out, things went crazy. Lady Silver Lily wasn’t the only one who was wearing a dress.
    

    
      “If there’s anything I did wrong, please tell me! I’ll correct it right away if it’s reasonable! It’s best not to use violence if possible!”
    

    
      The Inquisitor was also wearing a dress. Compared to Lady Silver Lily’s dress, it was much more plain. Its color resembled the inside of a lime, a blend of innocent yellow and joyful green. Innocence could easily turn into childishness, and joy was often seen as naivety. But that was all unnecessary since his looks defied everything.
    

    
      As expected of a Hunter I chose based almost entirely on appearance, the natural psycho with good looks smiled brightly. “Okay! Miss I-Don’t-Know. Let’s talk!”
    

    
      
        Slap!
      
    

    
      “You’re… really… really going to mock me until that very end…aren’t you?” Lady Silver Lily said, seemingly squeezing her lungs out. Her strained lungs were clearly conveyed in her voice.
    

    
      She was the one who had slapped the Inquisitor, but for some reason, she was the one whose breathing was becoming strained as the conversation went on.
    

    
      Hmm. I rose above the confusion of entering a brand new apocalyptic book and began to piece together the situation. A social gathering? A ball? Anyway, we were in the middle of an event.
    

    
      In the chandeliered ballroom were dozens of people wearing dresses and suits, not just us. They were watching the fight anxiously. Their nervousness was to be expected since the peaceful ball was a mess now.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily was the villainess. I looked at her. Excluding the imperial family, she held the highest social status.
    

    
      She was also the one who was going to destroy this world.
    

    
      “You… over… there!” Lady Silver Lily said, staggering. It was as if she was spitting out each syllable. It made my lungs hurt just listening to it.
    

    
      “Yes, my lady,” the servants in black tuxedos answered.
    

    
      “Those people… are eyesores. Get them out of my sight. Quickly…!”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      The servants didn’t speak loudly; they were pretty quiet, actually. Anyone could see that Lady Silver Lily was sickly, so the servants adjusted the pitch of their voices to better serve their master. Loud noises were poison to her ears.
    

    
      That was why the Inquisitor was completely incompatible with Lady Silver Lily. The Inquisitor was built with a smile and a bright voice.
    

    
      “Oh, are you sick? How awful! Let me help you!” he offered.
    

    
      “Quickly… Get her and her butler out of my sight… immediately…!” Lady Silver Lily ground her teeth.
    

    
      The servants in the tuxedos surrounded us like a military unit.
    

    
      “Pardon us.”
    

    
      “Please follow us for a moment.”
    

    
      Their tone was elegant, but their actions were not; they boldly dragged the two of us out of the ballroom. We went past the hallway and then into a moonlit storage room.
    

    
      “Excuse me?” I asked as we were transported to the storage room. Incidentally, I was wearing the same tuxedo as the servants. “Where are you taking us now?”
    

    
      No one answered me.
    

    
      “Excuse me? Servants of the duke?”
    

    
      The door slammed in our faces.
    

    
      The Inquisitor and I looked at each other.
    

    
      We heard the key turn. Unless my common sense was wrong, a storage room with a locked door was a prison. In other words, we’d been imprisoned.
    

    
      “Haha. Mr. Death King, we’re in big trouble!” The Inquisitor laughed as if it was no big deal at all. “I think I’ve become the female lead!”
    

    
      He was right. And I was the female lead’s butler.
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      “What kind of trashy novel is this…” I grumbled. I felt like I was going crazy.
    

    
      The Inquisitor smiled. Despite the fact we had been locked up in an old storage room—a prison, for all intents and purposes—his face was almost blindingly bright in the moonlight.
    

    
      “Ah, I was forced to crossdress many times when I was young. I never thought I’d actually end up playing the role of a young noble lady. Such is life, I guess!”
    

    
      “I wish I could get just a little bit of your bottomless optimism…” I mumbled.
    

    
      “The world is a beautiful place, Mr. Death King! Think positively!”
    

    
      Did this guy ever stop smiling? Even if a meteorite were to land in front of him, he would probably laugh and say, “This is quite a problem! The world is going to end! Oh, well. There’s nothing we can do about it. We did our best!”
    

    
      “What is there to be positive about?” I asked.
    

    
      “Like this, for example!” The Inquisitor moved his fingers and made a hand seal. Then he whispered, “Divine Formula: Transformation.”
    

    
      Light flowed out from between his slender fingers. It was the Inquisitor’s trademark divine magic, Divine Formulas. Judging by the name, this Divine Formula was a technique to change something.
    

    
      At first glance, there was no difference. However, as soon as the Inquisitor opened his mouth, I was covered in goosebumps.
    

    
      “… How is it? Do I sound a little more like a noble lady now?”
    

    
      “Your voice…”
    

    
      “Yes! I changed the structure of my vocal cords a little.” The Inquisitor smiled. “I’ve heard that my voice is gender-neutral, so if I give my vocal cords a little polish, it should work pretty well. Ah, I can’t really judge my own voice. What do you think?”
    

    
      “It’s amazing…” I admitted, genuinely impressed. “You seem like a very elegant noble. Uh, well, as long as you stay quiet.”
    

    
      “Thank you!”
    

    
      I stroked my chin. We had unexpectedly assumed the roles of the female lead and her butler. However, the Inquisitor and I could handle it. The Inquisitor had his Divine Formulas… and I had my regression Skill.
    

    
      Okay. I nodded. It was worth a go.
    

    
      The Inquisitor looked at my face. “You look a little better.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “You looked gloomy ever since you returned from the Heavenly Demon Chronicle, Mr. Death King. It seemed like you accumulated a lot of stress while clearing the apocalyptic book.”
    

    
      I was speechless for a moment.
    

    
      “Well, it’s natural since you lost your precious teacher! I was worried that you might be too depressed to be able to display your full abilities in this expedition, but I was worried about nothing.”
    

    
      “…You can guess what other people are feeling by their expressions, huh?”
    

    
      “Yes! I don’t really know what depression is, but I understand the theory! Haha. Even machines creak when they have too much grime. And stress is probably human grime. If they’re left for a long time, it becomes a bitter residue and is hard to clean off, so take good care of it!”
    

    
      Interesting. He was trying to understand humans in his own way? He was a psychopath, but he was a commendable psychopath.
    

    
      “Anyway, Mr. Death King.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “I noticed something strange a while ago.”
    

    
      “Strange? What?” I asked.
    

    
      “As I understand it, we’re currently imprisoned for an unjust reason. Our freedom of movement is suppressed,” the Inquisitor answered.
    

    
      “That’s how I understand the current situation.”
    

    
      “I’m glad that we’re on the same page! In this kind of situation, the authority usually appoints guards to watch the prisoners. Otherwise, they could easily escape.” The Inquisitor tilted his head. “But I can’t feel any movement outside the door right now—instead, I sense presence outside the window. Hmm. Do they place guards around windows instead of doors in this world?”
    

    
      At that moment, the iron bars fell out of the window and shadows jumped into the room.
    

    
      “Damn it! Go get them!”
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter if you kill the man! Just don’t hurt the woman!”
    

    
      The shadowy intruders were wearing masks. Their outfits were too unconventional for us to consider them guests who came to visit us out of concern—anyone could tell that they were here to attack us.
    

    
      “Shiny!”
    

    
      
        [Shiny answers your call.]
      
    

    
      I drew my holy sword and locked blades with one of the intruders.
    

    
      In movies, the ambushers and ambushees often exchanged conversations like, “Who are you!?”, “You don’t have to know! But we have a powerful person behind us!” We didn’t do anything like that. Both he and I were busy swinging our swords.
    

    
      However, I had the ultimate trick up my sleeve.
    

    
      “Now!”
    

    
      On my signal, the holy sword lit up.
    

    
       “Urgh!” The assailant was used to the darkness, so he shut his eyes, although it was only for a moment.
    

    
      In the middle of a fight, a moment was all it took. I blinked my left and right eyes alternately to maintain my vision and then cut off the assailant’s hand.
    

    
      “…Gnah…!”
    

    
      His voice was strangled by pain.
    

    
      “Mr. Death King! You can’t kill them all! We need to find out who’s behind them. Keep them alive!” the Inquisitor shouted as he battled the other assailants, the hem of his dress fluttering.
    

    
      That was what I did.
    

    
      “This is ridiculous! S-she’s not some ordinary girl!”
    

    
      The not-so-skilled assailants were shocked. Maybe the Inquisitor and I were too good. These small fries who couldn’t even use aura couldn’t handle us—all four of them were subdued in an instant. One of them was killed by the Inquisitor during the fight.
    

    
      “Ahem. Hahahaha.” The Inquisitor wiped the blood on his face with the sleeve of his dress.
    

    
      The assailants looked up at the Inquisitor, their faces pale.
    

    
      “We heard that you’re a delicate noble lady… How…”
    

    
      “You have three choices!” The Inquisitor laughed heartily, brandishing his dagger. “First, you can ask me to kill you right here and I’ll do it for you! Second, you can give me important information while I torture you one by one! Lastly, you can just give me the information. That way, you won’t die or be tortured! Which one will you choose?”
    

    
      “Hah…” The oldest-looking of the assailants scoffed. He was also the one who had lost his hand to me. “You’re crazy. Just kill me!”
    

    
      “Okay!”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      And then the Inquisitor's dress got a little redder. A thud echoed through the storage room as the assailant’s head fell to the floor. The remaining two assailants gasped.
    

    
      “Have you made your choice?” the Inquisitor asked them.
    

    
      “P-please spare me, my lady. We were just doing what we were paid to!”
    

    
      “It’s a tough world to make a living in. I understand.”
    

    
      “Then—”
    

    
      “But just like I understand your situation, you must understand mine! Please tell me why you attacked us. In return, I’ll spare you. I think I’m being reasonable here.”
    

    
      The assailants hesitated.
    

    
      “Ah, it seems you can’t make up your mind. I understand! I’ll help you a little!”
    

    
      “Um. What do you mean by help—”
    

    
      “Why, torture, of course!” The Inquisitor was still grinning. “Pain is the proof that we’re alive. The desire to survive is strongest at the peak of pain. Now, I’ll help you maximize that desire.”
    

    
      “P-please spare me!”
    

    
      “Please don’t kill me!”
    

    
      The heck. I intervened because I thought the rating would change to 19+ at this rate.
    

    
      “Hold on.”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “You don’t have to do it that way. Just leave this to me.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor looked puzzled. “Mr. Death King, are you good at torture too? Unless you’re quite good at it, I recommend leaving the interrogation to me. I’m a specialist.”
    

    
      “No, we don’t have to torture them. And wipe your face, please.” I handed the Inquisitor a handkerchief and stood in front of the assailants.
    

    
      The assailants sighed in relief—but, well, it was too early for that. I wasn’t merciful enough to forgive people who attacked me first.
    

    
      “Guys, let me ask you something.” I sat down and looked them in the eyes.
    

    
      “W-what is it?”
    

    
      “You came in through the window when you attacked us earlier. The iron bars were cut too easily. Did you know we would be in here and cut the bars in advance?”
    

    
      The assailants didn’t answer and just looked at each other. Even if they didn’t say anything, that didn’t mean I had no way to find out the answer. I could see what they were thinking.
    

    
      
        Show me their character windows.
      
    

    
      
        State of Mind: I heard that a woman was going to be put in the storage room.
      
    

    
      
        State of Mind: Shit, they said she was an ordinary girl, but that was a lie!
      
    

    
      As expected, the assailants knew we were going to come here.
    

    
      “You yelled ‘It doesn’t matter if you kill the man! Just don’t hurt the woman!’ while attacking us. Were you trying to kidnap the lady here?” I asked them.
    

    
      “Uh… Umm…”
    

    
      The assailants blinked.
    

    
      
        State of Mind: The request was to kidnap the woman here.
      
    

    
      
        State of Mind: The client made it clear that we were not to hurt the woman. That’s why we brought more people than necessary.
      
    

    
      I understood what was going on now.
    

    
      I sighed and turned around. The Inquisitor was thoroughly wiping his face with the handkerchief. He was like a baby hamster munching on sunflower seeds.
    

    
      “I have a feeling I know who the culprit is,” I said.
    

    
      The Inquisitor’s ears perked up. “Oh, you already figured it out?”
    

    
      “Yes, I did.” I nodded.
    

    
      “I want to hear your deduction, Mr. Death King.” The Inquisitor’s eyes sparkled.
    

    
      I nodded. “First of all,” I whispered, “the culprit is someone with enormous social influence. He hired four assassins to infiltrate the academy, which is impossible without knowing its security inside and out.”
    

    
      “Oh, that makes sense! But would the culprit really need enormous social influence to do this? This isn’t the palace, so it seems relatively easy to figure out its security. Even someone with a moderate amount of social influence would be able to do it!”
    

    
      “That’s a good point—still, there’s one more thing that’s suspicious. Do you remember what the villainess shouted when she chased us away earlier?”
    

    
      The Inquisitor tucked his handkerchief into his sleeve while he pondered. “Yes, I remember. She said, ‘Get her and her butler out of my sight immediately.’ Why do you ask?”
    

    
      “She didn’t say a word about locking us up nor did she mention a specific place. The villainess simply told the servants to get us out of the ballroom, but these assailants knew we would be locked up and where. And they cut the window bars in advance. The servants who brought us to this storage room work for the villainess.”
    

    
      “Oh…” The Inquisitor’s eyes narrowed like a snake’s. “Indeed, the villainess could have been the one who hired the assailants. All she had to do was to instruct her servants where to lock us up in advance and tell the assailants about the place. Haha. She’s the duke’s daughter, so she probably has plenty of power.”
    

    
      “Yes, but…”
    

    
      “But it’s too obvious.” The Inquisitor stroked his chin. “I’m the protagonist of this world and a noble lady who has something romantic going on with the crown prince. But the villainess chases me out and attacks me in the place she tossed me? Even if she’s the duke’s daughter, that would cause a huge scandal! It’s a bad move with too much political risk.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor was indeed smart. He caught onto these kinds of things quickly.
    

    
      I nodded. “In other words, the villainess isn’t the culprit. The person who wants to make it look like she is the real culprit.”
    

    
      “I agree!”
    

    
      “And this real culprit cares about you, the female lead, so much that he tells the assailants to never hurt the woman. He doesn’t care if the male butler, me, dies or not. Lastly, he has enough power to bribe the duke’s servants.”
    

    
      “Ahaha.” The Inquisitor smiled. “I’m also starting to see who the real culprit is!”
    

    
      “You and I are probably thinking of the same person.”
    

    
      “Hmm. I don’t know what love feels like, but I’m aware of what people in love act like! If the real culprit really values ​​me, like you guessed, he wouldn’t really hand me over to these people.”
    

    
      “You’re right.” I nodded. “He’ll be waiting nearby, so he can rush in at any time.”
    

    
      Right then, the storage room’s old door broke. A group of knights poured in through the resultant cloud of dust. At that very front was a man who looked like he would have never touched a room like this.
    

    
      The man ran over and hugged the Inquisitor tightly, his blond, ramen-like hair swaying. Although he wasn’t a match for the Inquisitor, the man was handsome too. His handsome level was 0.6 of the Inquisitor.
    

    
      “Oh, heavens! You’re covered in blood! I had a bad feeling after I heard that you were kicked out of the ballroom, so I came here… How dare someone do such a vicious thing…!” 
    

    
      And his psychopath level would probably also be around 0.6 that of the Inquisitor. 
    

    
      “All of you, arrest those suspicious men quickly!” the man ordered without batting an eye. “I will personally interrogate them and find out who is behind them! I don’t know which family did it, but I won’t forgive them even if they are the founding families of the empire!”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Highness!” the knights answered in unison.
    

    
      “Sylvia, don’t worry. I’ll protect you. No matter what vicious measures the duke’s daughter uses, I will protect you. You only need to rely on me, the sole successor of the empire…”
    

    
      That was right. The crown prince, who loved the Inquisitor, was the male lead in the Story of Sormwin Academy. 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 91: Falling (1)

    
      Last year, the emperor had given titles to two young noble ladies.
    

    
      “… Lady Sylvia Evanail, the daughter of the Baron of Evanail. You are like a golden thread flower blooming in the middle of a yellow flower garden… From now on, people will call you…”
    

    
      Lady Goldencup
      
        [1]
      
      , the female lead of this world.
    

    
      “… Lady Raviel Ivansia, the daughter of the Duke of Ivansia… You are a flower who plated yourself in silver so you would stand tall… Child, from now on, the people of the empire will call you…”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily, the villainess of this apocalyptic book.
    

    
      In this world, young ladies of noble families usually received titles during their debutantes, given by those of the imperial family or one of the great noble families who hosted their debutantes.
    

    
      However, the titles given by a baron were different from those given by a count. Depending on how noble the person who gave the new name was, a young lady’s title carried a different class.
    

    
      The most classy ones were, of course, the ones given by the emperor. The fact that the emperor gave a title to a young lady was an honor to her and her family. Since these two young ladies from the same academy received such an honor together, a huge storm was bound to strike.
    

    
      Even so…
    

    
      I looked at the crown prince. He was holding the Inquisitor, who was playing the role of Lady Goldencup. The crown prince’s hug was so tight that the Inquisitor’s dress was getting wrinkled.
    

    
      Wasn’t he too frivolous for a crown prince of a country?
    

    
      I found it strangely unpleasant.
    

    
      Our eyes met. I had been looking at him somewhat dumbstruck, so I had to quickly look at the floor. But the crown prince’s gaze was strange. I could see negative emotions like contempt and anger swirling in his eyes.
    

    
      “…You survived too,” the crown prince muttered.
    

    
      Oh. Was he talking to me? His gaze was fixed on me, so it looked like that was the case. But his voice sounded like someone who’d stepped on a turd. In other words, he was disgusted.
    

    
      “Yes, Your Highness,” I answered, mimicking what I had seen in historical dramas. “I have managed to survive.”
    

    
      “You’re lucky.”
    

    
      “How could it be luck, Your Highness? I am merely a lowly butler. It was only possible through your grace.”
    

    
      The crown prince’s straight eyebrows crinkled at the subtle implication that he had staged the attack. After all, a guilty conscience needed no accuser, and even a simple greeting could stir it.
    

    
      “You praise me too much. Are you going to say next that everything in the world happens because of my grace? Your good fortune saved both your own life and Sylvia from the evil assassins. You have my gratitude.”
    

    
      Wow. At first, it seemed like he was graciously praising me, but in between the lines, he really wasn’t. He was belittling me for surviving because of luck, not skill.
    

    
      No way. I really wanted to think I was wrong, but the crown prince considered me his rival right now?
    

    
      Before I knew it, my mouth was moving. “Lady Goldencup is my master, and I am her tool, Your Highness. How could it be luck for her sword to protect its master?”
    

    
      I was baffled. Seriously. I was just planning on ending this conversation quickly and not causing a fuss. No good could come of a butler fighting a crown prince. And yet, my tongue kept moving.
    

    
      “The tool has simply served its purpose, so please save your compliments. I don’t deserve it.”
    

    
      
        Huh? Did I finally go crazy? 
      
      I wondered.
    

    
      Just when my mind was getting a little muddled, I heard the voice.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      What?
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 1%.]
      
    

    
      The fuck?
    

    
      “…Really, you’re so eloquent that I want to sew your lips together.” The crown prince’s face contorted. He looked like he wanted to swear at me for my insults, but he was holding himself back.
    

    
      I wanted to swear out loud too because the crown prince’s frown made me feel good and strangely refreshed, rather than a sign that I should stop here.
    

    
      This was crazy. It was insane.
    

    
      “It looks like families of barons nowadays select their servants based on their mouths, not their personalities. If His Majesty knew about this state of affairs, he would lament,” the crown prince muttered.
    

    
      
        Wait a minute. Hold on, you crown prince something. Don’t provoke me anymore. Please don’t provoke me, you ramen-head. Wait, t-this stage is—
      
    

    
      Again, my mouth moved.
    

    
      “I highly doubt that, Your Highness. The heavens forbid the day His Majesty’s eyes are clouded by worry. You’ve grown up to be such a fine man and are building virtue in the academy, so I believe His Majesty will be greatly pleased."
    

    
      In other words, I was sarcastically saying, “Your dad would love it if he finds out you go around and hire assassins.” But this bickering wasn’t important right now.
    

    
      I realized the trap of this stage, and I also realized why the Paladin and the Countess, the Hunters who each handled the economy and order of the Tower, had helplessly failed to clear the book.
    

    
      
        Yeah, it was weird! Those two seemed to be taken over by their characters the longer they were in here!
      
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      No.
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 2%.]
      
    

    
      This was crazy.
    

    
      “
      
        Hmph.
      
       Forget it. I’m disgracing myself by arguing with you.” The crown prince turned to look at the Inquisitor. “I’ll thoroughly investigate what happened tonight.”
    

    
      "There is no one in the academy as trustworthy as you, Your Highness. I must simply pray that you uncover the mastermind behind the attack and make an example of them to others.” I bowed.
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      
        Ah, this was the problem! This was what was weird about this stage!
      
    

    
      The crown prince gave me a hooded glare. “Lady Sylvia seems to have been shocked by tonight’s ambush, and there may be more of them lurking around. So I’ll protect her for today.”
    

    
      “Your Highness,” my mouth said, “please forgive my rudeness, but the lady should rest in a place where she is most comfortable in times like these. My master will want to stay in her dormitory room as usual.”
    

    
      “…Are you saying that she can’t be at peace if she’s by my side?”
    

    
      “My apologies, but I am just trying to tell you the truth, Your Highness.”
    

    
      My mouth’s outrageous rampage made me scream internally.
    

    
      
        Save me. Someone, please, save me!
      
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 3%.]
      
    

    
      
        Help me! Help me!
      
    

    
      
        —Hey… What are you doing?
      
       The Guardian peered at me.
    

    
      
        Mr. Sword Emperor! No! O Almighty Sword Emperor!
      
    

    
      
        —Huh? Have you finally gone crazy?
      
    

    
      
        I am going crazy, so please do something about it!
      
    

    
      
         —Uh… What do you want me to do?
      
    

    
      
        I don’t know. Do anything to make me come to my senses!
      
    

    
      
        —Hmm. Can I say something really terrible?
      
    

    
      
        I don’t care what you say. Just wake me up!
      
    

    
      
        —Oh, then…
      
       The Guardian smirked. 
      
        Zombie, you seem to find the Viper gross. But, whenever you get a chance, you act like those cringy main characters in the Viper’s delusions…
      
    

    
      
        Ah. That’s good enough. I’m awake. Don’t even finish that sentence.
      
    

    
      
        —Alright.
      
    

    
      I suddenly felt wide awake. How dare the Guardian pull the Viper on me. What a sly ghost. I had said that he could say anything, but that was too much of anything. Well, thanks to him, my immersion level stopped skyrocketing.
    

    
      The Inquisitor, whose face was buried in the crown prince’s arms, wasn’t his normal self either.
    

    
      “...Huh…?” The Inquisitor kept tilting his head. For the first time, I saw that the Inquisitor was perplexed. A self-acknowledged and also objectively a top-tier wacko. The born psycho didn’t understand the emotions he was feeling right now.
    

    
      Maybe that was why the Inquisitor pushed away the crown prince’s chest, escaping from his arms. The crown prince, who had been fighting with me, looked at Lady Goldencup—no, the Inquisitor, in confusion.
    

    
      “Sylvia, what is wrong?”
    

    
      “Hmm? …Huh? Oh?” The Inquisitor tilted his head once more. “How strange.”
    

    
      “What do you mean strange, Sylvia?”
    

    
      “For the first time in my life, I’m experiencing an unfamiliar emotion.” The Inquisitor smiled sheepishly. “My heart is throbbing. It’s pounding very hard. Oh. Aha. Wow! How mysterious…” 
    

    
      The Inquisitor closed his eyes and placed his hands on his chest. He, now Lady Goldencup, was smiling slightly as if he were listening to beautiful classical music. “It seems that the owner of this body really likes you!”
    

    
      “S-Sylvia…” The crown prince was almost moved to tears.
    

    
      If I hadn’t stopped the immersion level from rising, I might have felt jealous—but fortunately, I was myself again now.
    

    
      “My lady.” I carefully enunciated my words.
    

    
      The Inquisitor opened his eyes and looked at me.
    

    
      “Let us return to the dormitory. His Highness has given his word that he will reveal the mastermind behind the attack, and it is late into the night now. You should go back to your dormitory and rest. You still have to prepare for tomorrow, my lady.” I gave the Inquisitor a stare.
    

    
      We had a goal as well as our roles—to clear this book. We could not forget this.
    

    
      “Oh, right. That’s right.” The Inquisitor blinked, understanding what I meant. He curtsied to the crown prince. “Thank you for your considerate gesture, but I will return to the dormitory with my servant.”
    

    
      “Uh?” The crown prince gaped.
    

    
      “Good night, Your Highness. Please excuse me!” The Inquisitor turned his back on the crown prince while his mouth was still hanging open and left the storage room with light steps.
    

    
      “Sylvia! S-Sylvia?” the crown prince belatedly shouted at his back.
    

    
      But the Inquisitor just walked down the hallway with a smile, not even looking back.
    

    
      “…Things have gotten tricky,” I muttered, close behind the Inquisitor. “Immersion level? I didn’t know there would be a trap like this. Damn it.”
    

    
      I finally understood why the Countess and the Paladin had failed.
    

    
      “Hahaha.” The Inquisitor smiled enigmatically.
    

    
      Our shoes tapped against the floor as we crossed the moonlit hallway. Our footsteps resembled heartbeats.
    

    
      “This is certainly unexpected. Mr. Death King, how much did your immersion level go up just now?”
    

    
      “It skyrocketed to three percent. I barely managed to stop it.”
    

    
      “That’s amazing. I hit ten percent right away!”
    

    
      I was at a loss for words. Ten percent? Ten?
    

    
      I was stupefied. Just spending a short time with the crown prince had infected ten percent of the Inquisitor. The situation was more serious than I had thought. At this rate, even living normally was no different from walking through a poisonous fog. If I let my guard down, I would be slowly poisoned, and by the time I came to my senses, I would be consumed by this world of romance, no longer able to escape.
    

    
      “… No, we can’t do it like this,” I slowly said. I was nervous. Even the possibility of losing myself terrified me like nothing else. “Let’s choose safe words.”
    

    
      “Safe words?”
    

    
      I carefully felt the hilt of my dagger. The familiar feeling of the box tape brought me a sense of stability. “Yes, safe words. No matter what the situation or how serious it is, we say the words and then wake up. For example, if I say ‘peach,’ you say ‘carrot.’”
    

    
      “Aha, so it’s like a secret code!” The Inquisitor laughed. “I agree! I’ve seen something similar in a drama. Then what word should be our secret code—”
    

    
      At that moment, the sound of heels came from across the hallway. The precarious sounds were followed by dull footsteps—a person was approaching, accompanied by several servants. A reflection of the moon was cast on the hallway, but they trampled over it.
    

    
      The hair of the woman walking at the front was as silver as the moonlight. She was called Lady Silver Lily, the duke’s daughter and the villainess. As she walked toward me and the Inquisitor, leading her followers, she scowled and glared at us so hard that it made me wonder why she was so angry.
    

    
      The Inquisitor let out a short groan and tiptoed over to me. “… Mr. Death King,” he whispered, “… it seems that I hate that woman.”
    

    
      At first, his voice was the same as always. I slowly turned my head and looked at the Inquisitor. He twirled, making his long dress flutter. I could feel a little gust of wind in my chest that was as warm as he was.
    

    
      “I’m curious, Mr. Death King.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor stopped twirling and spread out his arms, folding all his fingers except for the index finger, which was the only finger that was exposed to the air.
    

    
      “Ah, I'm really curious. What kind of expression am I making right now?”
    

    
      He was smiling as always, pressing his index fingers to raise the corner of his mouth, but his eyes weren’t smiling.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 4%.]
      
    

    

    
      1. This is actually Korean wordplay. The raw is 금사매(Goldencup Saint-John's-wort), but 금사 also means golden thread. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 92: Falling (2)

    
      
        Romantic Fantasy Rule 1: Any man near the lead characters is suspicious.
      
    

    
      
        Romantic Fantasy Rule 2: The most ordinary man is actually the most extraordinary.
      
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Out of nervousness, my heart beat out of sync like a broken piano. That was how ominous the Inquisitor’s laughter was. I felt like the ground below me had given out and I was sliding down a dark hole I couldn’t see the bottom of.
    

    
      “Inquisi—”
    

    
      “You look to be well, Lady Goldencup.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily called out the name given by this world before I could say the name given by the Tower.
    

    
      “I heard you were attacked by assassins… You really are a girl who grew up in the outskirts. You’re persistent as a weed. I guess a couple of assassins are nothing to you,” Lady Silver Lily scoffed.
    

    
      The Inquisitor smirked. “Did you come all the way here this late at night to compliment my health? I am deeply touched, my lady. I am overjoyed that the crown prince and many others are worried about me despite my shortcomings! I even feel like tonight’s tragedy was in fact a stroke of good fortune!”
    

    
      I realized a bit later that there was a sneer in his voice. The normal Inquisitor would never have said those words. Two thorns were hidden in the Inquisitor’s remarks. One was a threat: “Aren’t you the one who hired the assassin?” Another was a taunt: “The crown prince was worried about me and came to see me.”
    

    
      The eyes of Lady Silver Lily became venomous.
    

    
      “… Even the thoughts in your head are messy, like weeds. A thin line sets apart imagination from delusion. Whether or not one crosses the line is the measure of a person’s dignity. I hope you will keep your manners as a proper noble should.”
    

    
      “Oh, I’m sorry! So it wasn’t against etiquette to slap someone on the cheek during a ball? Oh, I grew up in a family from a remote region and didn’t know the etiquette of a duke’s family!
    

    
      “If I may, would you be so kind as to invite me to your salon some time? I would love to receive a lesson on etiquette from you. You see, I’m not used to hitting people, so I think I need to learn more about the angle and strength of the hand that goes into a slap.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor’s mouth was on fire. I heard a strange drumming sound that I couldn’t quite place. When I listened more closely to the noise… What the hell? The sound was coming from my heart.
    

    
      An ominous feeling squeezed my heart and crawled up my neck.
    

    
      “Lady Goldencup! How rude of you!”
    

    
      “You’re just the daughter of a provincial baron’s family, but you keep making outrageous remarks…”
    

    
      The Inquisitor’s waltzing mouth made the duke’s servants indignant. Some of them had given into the crown prince’s persuasion and betrayed their master. I didn’t know if there was one traitor or many, but it wasn’t important right now.
    

    
      “My apologies!” I hurriedly got between the gold and the silver.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily’s eyebrows furrowed. “You are…”
    

    
      “Lady Goldencup is very shocked due to tonight’s unfortunate incident. As her servant, lowly as I may be, I believe she is in desperate need of some rest. Given the late hour, perhaps the ladies should end their conversation here? I believe we can resolve the misunderstanding tomorrow.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily pursed her lip. Her servants huffed and puffed behind her, but nothing more. When their master raised her right hand, they all stopped moving and became silent. This would have been impossible if she hadn’t always been very strict with her subordinates.
    

    
      “Wait a minute, butler. What are you talking about?” The Inquisitor—Lady Goldencup—of all people, resisted my mediation. “I still have much to talk about. Don’t finish the conversation as you please…”
    

    
      “Be quiet.” I grabbed the Inquisitor’s wrist and basically dragged him away.
    

    
      “Oh, hold on, butler!” The Inquisitor struggled to break free. “Wait a minute!”
    

    
      But I did not let go of his wrist. I really couldn’t let his immersion level get any higher than it already was.
    

    
      “My lady.” I looked back just before I left the hallway.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily was looking at us with an enigmatic expression. “…What is it?”
    

    
      “I’ve always admired how disciplined the servants of your family are, and this night I had the chance to see it again. Their discipline is admirable indeed, unlike me.” I bowed to her. “I have learned much from you all. Although I am of humble birth, I would like to offer my respect to you, my lady. Excuse us.”
    

    
      I dragged the Inquisitor out of the hallway. The Inquisitor gradually became more docile.
    

    
      A wide flower garden stretched the span between the ballroom and the dormitory. Newly bloomed magnolias’ heads drooped, and their fragrance wafted through the white flower trees. A nocturnal bird, entranced by the scent of the flowers, touched one of the pale magnolias with its claws, causing it to fall.
    

    
      “Wow.” The Inquisitor stepped on the fallen magnolia. “Ah.”
    

    
      He stopped and looked up at the night sky. After a while, he turned back to me, looking stunned. The Hunter, who was said to be the craziest in the tower, muttered in disbelief. “Mr. Death King… What did I just say there?”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The Inquisitor and I were quiet as we walked to the dormitory. We exchanged no words. The silence slowed me down, making it a little difficult to walk.
    

    
      The way from the garden to the dormitory naturally came to my mind. Perhaps the higher the immersion level was, the clearer the character’s memories became. At this moment, it was hard to judge whether this was a good or a bad thing.
    

    
      "Let's make a code word," I said as soon as I closed the door of the dormitory behind me.
    

    
      “A code word…” The Inquisitor blinked. “A secret code word…?”
    

    
      “This will be really dangerous if we do nothing about it. We need to pull ourselves together.”
    

    
      “Yes, we should, Mr. Death King. You’re right. Yes…” The Inquisitor spoke faster than he was thinking. He seemed to be desperately trying to hold onto something as it was slipping away. It was an ominous sign that the person in front of me was in danger.
    

    
      I held the Inquisitor’s head tightly with both hands and forced him to meet my eyes. “When spring comes, magnolias fall.”
    

    
      “What…?”
    

    
      “When I say ‘When spring comes,’ you answer ‘Magnolias fall.’ That’s our code word to wake up. Now tell me if you understand. When spring comes?”
    

    
      “Magnolia…”
    

    
      “Again. When spring comes…”
    

    
      “Magnolias fall.” The Inquisitor’s eyes grew clearer little by little and looked at me instead of into empty space. He shook his head and then nodded. After repeating the code a number of times, he said, “Okay! I’m myself now!”
    

    
      “Good job.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Mr. Death King! Hahaha. I seem to have been struck by wonderful surprises all day long today. I don’t think I’ll ever be able to forget this day.”
    

    
      “Would you like a cup of tea to calm down?”
    

    
      “Yes, please!” The Inquisitor nodded.
    

    
      Good. It was too early to give up this try. I wrapped a blanket around the Inquisitor and headed to the kitchen. As expected of an academy where children of the imperial family and noble families attended, there was a kitchen in Lady Goldencup’s room at the dormitory, albeit small.
    

    
      I found tea leaves and a kettle without a problem.
    

    
      “Wow.” I was dumbfounded as I made the tea. “My body just moves on its own…”
    

    
      For my entire life, I had never really brewed tea using anything other than tea bags. But my hands moved as if I had been using a teapot for a long time. My body even enjoyed brewing tea. That was a side effect of immersion.
    

    
      Lady Goldencup likes it best when I mix milk into black tea and add a spoonful of honey. I hummed. I asked a servant of the academy to get me some honey for moments like this. It’s a little expensive, but since she’s always very frugal, it’ll be okay…
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 6%.]
      
    

    
      …It wasn’t okay! It wasn’t okay at all! Shit! This fucking romance novel! Why the hell did people in this world get so happy about ​​putting honey in black tea!? I would rather open their skull and spread honey over their synapses. Then I’ll fill them with honeycombs!
    

    
      
        [Shiny is worried about you… but still expresses her minority opinion that you look good in your butler’s uniform.]
      
    

    
      My sword happily flickered away. Perhaps I was imagining things, but the sword’s light seemed to be more radiant today even though its owner was crouched down clutching his head in pain.
    

    
      I can't let the butler take over my mind. I clenched my teeth. I can't—not after all I’ve gone through to clear the stages!
    

    
      Spite rose within me. I decided not to make tea like my original character. I used a kettle and took out a teacup the butler didn't normally use. When I was done, I gave the tea to the Inquisitor.
    

    
      The Inquisitor took a few sips of tea and tilted his head. “Mr. Death King.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “The tea tastes strange!”
    

    
      “So?” I asked.
    

    
      “Unless my sense of taste has been dulled, this saltiness is coming from salt. Am I wrong?”
    

    
      “That tea is supposed to taste like that.”
    

    
      “Oh, it is? I think this is closer to salt water than tea. If I measured the salinity, it would probably be classified as plain salt water.”
    

    
      “Just shut up and drink.”
    

    
      “Understood! I’ll shut up and drink!” The Inquisitor slurped down the tea, smiling brightly. “Thank you for the tea! It was salty!”
    

    
      Yes, this was how that should be. My natural-born psycho finally regained his usual innocence.
    

    
      “So, what are you going to do now?”
    

    
      “We should make the villainess and the crown prince fall in love.” I sighed. “Or at least we should crush any romance between Lady Goldencup and the crown prince. Let’s try to make one of the two endings happen.”
    

    
      “Operation Crushy Crush…”
    

    
      The Inquisitor named the operation as he pleased, but, well, it didn’t matter. I preferred the latter of the two endings as well.
    

    
      I’ve never been in a relationship, so I don’t know much about love, but won’t it be easier to break a couple than make one? I thought.
    

    
      Both the Inquisitor and I agreed on this one hundred percent.
    

    
      “For that to happen, the crown prince’s love for Lady Goldencup has to die! Do you have any plans for making that happen?”
    

    
      “Yes, I do.” It had come to me when I had been making tea earlier and almost lost my mind. We needed to take special measures for this stage.
    

    
      There was actually a very effective way to weaken the crown prince’s love toward Lady Goldencup while also maintaining both of our sanity—especially mine.
    

    
      “What’s your plan?”
    

    
      “All else aside, the more you act like Lady Goldencup and the more I immerse myself in a butler’s mindset, the more our immersion level will increase. Let’s think it the other way around: what would happen if we acted nothing like Lady Goldencup and her butler? Our immersion level might drop. Even if it doesn’t, at least it won’t increase. How does that sound?”
    

    
      The Inquisitor’s eyes lit up. “… Indeed. It’s a simple but good method, as expected of you, Mr. Death King! You’re really the Hunter who cleared the once unchallengeable tenth floor and made it to the twentieth floor fast as lightning!”
    

    
      “Thank you for the compliment. I like it. Well, anyway, my plan is simple” I flicked my fingers and activated my Skill. “From now on, you’ll become the delinquent young noble lady, and I’ll be the bad butler.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor tilted his head. “Huh?”
    

    
      Monster Legion Reincarnation was active. I didn’t need to summon a lot like I had done in the Heavenly Demon Chronicle. We needed one specific monster—and desperately.
    

    
      My shadow slowly transformed into a man with a ponytail. He looked like the most stuck-up person in the universe.
    

    
      “Hey…” His name was Yoo Soo-Ha, the Fire Emperor. As soon as I summoned him, his face crumpled like a wad of tissue paper. “You son of bitch, what kind of fuckery are you trying to make me do this time—”
    

    
      “Abracadabra. It’s time to be quiet.” I flicked my fingers once more.
    

    
      “—Ugh, ugh! Ughhhhh!”
    

    
      No matter how harsh he spoke, he couldn’t disobey my orders. He just kept wriggling like a caterpillar trapped in a spider web. Looking at Yoo Soo-Ha made my gloominess fade away a lot. How should I put it? I felt like I was closing the lid on a trash can. It also felt like the fine dust in my heart was washed away. The man was like the dustbin of a vacuum cleaner.
    

    
      “Mr. Inquisitor.”
    

    
      “Yes, Mr. Death King!”
    

    
      “You look too much like a model student,” I said, seriously. “Everything you do is done out of very pure, innocent intentions. You’re far from the perfectly delinquent young lady. Too far.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor’s ears perked up. “Ah, if there is anything I lack, please teach me! I’ll learn!”
    

    
      “Yes, I’ll set up a one-on-one lesson for you.” I slowly looked at Yoo Soo-ha. “I have the best tutor to lead you to the path of delinquency.”
    

    
      “Haha, I’m looking forward to it!” The Inquisitor smiled like a puppy.
    

    
      “Ugh… Ugh! Ugh!” Yoo Soo-Ha grimaced like the son of a bitch he was.
    

    
      Between the puppy and the son of a bitch, I found myself nodding seriously. Seriously.
    

    
      “Okay, let’s become delinquents.”
    

    
      The next day, Sormwin Academy was turned upside down.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 93: Falling (3)

    
      
        Romantic Fantasy Rule 3: Want to spark some love between two people? First, make them hate each other. Hatred is lightning, and affection is thunder. When one is blinded by the lightning, they hear the ringing of the thunder.
      
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “How are you?”
    

    
      “Yes, I feel great. I had such a good night’s sleep. How about you? Did you rest well?”
    

    
      “I feel refreshed, too. Maybe it’s because of the good dream I had. I feel like having two pieces of toast this morning now.”
    

    
      “Oh. I really want to hear what kind of dream you had. How do you feel about dining together?”
    

    
      “Oh my. That sounds wonderful!”
    

    
      “Hoho.”
    

    
      On the way to Sormwin Academy, the students greeted each other with elegant smiles and words. “Oh, my,” and “Hoho,” were heard from here and there on the magnolia-lined road.
    

    
      Even a choir of baby birds or a garden of tulips in full bloom couldn’t be more peaceful than this scene. This precious moment, sparkling like a diamond, would cleanse anyone’s soul.
    

    
      “Ah, Lady Goldencup. Are you having a fine morning?”
    

    
      And diamond was nothing more than a slightly shiny coal. It burned really well when it was lit.
    

    
      “No! I’m not at all fine!”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      The Inquisitor smiled brightly at the young lady who had greeted him. “There’s no way I’m fine! I almost got killed by those assassin bastards last night, so I couldn’t sleep all night. That’s already frustrating as hell. How can you ask me if I’m fine? Is there anything in that head of yours?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “No, of course there isn’t. If there was, you wouldn’t greet someone who almost died last night with ‘Are you having a fine morning?’ Hahaha! It’s not me you need to be asking, it’s your head! Is your head fine? Is your skull all good? How about your brain?”
    

    
      “Uh… huh? What?”
    

    
      “Ahhh! Oh, cat got your tongue? It’s probably because your brain has gone too bad, so the cat made do with your tongue. It’s okay. I understand! For a mind to be well and clear, it needs a healthy body. How could your mind be alright when your head is damaged? You should go to the infirmary right away. In other words, please get lost!”
    

    
       “…Uh, ah…?” The young lady staggered and eventually fainted.
    

    
      Thank goodness the young lady’s servant had caught her. Otherwise, she would have gone rolling down the road. The students exchanging morning greetings like usual shrieked.
    

    
      “Lady White Orchid Flower! Are you okay?”
    

    
      “Oh my! She’s so pale…”
    

    
      “Someone, please call an academy doctor right away!”
    

    
      “Breathe! Can you hear me?! You have to breathe!”
    

    
      “Lady Goldencup! W-what did you just say…!?”
    

    
      The peacefully singing baby birds all flew away, and a bomb exploded in the serene tulip garden. The diamond was burning brightly. The noble ladies couldn’t hide their shock while skillfully taking care of their unconscious classmate.
    

    
      The Inquisitor smiled brightly. “What’s all the fuss about? She didn’t know how to read the room and asked me if I was fine, so I just asked her if her head was okay!”
    

    
      “W-what?” The young lady nearby opened and closed her mouth. “You asked if… her head is okay…?”
    

    
      “Ah. Your hair is red. It’s beautiful. Is it possible that it’s stained from your skull cracking and a little bit of your brain leaking out? Hahaha. Your empty little head is in danger of getting even emptier. Please put it back!” The Inquisitor shot her an angelic smile.
    

    
      She staggered.
    

    
      “My lady!”
    

    
      “Ahhhh! Lady Plum Blossom!”
    

    
      “Is the doctor not here yet!?”
    

    
      “What are those doctors getting paid for?”
    

    
      “Someone get us some water!”
    

    
      “Guards! Guards!”
    

    
      Chaos arrived. It was a downright apocalyptic sight. The world hadn’t met its doom yet, but the way to Sormwin Academy was utterly devastated.
    

    
      The Inquisitor, who had single-handedly reduced a twenty-meter radius area to ashes with his tongue, smiled without a trace of malice—although he had dark bags under his eyes due to the all night lesson yesterday.
    

    
      “Hahaha, Mr. Death King, this is great! My immersion level didn’t increase at all.”
    

    
      He was doing a great job. The Fire Emperor’s one-on-one lesson was amazingly effective.
    

    
      “I’ll trust you completely forever! Your plans are very reliable!”
    

    
      I bowed in a butler-like manner. “Thank you for the compliment, my lady.”
    

    
      “No problem! But is stepping on my foot right now also a way to stop my immersion level from increasing? My big toe hurts a little.”
    

    
      “I have to do this to act like a bad butler. Endure it.”
    

    
      “Understood!” The Inquisitor nodded fervently.
    

    
      On that morning, a total of fourteen young noble ladies were admitted to the academy’s infirmary. Word of what had occurred in front of the girls’ dormitory spread throughout the academy like wildfire. It became known as the “How is your brain?” incident.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The cafeteria, the main building, the garden… The students were gossiping about this incident everywhere in the academy.
    

    
      “Lady Goldencup has gone crazy.”
    

    
      “She’s become a completely different person since the attack yesterday..”
    

    
      “She is possessed by a demon.”
    

    
      “Two young ladies and one young lord grew suspicious of the rumors and bravely left to reveal the truth, but they’re yet to return.”
    

    
      “Isn’t she more attractive now?”
    

    
      “So who ordered the assassination of Lady Goldencup?”
    

    
      “The unofficial club of Sormwin Academy, ‘All Older Sisters’ Younger Siblings Club (AOSYSC),’ welcomes the recent changes of Lady Goldencup. We encourage all Sormwin students to change their perception.”
    

    
      “Many witnesses saw Lady Goldencup’s butler mixing salt into her black tea.”
    

    
      “That’s dangerous.”
    

    
      “Assassination.”
    

    
      “His Highness is handling it.”
    

    
      “She’s gone mad.”
    

    
      “I’m going crazy.”
    

    
      “A moderate intake of salt is good for your health… Is the salt in her black tea for her health?”
    

    
      “Big Sister Goldencup.”
    

    
      The rumors snowballed into an urban myth.
    

    
      “Lady Goldencup. You insulted my master!”
    

    
      But even if the rumors were becoming myth, it was still true that fourteen young noble ladies had fainted. Naturally, their servants couldn’t help but be angry.
    

    
      Although they couldn’t dare attack a noble lady, it was easy to challenge me, who was a servant just like them, to a duel. When it came lunchtime, the angry servants lined up to fight me.
    

    
      “For the sake of my master and her family’s honor, I can’t just sit back and watch. Please allow me to duel with your servant, my lady!”
    

    
      The Inquisitor nodded. “Understood! Please resolve this amicab—”
    

    
      “Wait a minute.” I secretly stepped on the Inquisitor’s foot.
    

    
      “Ouch!” he whispered. “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “If you decide to act like a delinquent noble lady, you need to commit to the act,” I hissed. “Don’t say yes to things right away. That isn’t delinquent.”
    

    
      “Oh, I see. Then how do I become more delinquent?”
    

    
      “Do as I say.”
    

    
      The servants who had requested a duel watched us whisper back and forth with bewildered expressions.
    

    
      After a while, the Inquisitor had a look of enlightenment. “Good! You may duel my servant, as you wish.”
    

    
      “Oh, thank you for your permission. Then we’ll get to it right—”
    

    
      “But! You have to pay me if you want to duel with him!”
    

    
      The servants blinked. “… Pardon?”
    

    
      “I’m saying that if you want to get something from me, you have to pay for it.” The Inquisitor sat on the garden bench and then crossed his legs. His smile was dominating.
    

    
      If children saw the Inquisitor right now, they would call him “Big Sister!”
    

    
      “My butler belongs to my family. I’m the only one from my family in this academy, so he’s mine. What are you going to do if my asset gets damaged during the duel? Will you take responsibility?”
    

    
      “Uh, uh…”
    

    
      The servants were perplexed. A duel was supposed to be sacred, but Lady Goldencup was demanding money like a thug.
    

    
      “Uh, how much should we pay you?”
    

    
      “I can make do with five gold coins!”
    

    
      Like I had taught him, the Inquisitor made sure to drive the knife home.
    

    
      “Oh-ho. Don’t tell me your loyalty to your masters is worth less than five gold coins, people.”
    

    
      It was a bit pitiful to see the servants taking out gold coins one by one. Some of the servants had pretty long faces. Many of them looked worried and questioned if it was really honorable to pay for a duel for their young ladies. However, when one or two people began to put in gold coins, the other servants joined in. There was no backing out now.
    

    
      “Here you go, my lady.”
    

    
      “Alright!”
    

    
      “Here is mine…”
    

    
      “Yes. Well received!”
    

    
      “Um, I’m sorry. I only have silver coins right now. Would you accept change as well…?”
    

    
      “I’ll take it all!”
    

    
      The Inquisitor thoroughly fleeced them of their money. The coins jingled their way into his pocket, washing away the elegance of the young lady who had received her title from the emperor.
    

    
      The servant resembled their master. I stretched my neck like a gangster.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      More than ten servants were awkwardly looking at me.
    

    
      “I’m asking just in case.”
    

    
      “W-what is it?”
    

    
      I raised my holy sword in its sheath. “Any of you starved for over a week?”
    

    
      Rhythmical thumps drifted out of the garden. I knocked down the servants one by one like a drummer, getting them covered in dirt.
    

    
      “Ouch!”
    

    
      “Gah. Ugh!”
    

    
      The servants screamed with numerous students watching the fight. I looked around and saw that the students were appalled. Behind me, the Inquisitor was playing with one of the coins, humming.
    

    
      The screams, the gasps of shock, and the jingling sound of coins. This trinity of melodies formed a perfect harmony.
    

    
      At that moment, someone rushed through the crowd of students.
    

    
      “Sy-Sylvia! What in the world is going on right now!”
    

    
      It was the crown prince, the ramen of this apocalyptic book. The blond ramen was totally bewildered. Seeing the overcooked ramen look on his face was such a joy. The Inquisitor and I had gotten our payback for his surprise last night.
    

    
      “I did hear that you had suddenly become strange, but I thought that was just another malicious rumor. What in the world are you doing with your fellow students…?” the crown prince muttered, confused. Then he glared at me. “You!”
    

    
      His eyes were quite fierce for a bowl of ramen soup mixed with rice.
    

    
      “What are you standing around here for!” he yelled. “When your master made a misjudgment because of her fatigue, you, her servant, should have done everything in your power to make her see reason! Instead, you rashly wield your sword! You are not only a third-rate butler, but you also have no right to call yourself a proper servant. You hear me? You have no right!”
    

    
      “I apologize, Your Highness.” I hung the holy sword back on my belt and then bowed. “I don’t listen to anyone’s opinion other than Lady Goldencup’s. If she believes I’m a third-rate butler, then I am. I’ll stand down if she thinks I have no right to call myself her servant. If not, I’ll remain her faithful butler.”
    

    
      “After this… farce… You shameless…” The crown prince’s lip moved a bit before he closed his mouth and shook his head. Perhaps he thought that quarreling with a servant like me was meaningless. “Sylvia, I’ve told you many times: you shouldn’t have a man like him as your butler. There are many butler candidates in the palace that have been trained with great care. If I ask His Majesty, I can bring one of the most capable among them. It’ll be okay! Don’t worry. He adores you.”
    

    
      Wow.
    

    
      The students watching everything were amazed. Some young ladies’ eyes were tinted with a rosy hue after the crown prince’s open expression of affection. They sighed and whispered.
    

    
      “How tragic. The crown prince’s fiance is Lady Silver Lily…”
    

    
      “But their engagement was made before their birth. It’s from ages ago. And the rumor that His Majesty cherishes Lady Goldencup has been going around for a long time, so maybe…”
    

    
      “Ah, what a predicament!”
    

    
      Despite their sighs, the young ladies’ eyes sparkled. There was no romance scandal as fiery as that of a member of the imperial family. People would be heartbroken if their diamond was burned away, but they would pay a fortune to see someone else’s diamond burning brightly, especially if it was the most splendid one in the empire.
    

    
      “What do you think, Sylvia?” The crown prince approached and grabbed the Inquisitor’s wrist. “Will you grant my earnest request?”
    

    
      The Inquisitor looked at the crown prince. I was nervous—which one was stronger? The love of Lady Goldencup, the female lead, or the ego of the Inquisitor, who was playing the delinquent noble lady? I did my best to help the latter get the upper hand, but ultimately the Inquisitor was the one fighting the battle. He and I could lose the match.
    

    
      “…Your Highness,” the Inquisitor slowly said, “what perfume did you wear today?”
    

    
       “What?”
    

    
      “I apologize for my rudeness, but it smells a little unfamiliar to me.”
    

    
      A bright smile spread across the Inquisitor’s face. He naturally broke free from the crown prince’s grip and snapped his fan open, only his grinning eyes visible above the fan. “Have you found out who was behind the assassins who attacked me yesterday?”
    

    
      “N-no… The investigation is still ongoing.”
    

    
      “Had my butler not been by my side last night, I would have probably been harmed! So if you care about me, I ask that you respect my butler. Besides, I believe the butler not only saved my life but also the honor of the academy. Your Highness, there is no one I trust more than my butler!”
    

    
      The blonde ramen started boiling.
    

    
      And the Inquisitor laughed behind his fan. “Hohohoho!”
    

    
      It was the most romantic laugh in the world.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 94: The Villain (1)

    
      
        Has anyone loved you as much as I do?
      
    

    
      
        Has anyone caressed you as carefully as I do?
      
    

    
      
        Has anyone’s eyes been more eager to meet yours than mine?
      
    

    
      
        Has anyone touched you as softly as I did?
      
    

    
      
        There probably isn't anyone. I’m sure there isn’t.
      
    

    
      
        I'll make sure of it.
      
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “Ohohohoho!”
    

    
      A romantic laugh echoed through the garden.
    

    
      In the face of the laughter, the crown prince couldn’t hide his sadness. “S-Sylvia… …?”
    

    
      “Ohohoho! Yes, Your Highness!”
    

    
      “Isn't your laughter a bit flippant? O-of course, your voice is always as charming as birdsong. No matter how you chirp, it sounds like music to my ears. But since we’re nobles…”
    

    
      “Ohohohohoho! I like how I laugh very much!”
    

    
      “I-is that so?” The crown prince muttered reluctantly. “I-I see… I see… No, if I listen carefully, it seems okay. Hmm… Hmm. Yes! It’s okay. It’s more than okay! It’s beautiful. I discovered a new charm of yours today.”
    

    
      What was wrong with this blonde ramen? His love for Lady Goldencup was still hot? But the students around were all looking at us with dead eyes.
    

    
      
        —Zombie.
      
       The Guardian, who had been quiet since entering the apocalyptic book, opened his mouth. 
      
        I’ve been just watching and trying not to interfere with how you clear this book. But it’s so frustrating that I can’t do that anymore. Hey, are you serious?
      
    

    
      
        Serious? What?
      
    

    
      
        —You really think it’s easier to break a couple than make one?
      
    

    
      
        Yeah,
      
       I answered.
    

    
      
        —I’m sorry to break your bubble, but that really depends… on which couple you’re talking about,
      
       the Guardian said. He looked like a mountain gorilla prince who was suddenly locked up in a zoo.
    

    
      
        Does it actually matter which couple we’re talking about?
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah, you make it obvious that you’ve never dated anyone. Everyone’s love is different. There is a kind of love that can’t be stopped no matter how hard you try to sever it. To my eyes, that crown prince guy is like—
      
    

    
      “Sylvia!” the crown prince shouted in the middle of the Guardian’s sentence. “Every facet of you is brilliant and colorful, like a kaleidoscope. You were a falling snowflake yesterday, and you are a blooming plum blossom today. Yes, you’re right—how a person laughs isn’t determined from birth, and no law says how nobles should laugh. I’ll use this chance to change how I laugh too. Mwahahahahaha!”
    

    
      This nutjob…
    

    
      And an unbelievable duet started under the clear sky of the garden.
    

    
      “Ohhoho!”
    

    
      “Mwhahaha!”
    

    
      “Ohohohohoho!”
    

    
      “Mwahahahahahaha!”
    

    
      And there was the couple of the century. I was speechless.
    

    
      
        W-what in the world is love that makes people like that…?
      
    

    
      It was shocking.
    

    
      
        —Again, you’ve never fallen in love. You don’t know what that feels like to be in love, and those kids’ relationships are tangled as hell. So how the heck are you going to do it? 
      
      The Guardian clicked his tongue.
      
         Some people ruined their country trying to look cool in front of their loved ones. The idea of ​​becoming a bad guy and blocking immersion was good, but it’s not enough to end someone’s love. Yeah, it’s not nearly enough.
      
    

    
      The Guardian suddenly started to look like a very mature adult. Was it possible that I actually had an inferiority complex about the fact that I had never dated anyone? Was that why I felt like this? Wasn’t that too much of a blow to my pride? He was just a mountain gorilla.
    

    
      First, I stepped between the crown prince and the Inquisitor, intentionally provoking the prince.
    

    
      “You…” The crown prince scowled. He knew what I was trying to do.
    

    
      “Lady Goldencup said she trusts me the most,” I said.
    

    
      
        Now, let’s see if your love is still hot even after this,
      
       I thought.
    

    
      “Your Highness, you are a noble, and I am from humble birth. But, while you are usually far away, I am always by her side. Her family is my home, and her life is my service.”
    

    
      The young ladies watching us in the garden shrieked in excitement.
    

    
      
        —No. What the heck? Hey, hey!
      
       the Guardian shouted. 
      
        Idiot! Oh, you goddamn virgin! You really have no idea how love works! He’s the crown prince of an empire—he’s damn prideful! If you do that, the crown prince will be even more jealous—!
      
    

    
      “Huh!” The crown prince ground his teeth. “You’ve gotten very arrogant after idling around her under the pretense of being her butler. Fine—then I’ll take care of Sylvia when I’m at the academy. You can go back home.”
    

    
      
        No. You’re a crown prince! Did your mad love make you literally mad?
      
       I screamed silently.
    

    
      “Ohohohoho!”
    

    
      
         Mr. Inquisitor. You’re being distracting now, so please stop laughing,
      
       I grumbled.
    

    
      “… What is going on here?”
    

    
      The students’ chatter came to a screeching halt. The silence lasted only a second, but it was long enough for the young noble ladies and lords to bow and make way.
    

    
      Only the crown prince’s head remained raised. His brow furrowed.
    

    
      “…Lady Silver Lily.”
    

    
      A young noble lady was walking toward us, her hair shining like moonlight.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      “I heard you asked for a sick leave this morning,” the crown prince said. “I thought you would miss school today, but you seem to be feeling better. Your heart is quite the troublemaker, isn’t it, Lady Silver Lily?”
    

    
      Instead of answering, Lady Silver Lily glanced around first. The students, who had been making a fuss about the imperial romance scandal, ducked their heads when her eyes passed over them. Only after she had made them submit did she finally say, “How have you been, Your Highness? Thanks to your attention, it was peaceful last night.”
    

    
      “…Is that so? I’m glad to hear it. You spend half the year on sick leave, so a day like today is precious. Since it’s a sunny spring day, why don’t you go on a nice, long walk?” His voice was cold. His offer was basically a demand for her to get lost.
    

    
      In contrast to his desperate expression of love for Lady Goldencup, he was aloof to Lady Silver Lily—so aloof that it was a little strange.
    

    
      
        Even if he’s a crown prince, he can't treat a duke’s daughter like this without consequences…
      
       I wondered.
    

    
      However, Lady Silver Lily was calm.
    

    
      “A walk sounds good. If the spring wind gets a little stronger, the magnolia petals will fall. I’m worried that those flowers will be lonely if I enjoy them alone,” Lady Silver Lily riposted. Unlike last night, her speech was smoothly delivered. “Your Highness, why don’t we leave this noisy, dusty place? We can take a walk and comfort the spring flowers.”
    

    
      “Ha. Why should I—”
    

    
      “Lady Goldencup.” Lady Silver Lily looked at the Inquisitor. “Come with us.”
    

    
      The crown prince stopped talking.
    

    
      All eyes were focused on the Inquisitor. The Inquisitor fanned himself and glanced at me, silently asking me what to do and if it was wise to follow them. He looked like he would follow my lead on this expedition completely.
    

    
      Would it be okay? Both Lady Silver Lily and the crown prince were dangerous because just being with those two increased our immersion level. The Inquisitor became more like Lady Goldencup, and I got closer to becoming her butler. That was incredibly dangerous, but nothing would be solved if I did nothing.
    

    
      “What’s your immersion level right now?” I whispered to the Inquisitor. “Has it gone up?”
    

    
      “Yes, it’s gone up a little,” the Inquisitor whispered back. “My immersion level is currently at seventeen percent. Haha, an increase of two percent since yesterday. It increased one percent while I was listening to the crown prince’s talk, and another two percent when I saw Lady Silver Lily.”
    

    
      Two percent. Compared to how the immersion level had gone up like crazy yesterday, the speed of increase had certainly slowed down. Should we take the risk and enter the tiger’s den now? If not now, when would be the right time?
    

    
      I looked into the Inquisitor’s eyes. “When spring comes?”
    

    
      “Magnolias fall, Mr. Death King.” The Inquisitor smiled brightly.
    

    
      Okay. I’d made up my mind.
    

    
      “Good. Let’s follow them, my lady.”
    

    
      “I trust your judgment, my butler.” The Inquisitor skillfully folded his fan. “Ohohoho! How can I say no when you personally invited me to walk, Lady Silver Lily? I will gladly accept your invitation!”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily lightly frowned as she turned. “Follow us quietly.”
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The place she took us was a remote villa she stayed in. She didn’t live in the dormitory, probably because of her family’s great power.
    

    
      “Are you telling me to take a walk here?” the crown prince, who was forced to come, grumbled.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily’s villa was unusually fancy for a student’s residence. However, the crown prince had grown up in the palace, so he didn’t seem particularly impressed by such extravagance.
    

    
      “Of course not, ” Lady Silver Lily nonchalantly replied as she walked. Her shoes clattered against the hallway floor. “The walk was an excuse.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Too many people were watching in the garden, so I couldn’t talk about it. This matter needs to be kept secret.”
    

    
      “…A secret?”
    

    
      “It’s about dealing with the assassins who dared to intrude on the cradle of the nobles, Your Highness. We shouldn’t speak of it rashly. It might cause turmoil among the people.”
    

    
      The crown prince kept his mouth shut. From what I could tell, the one who had hired the assassin was the crown prince. Maybe I was imagining things, but Lady Silver Lily’s calm voice seemed to say that she already knew what he had done.
    

    
      “… Are you saying you caught the culprit?” The crown prince frowned. “My investigation hasn’t made any breakthroughs yet, so how did you—” 
    

    
      “Lady Goldencup’s butler gave me a clue,” Lady Silver Lily interjected. She didn’t stop moving. “I kicked Lady Goldencup and her butler out of the ball last night. I admit I overreacted, but I only told my servants to kick them out of the ballroom. I never ordered them to be locked up anywhere. And it seems that some of my subordinates were harboring malice.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily brought us to the staircase leading into the basement of her villa. She stood in front of the entrance and looked back, her eyes expressionless. “Shall we go down, Your Highness?”
    

    
      “…I don’t see any servants. Strange. Where did they all go?”
    

    
      “Are you worried? Of course you are. I’ll go first.” Lady Silver Lily went down the stairs, denying the crown prince the chance to ask questions. Her footsteps disappeared into the basement as the darkness swallowed her.
    

    
      The crown prince gulped and went down the stairs. We followed him.
    

    
      A distinctive scent became thicker as we went down the stairs. It was one that I had grown too familiar with: the smell of blood. The Inquisitor and I were calm, but the crown prince’s shoulders kept twitching as he walked ahead of us.
    

    
      “…I apologize for bringing you to such a humble place, Your Highness.” Lady Silver Lily bowed slightly.
    

    
      In the basement, three people were tied to chairs. All of them were the servants of the duke that I had seen briefly last night.
    

    
      “They orchestrated the attack on Lady Goldencup last night.”
    

    
      Watching how all three of them were soaked in blood, the crown prince’s hands trembled. Even I frowned a little. The only ones whose expressions didn’t change after coming down the stairs were the Inquisitor and Lady Silver Lily.
    

    
      It was understandable that the Inquisitor was calm since he was the leader of the Pantheon. He had carried out countless tortures and interrogations in the Tower, but Lady Silver Lily was just the daughter of a duke. She looked so delicate—as if formed from pure moonlight—that it felt like she was going to faint at any moment. However, she stood there as if she was very used to this kind of place.
    

    
      “I spent all of last night investigating. As a result, I learned that they committed the crime for personal revenge,” she explained.
    

    
      And then I remembered that the young lady in front of me was the one who was going to destroy this world.
    

    
      “Personal… revenge?”
    

    
      “Yes. Would you like to listen to their stories?” Lady Silver Lily grabbed one of the servants by the hair.
    

    
      “Ahh!” The servant’s eyes popped open from pain. He looked at us only with his left eye—it didn’t look like he could open his other eye.
    

    
      “His Highness has arrived. Show some manners.”
    

    
      “My lady, ugh… My lady…
    

    
      “You conspired with your colleagues to hire an assassin, then you sent them after Lady Goldencup. Tell His Highness why you are trying to take her life,” Lady Silver Lily coldly ordered.
    

    
      “My lady… M-my lady…
    

    
      “If you tell the truth, your family won’t be punished.”
    

    
      “L-Lady Goldencup… is just the daughter of a lowly baron from the outskirts, but she doesn’t know her place and dares to seduce His Highness… Ah, y-you’ve been His Highness’s rightful fiance for a long time… But…”
    

    
      This person was dangerous.
    

    
      “That young lady of the baron kept trying to ruin it… I got so angry that I lost my head… and I did something foolish. I’m sorry. I’m sorry, my lady. I’m sorry, Your Highness…”
    

    
      “Is there someone else who ordered you three to hire assassins?”
    

    
      “No, there wasn’t. Nobody told us anything…”
    

    
      No, he was giving a false confession.
    

    
      “Are you saying that it was done solely by you three?”
    

    
      “Yes… That’s right, my lady… That’s right…”
    

    
      It was to protect the crown prince.
    

    
      “Did you really do that?”
    

    
      “I said nothing but the truth…” The servant’s voice was barely audible now.
    

    
      “Yes, okay.”
    

    
      To protect the crown prince of this country, Lady Silver Lily deliberately incited a false confession. I had a feeling that she had gotten all three of the servants’ stories straight and perfectly fabricated all of the evidence and alibis.
    

    
      They were the crown prince’s underlings, and the crown prince was the mastermind who had led them to lock the Inquisitor and me in the storage room. When the two of us had been in danger, he had shown up and tried to act like a hero. That truth was never going to be revealed because Lady Silver Lily was going to bury it all in this basement.
    

    
      All for the crown prince, the man who would suffer the greatest blow if the truth were revealed.
    

    
      “Your Highness.” Lady Silver Lily looked up to see the crown prince. “Punish them.”
    

    
      The crown prince flinched. “Punish them…?”
    

    
      “They tried to kill Lady Goldencup, for whom you care very dearly, Your Highness. These criminals also invaded the cradle of the nobles. It’s only right to punish them, and as their crown prince you have the authority to do so.”
    

    
      The crown prince didn’t move.
    

    
      “Why are you hesitating?” Lady Silver Lily asked. “Is it possible that the truth behind this incident is different from what my investigation found? I’ll ask you not as a student of this academy, but as your subject: Your Highness, if my investigation is insufficient, please postpone the execution of the punishment. Given the gravity of the matter, I’ll send a message to His Majesty’s special forces.”
    

    
      As soon as I heard “His Majesty’s special forces,” the butler’s memory came back to me. They were the hunting dogs who only had one master: the emperor. These were the best swordsmen and wizards in the empire and were granted absolute autonomy in their investigations. The reason why the crown prince was able to assume his current position was because these hunting dogs had eaten up the previous crown prince for his corrupt acts.
    

    
      “However, there should be no need to bother postponing the punishment if you are satisfied with my investigation.” Lady Silver Lily bowed.
    

    
      There was a sword on the basement floor that seemed to have been prepared for this.
    

    
      “Punish them here.” Lady Silver Lily rolled up her sleeves as if she was used to such things, revealing the countless scars that covered her arms. “And, as I failed to properly manage the servants of my family…”
    

    
      Those scars were from being stabbed, cut, scratched, beaten, and burned. They were like worms eating away at the once-white arms of the duke’s daughter. No, it wasn’t just her arms. She also had long marks leading up to her shoulders that looked like worms had been ripped out from underneath her skin. From those, I could tell that her entire body was covered in scars.
    

    
      Bowing, she whispered, “… please punish me.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily, the villainess of this world.
    

    
      “As always, I’ll bear all of the sins.”
    

    
      The crown prince trembled.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 95: The Villain (2)

    
      “… My dear daughter… Don’t expect anything… Don’t rely on anything. That’s the secret of life… Every time you tell yourself, ‘Maybe it’ll be different this time,’ the world will whisper to you, ‘It’s no different this time either.’ Being fooled once is an experience. While it’s a tragedy to be deceived twice, being fooled three times is comedy.
    

    
      “…You are a noble. Be careful not to let your life become someone else’s comedy. Don’t give yourself three chances…Two. Two wounds are enough to be remembered forever. Those old kings commemorated their deaths before they died. Don’t repeat their foolishness by building monuments in the desert, my dear daughter.
    

    
      “…If you still want to entrust yourself to the world, remember: you aren’t lending your life to people. Don’t try to be someone’s debtor. Give without expecting to get it back. Give it all. Forgive people for holding a carnival on your corpse. Give them your hair, fingers, and everything else. From your purest sacrifice to your most innocent joy and purest hope, they will glut themselves on everything you have.
    

    
      “…Leave nothing behind in this world. Nothing.”
    

    
      With those words, her mother died. Her body was cremated afterward.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      The basement was quiet.
    

    
      “What is wrong, Your Highness?” Lady Silver Lily’s soft voice asked.
    

    
      The air was cold. The interrogated servants were bleeding, but the pools of their fresh blood couldn’t warm the basement at all.
    

    
      “As crown prince of this empire, please punish me.”
    

    
      “Ha, ha.” The crown prince laughed faintly.
    

    
      No, was that really laughing? The corners of his lips were barely raised. They quivered in a miserable farce of levity. As if he were running away, he quickly turned to look at the Inquisitor and me, silently asking us what we thought of this outrageous situation.
    

    
      “Your Highness,” Lady Silver Lily sharply said, blocking his attempt at escape. “Shall I report their crimes to His Majesty’s special forces?”
    

    
      The crown prince froze.
    

    
      “Are you trying to follow in the deposed crown prince’s footsteps? Are you testing how far His Majesty will forgive you?”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily’s tone was quiet and polite, but the duke’s daughter was clearly cornering the crown prince. And it was effective.
    

    
      The emperor’s heir moaned, his hands trembling. He grabbed the sword that Lady Silver Lily offered him. But the crown prince’s determination was only sufficient to make him hold the sword. It didn’t motivate him to take the next step.
    

    
      “Sylvia…” The crown prince let the tip of the sword hang limply.
    

    
      He stared blankly at the Inquisitor and me. Was he hoping that someone would come forward and stop Lady Silver Lily?
    

    
      The Inquisitor smiled widely. “That was some neat work! I like how you involved not only His Highness but also me and my butler. Haha, everyone is an accomplice, so we have to keep our mouths shut. His Highness is glad that his mistake will be covered up, and I’m glad that you’re punished, Lady Silver Lily!”
    

    
      “S-Sylvia?”
    

    
      “The problem is, it seems that you’re the only one who isn’t benefiting from this.” The Inquisitor’s eyes curled into twinkling crescent moons. “How do you benefit from handling the matter like this? Three loyal servants of your family are going to die, and you’re going to accept corporal punishment in place of His Highness. I’m very curious about what you think about all this.”
    

    
      “I don’t know what you are talking about. As I said, these are servants of my family, and I am their young lady. Taking responsibility for their mistakes is only na—”
    

    
      “Haha, that sounds beautiful, but it’s inefficient for discussion! Let’s be honest for more efficiency. Why are you willing to get punished in place of His Highness? Lady Silver Lily, is it perhaps your way of love?”
    

    
      The golden lady and the silver lady eyed each other for a moment. The only sound in the basement was the sound of breathing.
    

    
      “I’m doing what I must do as a subject of the empire, Lady Goldencup,” Lady Silver Lily calmly answered. She didn’t even blink. “Calculating profit and reward is disloyal. You may find that difficult to understand since you grew up in a family from the outskirts.”
    

    
      “Are you saying that you don’t expect anything in return?”
    

    
      “If you intend to extract an answer, you may as well give up now. Whether you understand me or not doesn’t matter to me.”
    

    
      “Interesting…” The Inquisitor let out a long breath.
    

    
      It was hard for me to guess what that meant, but one thing was certain: the Inquisitor’s reaction was definitely not what the crown prince had been hoping for. The Inquisitor wasn’t planning on stopping Lady Silver Lily. The crown prince, who had been clinging to his love, now had a look of despair on his face.
    

    
      So I had no choice but to interrupt.
    

    
      “…Please wait a moment, my lady.”
    

    
      “Yes, butler? What is it?”The Inquisitor tilted his head and looked at me.
    

    
      “If those servants are really the ones who instigated your assassination, we also have a right to punish them. It isn’t right to leave the execution of the punishment solely to His Highness.” I turned my head.
    

    
      My mouth felt dry. To solve this political imbroglio, I concentrated on coming up with the best solution—I didn’t hesitate to use the butler’s knowledge too.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 7%.]
      
    

    
      Despite my papery tongue, I told myself that that was okay for now.
    

    
      “… The same goes for Lady Silver Lily. She was betrayed by her loyal servants, so I believe she deserves to punish the servants more than anyone.”
    

    
      “Oh… In other words?” the Inquisitor asked.
    

    
      “Three servants have committed the crime, and coincidentally, there are also three people qualified to punish them.”
    

    
      I looked at the servants tied to the chairs.
    

    
      “How about you punish one of them each? After all, the reason why Lady Silver Lily brought us here in the first place is that she wished to make us her accomplices… And it also seems like His Highness can’t handle the execution of the punishment alone, so it would be reasonable for the three of you to share the duty equally.”
    

    
      Silence hung in the air.
    

    
      “Hmm.” The Inquisitor closed one eye.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily’s brow silently furrowed.
    

    
      “That’…” The crown prince’s eyes lit up. “That’s right! What Sylvia’s butler said is right. Lady Silver Lily was betrayed by her servants, Sylvia was attacked, and I need to enforce the laws of the empire! Everyone has their own reasons, so it’s best that each of us takes charge of executing one criminal!”
    

    
      “Your Highness, a ruler shouldn’t share his duty with others—”
    

    
      “Be quiet!” The crown prince threw his sword at Lady Silver Lily hysterically.
    

    
      The scabbard hit her leg and dropped to the floor. The throw was hard enough to leave a bruise on her legs, but she remained expressionless.
    

    
      “When anything happens, all you say is kill them, punish them, execute them! It’s like that’s all you know how to say! How many people do you think I’ve had to kill already!?”
    

    
      “It’s your duty as this empire’s next ruler.”
    

    
      “I am not a murderer or a butcher! You venomous woman, if you want to see blood that badly, you should kill them!”
    

    
      The crown prince huffed and puffed.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily quietly looked at the crown prince with a gaze that seemed to make time freeze. The thin coat of ice shattered as she slowly bent down and picked up the sword. Her left hand gripped the scabbard and her right hand wrapped around the hilt. She skillfully drew the sword, revealing the blade. It gleamed the same cold hue as her hair. “Then please give me the order at least, Your Highness.”
    

    
      “O-order?”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Highness. Order me to execute them. Why are you hesitating? Have you forgotten how to command? Are you giving up your right as a crown prince too?”
    

    
      The crown prince took a deep breath. “Kill… Kill them.…”
    

    
      His voice was barely audible, as if it wasn’t meant to be heard, but Lady Silver Lily never acted without meaning. The blade sliced through the air. Blood was spilled, and something thicker was sliced as well—flesh.
    

    
      After taking a life, Lady Silver Lily’s shoulders shook slightly as if she were sighing. But that was it. She looked at us now.
    

    
      I realized why I felt a premonition in my heart as I watched her.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 8%.]
      
    

    
      The premonition was my intuition telling me that she would stand in Lady Goldencup’s way one day. My compulsive desire to eliminate Lady Goldencup’s potential problems was pouring oil on it. That was why my immersion level was rising like crazy.
    

    
      “Hahaha. I’m becoming more and more interested in you! How nice!” The Inquisitor laughed loudly. “It’s certainly problematic to leave the people who ordered the assassination alive. Please hand me the sword. I’ll take care of the second one and become your accomplice!”
    

    
      How many people had the Inquisitor killed so far? I wasn’t sure, but it was clear that he was no amateur in this area. As soon as he received the sword, he inhaled sharply and delivered the execution with one swift blow.
    

    
      Now only one servant was left, and one person to punish him.
    

    
      “Ah…” The crown prince gaped at the Inquisitor; he’d never expected that “Lady Goldencup” would execute the servant so easily. “Ugh, urgh…!”
    

    
      And then something surprising—downright unbelievable—happened. Before Lady Silver Lily could say anything, the crown prince stumbled back several steps, and then turned and ran.
    

    
      The Inquisitor gasped.
    

    
      No one had expected this, so the crown prince almost succeeded in escaping. Yes, he would have succeeded if I, who had been standing behind the group, hadn’t blocked the way to the stairs.
    

    
      “H-how rude! Are you not aware whose path you dare to block, butler?”
    

    
      “You.” I grabbed the crown prince’s wrist and squeezed.
    

    
      The crown prince tried to shake off my hand but, quietly screaming, failed. He was no match for me in terms of strength to begin with.
    

    
      “What? You…?” His voice grew louder with panic. “Let go of my hand right now!”
    

    
      “It all happened because of you.”
    

    
      My voice sounded cold even in my ears. It wasn’t like my usual voice.
    

    
      “If only you hadn’t instigated this ‘assassination’ in the first place, none of this would have happened. Yeah, you’re madly in love and staged a kidnapping. Sure, you could do that, but are you really going to evade your responsibility just because you’re crazy?” I glared at the crown prince. “Take it.”
    

    
      “T-take… what…?”
    

    
      “Take. The sword.”
    

    
      The crown prince shivered.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 9%.]
      
    

    
      The immersion level increased, but it didn’t matter. Right now, I felt the same as the butler did. I was angry that the crown prince had tried to escape like a coward. I dragged him in front of the sword, ignoring his fierce resistance.
    

    
      “Pick up the sword.”
    

    
      “Ugh, how dare you…!”
    

    
      He refused to grab it, so I forced him.
    

    
      “Raise the sword.”
    

    
      “Let go of me! I order you to let go! I-is there no one out there!?”
    

    
      He continued to resist, so again, I forced him to raise the sword.
    

    
      “I can see how often you’ve laid blame on others until now. If there was any dirty work or anything you didn’t want to do, you passed it onto Lady Silver Lily despite calling yourself the crown prince of this land.”
    

    
      “S-Sylvia! Stop your butler! Please! Sylvia!”
    

    
      “Cut him down with your sword.”
    

    
      The crown prince’s resistance was feeble to me, so it was easy to shake off his resistance. And that was exactly what I did.
    

    
      “Ah.” The crown prince gasped.
    

    
      The smell of blood in the basement grew stronger. The servant’s body slipped off of the chair. The crown prince, petrified, looked down at him with blank eyes. Lady Silver Lily slowly went down on her knees at his feet. The hem of her skirt landed in a puddle of blood and slowly turned red.
    

    
      “The crown prince’s justice is a blessing for all people of the empire, Your Highness.”
    

    
      The crown prince turned his back on her without saying a word. I didn’t stop him this time.
    

    
      “Please be strong and continue to reward good deeds and punish evil deeds.”
    

    
      The crown prince powerlessly staggered up the basement stairs.
    

    
      Meanwhile, Lady Silver Lily quietly continued to offer her advice to the crown prince. Her voice echoed softly in the basement.
    

    
      “The fate of this country and its people depend solely upon you, Your Highness. Even though you may seem like your own person, you are not. Your every action greatly affects the empire, so please…”
    

    
      The sound of his footsteps grew distant. Until they disappeared entirely, the Inquisitor and I looked at Lady Silver Lily, who was still bowing.
    

    
      “...be strong.”
    

    
      
        I want to understand this person.
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 96: The Villain (3)

    
      It was the third day in the apocalyptic book. Lady Silver Lily was absent from the academy.
    

    
      “People say that she’s in bed because she’s feeling sick,” the Inquisitor mentioned.
    

    
      “Is that so…?”
    

    
      “Yes! She's a sickly person, but she spent all night interrogating her servants. It was bound to happen!” The Inquisitor took a sip of black tea, which contained a lot of healthy sodium. “Physical strength is the strength of the nation! No matter how great your cause, it’s difficult to achieve it if you’re sick. Hmm, too bad. Lady Silver Lily seems like someone who could aim for the entire empire…”
    

    
      “I heard that the crown prince also stopped attending the classes,” I commented.
    

    
      “Hahaha. Yes, all thanks to you, butler. He’s so shocked he might apply for a leave of absence.”
    

    
      We were having tea time in the garden filled with magnolias. The students passing by the garden were surprised when they saw us.
    

    
      “The young lady and the butler are both crazy!”
    

    
      “She’s a delinquent!”
    

    
      “Don’t get close to them!”
    

    
      The young ladies hitched their skirts and the young lords rolled their pants up to their ankles so they could get away. Thanks to that, we had the wide gardenscape all to ourselves. That was neat.
    

    
      “Mr. Inquisitor, you just called me ‘butler’ instead of Death King. Be careful.”
    

    
      “Oh! I’m sorry. My bad. It slipped out after my immersion level went over twenty percent. Oh, this salted black tea is surprisingly charming! Please give me another cup, butler.”
    

    
      “You called me butler again…” I sighed as I poured the black tea into the young lady’s teacup.
    

    
      I hummed. After taking on the role of butler, I realized that the tea ceremony was deeply profound. There was a beauty in the way the tea poured out of the teapot and welled up in the cup. The gentle ripples as each drop mixed into the rest of the tea were a sight that couldn’t be missed. It really suited Lady Goldencup—
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 10%.]
      
    

    
      The Inquisitor jumped out of his chair and shrieked. “Butler, why did you suddenly pour the tea on me?! It’s hot! You ruined my delicate hair!”
    

    
      “You never shrieked like that! Have you really become the Lady Goldencup in both body and mind? Tell me. When spring comes!”
    

    
      “Magnolias fall—and so will your hair, butler.”
    

    
      “Ack!”
    

    
      After a brief experience with the terror of hair loss, we calmed down and stopped fighting. As the butler, I brushed the Inquisitor’s hair. Over a few days, the Inquisitor’s hair had grown in the back a little. Was it the effect of his 
      
        Divine Formula: Transformation
      
      ? Or was he becoming more and more like the Lady Goldencup?
    

    
      “You seem to have become better at expressing your emotions, Mr. Inquisitor.” I ran my fingers through his blonde hair. I had never combed or had my hair combed by anyone, but my hands moved on their own. “You used to always smile, but it was basically the same as not smiling at all. It felt more like smiling was your default expression, not a sign of happiness.”
    

    
      “Haha. Is it different now?”
    

    
      “Yes, it’s more emotional and vivid. Now I can tell if you’re smiling because you’re really happy or if you’re just sneering at someone.”
    

    
      “I see. I noticed, too. Do you think it’s a good change, Mr. Death King?”
    

    
      I quietly looked down at the back of the Inquisitor’s head. The Inquisitor was a first-generation Hunter from Bulgaria, Europe. His age was unknown, as well as the number of lives he had taken. His head, shoulders, arms… Everything about him was small. I thought about how many people that small body must have killed.
    

    
       “… Yes, I think it’s good,” I said. “Honestly, I’ve been wondering what I should do with you.”
    

    
      “Hmm? What do you mean?”
    

    
      “You’re a psychopath and a crazy slaughterer. But I couldn’t just kill you.” I slowly tied the Inquisitor’s hair up; it reminded me of how I used to take care of my younger siblings at the orphanage
      
        [1]
      
      . “The Black Dragon Master hates people like you the most, but she kept you alive. Even the Sword Star didn’t kill you. That means there’s a reason to keep you around.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor wasn’t surprised to hear that I was contemplating killing him. He found it rather amusing, given his laughter.
    

    
      “Your insight is quite precise!”
    

    
      “Why do you kill people?” I asked—it was a question that had been weighing on me for a while. “You’re a psychopath, but you can reason with people and understand them in some way. So why do you kill them?”
    

    
      The Inquisitor rested his chin on his palm and pondered.
    

    
      I could hear the students’ faint laughter from beyond the garden’s flower bushes.
    

    
      “First, I’ll have you know that I’m a very capable person.” Then he turned his head to me and lowered his voice to a bare whisper. “
      
        Divine Formula: Hidden Divinity!
      
      ”
    

    
      One of the Inquisitor’s gloves disappeared.
    

    
      “It’s one of the Divine Formulas that I can use. I can make any object disappear from the world—of course, I can also destroy evidence and corpses.”
    

    
      He moved his fingers in the air as if he were rowing.
    

    
      “If those in power don’t kill people often, it isn’t because they’re good people, Mr. Death King! It’s simply because they don’t want to bother hiding corpses or they’re afraid of their murders being discovered later. I don’t have to worry about getting discovered!”
    

    
      The Inquisitor looked bright.
    

    
      “It was very chaotic in the Tower during the first generation. Slavery. Racial discrimination. Ultra-nationalism. Terrorism. The creation of puppet forces. Genocide. Media incitement and fabrication. Ideological conflicts. They were all revived. It was like the history of mankind was compressed into candy and melted down the Tower’s throat! The small and medium-sized factions—which are now called the Five Guilds—started to feel the end coming if the chaos kept spreading.”
    

    
      The Black Dragon Guild, the MA, the Pantheon, the OJP Sect, and the Watchmen League.
    

    
      “The five of us gathered,” the Inquisitor said as if reciting an epic. “The Black Dragon Master spoke first!”
    

    
      
        ‘I’ll cut to the chase. Let’s make an eternal non-aggression pact.”
      
    

    
      “The Countess set a condition.”
    

    
      
        “Guarantee the MA’s right to monopolize outside world goods.”
      
    

    
      “I added one more term!”
    

    
      
        “I want every guild to have its own exclusive domain! That’s my condition for covering up your incidents!”
      
    

    
      “The Viper grumbled.”
    

    
      
        “How did you people, the craziest of them all, end up being the most trustworthy people right now? Tsk tsk. It’s the end of the world. The end of the world… but why is this coffee so bitter? I didn’t even ask for this. Who gave me this? Hey. Hey? Hey!”
      
    

    
      “The Sword Star decided it!”
    

    
      
        “I won’t say that we’re doing what we have to do. We’ll kill people tonight in our ways because we want to based on our beliefs and judgments,”
      
    

    
      “4,653 people died on that night.” The Inquisitor’s smile was still bright. “It was 10,171 people the next night. The night after that, 8,275 people died. 7,412 people died the night after that. The night after that, 23,781 people died. People died, died, and died.”
    

    
      His quiet muttering abruptly brightened again. “And then that very fateful night suddenly arrived. No one died.”
    

    
      On the night the long cleanup work had finally ended, the Black Witch had broken into tears.
    

    
      
        “I will take the responsibility and resign, and I’ll never mention what we did again,” the Sword Star said.
      
    

    
      The Sword Star had been the leader of the Watchmen League at the time.
    

    
      
        “I approved and participated in this massacre. I knew we shouldn’t do it, but I took part in it nonetheless. I’ll hate you forever, and I’ll loathe myself even more.”
      
    

    
      On that day, the Sword Star had parted ways with the other Five Guild leaders, and the position of the Watchmen League’s leader had remained vacant since then.
    

    
      “From then on, the Paladin has been leading the Watchmen League.”
    

    
      The Paladin always introduced herself as the assistant leader of the Watchmen League, and that was what people called her.
    

    
      “The Paladin regretted it.”
    

    
      The night when the Paladin and the Chemist had faced the Sword Star came to mind. It looked like their history was the reason why there was extra tension between the Paladin and the Sword Star at that time.
    

    
      “I don’t regret it! It was a necessary sacrifice!” The Inquisitor continued to smile. “But I’m beginning to have these silly little thoughts. Maybe it’s because my immersion level with Lady Goldencup is increasing.”
    

    
      “What kind of thoughts?”
    

    
      “I feel like things might’ve been different if you were in the Tower back then, Mr. Death King. It’s strange. I’ve never felt this way before.” The Inquisitor looked up after he had said everything he had to say.
    

    
      The magnolias hanging above us were in full bloom.
    

    
      “Do you always live with this much emotion? I keep thinking about what would have changed if I had done something different back then. Do you all keep drifting into these kinds of thoughts while you live?
    

    
      “It’s marvelous.” The Inquisitor, the Rank 5 Hunter, sighed. “That’s why you’re all so beautiful and lovely.”
    

    
      “Mr. Inquisitor…”
    

    
      “If I were like you…” The Inquisitor paused for a moment. “Hmm. Hmm. This is no good, butler. I want to stay in this world more and more.” He smiled sheepishly.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 11%.]
      
    

    
      I realized that I probably wouldn’t be able to kill him. I couldn’t kill someone who knew how to regret his choices.
    

    
      “My lady.”
    

    
      “Yes, I’m listening,” the Inquisitor answered.
    

    
      “When spring comes.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor waved his hand and the glove came back, concealing his hand. The gloves were white and patterned with petals. The Inquisitor’s smile grew bigger. “Spring is nice. Would you like to go for a walk, butler?”
    

    
      It felt like time had stopped. I couldn’t tell what expression I had on my face, but the Inquisitor held his abdomen and burst into laughter after staring at me for a moment.
    

    
      “Hahahaha! Ha! You should see the look on your face, Mr. Death King! You turned pale in an instant! If anyone were to see you right now, they would think you were a corpse!”
    

    
      “Really… Out of all of the pranks you could pull, you chose this…”
    

    
      “I’m sorry. With emotions, I seem to have become a bit of a prankster! Oh, I now understand how I felt about you! It’s like looking at a reliable big brother!”
    

    
      “Big brother…? You’re a Hunter from the first generation. Aren’t you older than me?”
    

    
      “I won’t tell!” the Inquisitor said. “But it’s clear that I’m quickly getting immersed in Lady Goldencup. The immersion level went up by one percent while we were talking. My immersion level is now thirty-two percent, so it might be over fifty percent tomorrow. That’s how addicted I am to feeling emotions.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor stroked her done up hair. “I am the protagonist of this apocalyptic book. However, you’ll be the main character of the ending. Mr. Death King, please secure the ending before I get carried away by my emotions and drown myself in Lady Goldencup.”
    

    
      “Yes.” I nodded. “I promise.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor smiled. “I believe in you, my butler.”
    

    
      That night, the Inquisitor’s immersion level went over fifty percent.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      
        In the end, Lady Silver Lily is the one who’ll destroy this world.
      
    

    
      I headed to Lady Silver Lily’s villa under the pretext of a sick visit.
    

    
      
        She’s the key. I have to understand her. Lady Silver Lily’s love, jealousy, tolerance, arrogance, possessiveness… I have to understand them all to complete this apocalyptic book. That’s probably the way to do this.
      
    

    
      Her villa was crowded with servants, unlike yesterday.
    

    
      “Excuse me,” I politely said. “May I see Lady Silver Lily?”
    

    
      “Who are you?”
    

    
      “Lady Goldencup heard that Lady Silver Lily is ill, so she sent me to deliver her regards.”
    

    
      The servants’ faces hardened. It was a very well-known fact that their master and Lady Goldencup were on bad terms.
    

    
      “Please wait a moment!” one of the servants shouted. He hurried into the villa.
    

    
      After a while, the servant returned and reluctantly said, “…You can come this way. The young lady has agreed to see you.”
    

    
      “Thank you.” I followed the servant.
    

    
      The place I was brought to was not Lady Silver Lily’s bedroom or her reception room—it was her office. Numerous servants came and went, carrying reports to her.
    

    
      “This is the letter from Lepanor, my lady.”
    

    
      “Put it on the left side of the desk.”
    

    
      “My lady, Lady Blue Pine Blossom sent a letter on behalf of her father. Considering what season it is now, that seems to be a request regarding grain return…
      
        [2]
      
      ”
    

    
      “Send it to the finance department for review and then bring it back.”
    

    
      The servant who brought me there bowed. “My lady.” 
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily, who had been looking through documents at the desk in the middle of the office, looked up, quickly scanning me with her red eyes.
    

    
      “It seems I have a guest,” she said, nonchalantly. “Step outside, everyone. You have fifteen minutes to rest.”
    

    
      She grabbed the hourglass on the desk and flipped it over. All of the servants rushed out of the spacious office, leaving only her and I.
    

    
      “So…” Lady Silver Lily put down her quill. “Lady Goldencup sent you to give me her regards? That’s some growth. Just a few days ago, she would grind her teeth as soon as she saw me. It’s like she’s a different person.”
    

    
      “…I heard you were bedridden, but you look perfectly healthy. I’m surprised.”
    

    
      “I’m still a student after all. I need a good excuse to skip classes and take care of my business. But it’s an exaggeration to say I’m healthy.” Lady Silver Lily coughed. “I’ve been keeping an eye on you. You’ve managed to notice that the spies were hiding among my subordinates in such a short period of time. People say that Lady Goldencup has changed, but so have you. Quite a smart actor has been chosen this time. It’s a blessing to the empire. If you weren’t that smart, I wouldn’t have accepted your visit in the first place.”
    

    
      I didn’t understand. “… Pardon?”
    

    
      “Hmm.” Lady Silver Lily narrowed her eyes. “I thought you were smart, but you’re surprisingly dull in some ways.”
    

    
      “What… do you mean…?”
    

    
      “I’ve done this fourteen times,” she calmly informed me. “I’m just repeating the last ten days of my life. Still, this is the thirteenth time I’ve met an actor like you.”
    

    
      
        [The Silver-Plated Heart looks at you.]
      
    

    
      I was speechless.
    

    
      “How about you? How many times have you done this?”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily was a regressor.
    

    

    
      1. This seems to be the butler’s memory. ☜

    

    
      2. The raw is 환곡(還穀). This is a relief system used in Joseon, the last kingdom before Korea became a republic. It’s about the government lending grains during famine and collecting them when the harvest is good. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 97: Your Heart (1)

    
      “You look like it’s your first time hearing this,” Lady Silver Lily said. “Did the Constellation that sent you not tell you anything beforehand? That’s rare. When sending their apostle, the Constellation usually gives them as much information as possible. Are you perhaps on bad terms with your Constellation?”
    

    
      “An apostle…?”
    

    
      “You really don’t know anything. Interesting.” Lady Silver Lily opened a drawer and pulled out an hourglass which looked exactly like the hourglass she had just turned over.
    

    
      She lightly pressed the bell on her desk and the office door opened.
    

    
      “Yes, my lady.”
    

    
      “You have fifteen more minutes. It may be longer, so tell everyone they may relax,” she instructed the servant.
    

    
      “It seems you’re enjoying the conversation. Shall I bring you some tea?”
    

    
      “Hmm, yes, bring the one from Jerny.”
    

    
      “Understood.” The gray-haired servant bowed and left.
    

    
      I stood there awkwardly, not knowing what to say.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily looked at me and the corners of her mouth rose slightly. “It’s okay. Stand comfortably.”
    

    
      She was certainly not telling me to sit.
    

    
      “Which Constellation sent you? Mutia? Trinity Star? Hismit Critz? Nazaro? Psimae? Hmm, you don’t look like you’ve heard of any of them before. Who in the world are you representing?”
    

    
      “The librarian from the Great Library of All Life… No, the Indoor Librarian sent me.”
    

    
      I fumbled my words a bit. My mind was in disarray. I had sensed that the woman in front of me wasn’t ordinary, but I didn’t know that it would turn out like this. The reason I belatedly managed to remember the title was only because I held onto the last bits of my disarrayed mind.
    

    
      “Library… Indoor…” Lady Silver Lily twirled her quill with her left hand. “Ah, Hamustra.”
    

    
      She knew the Constellation’s real name.
    

    
      “Hamustra didn’t explain anything to you?” she asked.
    

    
      “…The Indoor Librarian wants to avoid intervening in the affairs of an apocalyptic book as much as possible. He would prefer if I found out the information myself, rather than giving it to me.”
    

    
      “An apocalyptic book?”
    

    
      “…That’s what the Indoor Librarian calls a world destined for destruction because its barrier collapsed without its Constellation,” I explained.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily’s eyes slightly narrowed as if she found that sentence amusing. Her red eyes stood out even when they were narrowed; they had a color that overwhelmed whoever she looked at.
    

    
      “It’s quite arrogant of him to call someone else’s world whatever he pleases. I guess it’s expected from a Constellation. An ‘apocalyptic book’. Hmm, an apocalyptic book… it isn’t wrong to say that this world will end someday, but I can’t just hand over my soul.”
    

    
      I blinked.
    

    
      “…Wait, you still look like you have no idea what I’m saying. Did you not possess the body of Lady Goldencup’s butler to take my soul?”
    

    
      I shook my head. I really had no idea about this either.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily pursed her lip. She was looking at me like I was a unicorn. With her eyes still on me, she opened the drawer to take a third hourglass out.
    

    
      
        Ding.
      
    

    
      “Yes, my lady? I happen to have the tea ready.” The gray-haired servant smiled gently.
    

    
      “Rest for fifteen more minutes.”
    

    
      “The others will love that.” The servant left.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily’s eyes didn’t leave me even as she sipped her black tea. “Lady Goldencup’s butler.”
    

    
      “Oh, please call me Kim Gong-Ja. That’s my real name.”
    

    
      “I don’t want to. It’s rude of you to ask that of me. Blame yourself for possessing a butler who is not a noble.”
    

    
      She seemed to be acting a little snooty.
    

    
      “Anyway, I get that you’re a blank page. It seems that you didn’t even receive the strategy guide.”
    

    
      What was this strategy guide supposed to be?
    

    
      “It’s like this.” Lady Silver Lily took out an A4-sized piece of paper from her drawer. It was marked with rounded cursive writing.
    

    
      
        1. Lady Silver Lily is sensitive to sunlight. When planning a date with her, schedule it in the evening or deeper into the night, not during the day.
      
    

    
      
        2. Lady Silver Lily has a dull sense of taste, so she likes strongly flavored food.
      
    

    
      
        3. Lady Silver Lily likes white flowers. However, she got sick of lilies because she’s already received too many of them. Keep this in mind when choosing a gift.
      
    

    
      
        4. Lady Silver Lily is a pragmatist. She prefers talking about politics, diplomacy, and money. Remember that reading her love poems is useless.
      
    

    
      
        …
      
    

    
      
        10. Lady Silver Lily is loyal. It's okay for her to gossip about the empire or the crown prince, but she does absolutely not tolerate others doing so. Be careful.
      
    

    
      I was at a loss for words. What the hell?
    

    
      “This is the strategy guide that the apostle who came to win my heart on the sixth round was carrying. That one, sent by the Constellation named Mahos, called it the romance route.”
    

    
      My mouth dropped to the floor. “R-romance route…”
    

    
      “I was so dumbstruck that I poisoned him to death and then took it away,” Lady Silver Lily calmly said. “When he died, he screamed, ‘I followed the guide perfectly, so why haven’t you fallen for me!?’ as if he were the victim. But I was the victim. How can there be a strategy guide to a person’s heart?”
    

    
      
        [The Silver-Plated Heart has raised her complaint.]
      
    

    
      “They thought I was easy. If they genuinely wanted to win my heart, they had to make advances fair and square. But all they talk about is the strategy guide and the romance routes. Those people were rotten to their cores.”
    

    
      “You… You’re right.”
    

    
      “I feel like I can talk to you.” Lady Silver Lily put down her teacup. “There’s a reason I have a high opinion of you. Not only are you smart, but I also can feel that you see the people in my world as human beings.”
    

    
      “R-really? I feel like you’re complimenting me for being normal…”
    

    
      “There were many, many beasts who couldn’t meet the obvious standard. Those beasts didn’t consider the people human, yet they firmly believed themselves to be humans. They’re filthy creatures.”
    

    
      My breath caught in my throat.
    

    
      She rested her chin on her palm as she examined him. After letting out a moan, she nodded. “Is that so?”
    

    
      
        Badump.
      
    

    
      “What I said just now means a great deal to you.”
    

    
      
        Badump.
      
    

    
      “Have you also seen many people like them? Have people ever looked at you with those kinds of eyes too?”
    

    
      
        Badump.
      
    

    
      “If it’s neither, then… I see. Someone precious to you said something similar…”
    

    
      “My lady.”
    

    
      I cut her short, unable to bear her gaze anymore. It was like she split open my chest, ripped out my ribs, and then held a magnifying glass over my raw heart.
    

    
      
        [The Silver-Plated Heart looks at you.]
      
    

    
      I couldn’t let her control this conversation anymore.
    

    
      “Despite what you said, you also looked down on me for possessing a commoner, not a noble.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily didn’t even blink. “What? Are you that upset that I didn’t call you by your real name?”
    

    
      “I’m just saying that you aren’t in a position to claim superiority, my lady.”
    

    
      “I’m not in a position to claim superiority… You really sound like the bad butler who turned the academy upside down.” Lady Silver Lilly’s voice somehow had a hint of joy. “However, I admit that you make a point. So let’s get back to the conversation we were originally having.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily coughed. “So?”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “I understand that you don’t want my soul. Then why did you cross the boundary of worlds and come here? This is a world where ten days repeat forever.”
    

    
      
        [The Silver-Plated Heart doubts your sincerity.]
      
    

    
      “Surely the Constellation didn’t exile you here because he hates you. I heard that Hamustra is somewhat of a moderate, but that doesn’t mean you came here to enjoy a vacation. Actor who plays the butler of Lady Goldencup, answer my question.”
    

    
      “I…” I trailed off.
    

    
      “I won’t accept a lie for an answer. The moment you add even a hint of a lie, you’ll never be able to get whatever it is you seek from me. I don’t show my heart to someone who doesn’t show me theirs first.”
    

    
      I fell into thought. One of the possible reasons would be that I wanted her world to become the Tower’s twenty-fifth floor. But was this stage really necessary for the people of the Tower? No, it wouldn’t be a problem if another apocalyptic book was picked for the twenty-fifth floor.
    

    
      It was true that a fragment of my holy sword lay somewhere in this world. Did I have to collect all of the fragments and complete the holy sword, though? No, I didn’t. Finding Shiny’s sisters would make me, her owner, stronger, but that also meant that there was no deeper meaning to it.
    

    
      So why should I stay in this book?
    

    
      “… I don’t know love yet,” I blurted.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Maybe it’s closer to romantic feelings. I’m ignorant of them. You may not know this, but this world’s genres include romance. So I think this is the right place to learn about love.”
    

    
      When Teacher had been in her last match, the Guardian had shouted something as they locked blades.
    

    
      
        —Gong-Ja hasn’t experienced the happiness of the world yet.
      
    

    
      
        —You know what, Heavenly Demon? This guy has never fallen in love with anyone. He's never been on a date either! Isn't that funny?
      
    

    
      Those words were deeply engraved in my heart.
    

    
      “If there’s something I lack, I want to learn it. It doesn’t feel fair to leave that unknown. I won’t feel like I’ve lived life to the fullest.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily examined my face carefully. I might have been imagining it, but her red eyes seemed to be tinted with confusion.
    

    
      “So you want to learn about love?”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right.”
    

    
      “From me?”
    

    
      “… I’m not sure about that.”
    

    
      “Explain.”
    

    
      I collected my thoughts. “To be exact, it’s more like I want to learn about love in this world.”
    

    
      “This world…”
    

    
      “Yes, I want to know what I lack.”
    

    
      “Then why did you come to me? Wouldn’t it be better to go to your Lady Goldencup?”
    

    
      The Inquisitor. Lady Goldencup.
    

    
      “No, it wouldn’t,” I answered.
    

    
      “Why? Do you not like who is possessing her?”
    

    
      “It’s not a matter of like or dislike. That person is…”
    

    
      
        “If I were like you,” the Inquisitor said.
      
    

    
      “That person is more clumsy at this than I am. If I’m going to learn, I should learn that from someone who knows better.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily took a sip of tea. After a moment of silence, she agreed. “Well, Lady Goldencup in this round doesn’t seem like the type of person who could teach someone about love. It seemed like she should be taught.”
    

    
      “That is correct.”
    

    
      “But that still doesn’t seem like a reason for you to come to me.”
    

    
      “I have a reason,” I replied, my voice growing as I remembered the thought I had in the dungeon. “I want to understand you.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily blinked. A couple of tea drops splashed out of her cup, slightly dampening the front of her dress. It seemed she hadn’t expected what I’d said.
    

    
      “You want to understand me…?”
    

    
      “Yes. I don’t know if it’s for the crown prince or the empire, but you have devoted your life. I’m curious as to how you can do that. I want to know what kind of thoughts and feelings can make you do that. If it’s because of love, I wish to feel it, just like you. I’m a little embarrassed, but I’m answering as honestly as I can.”
    

    
      It took a while for Lady Silver Lily to answer.
    

    
      “You… You’re not like anyone I’ve ever dealt with before.”
    

    
      Now I could see clearly that she was flustered.
    

    
      “You want to know about love. That statement alone shows that you don’t know how scary people are. But you also want to understand me? Those are not words that should be spoken lightly. They poison people. Understanding is no different from responsibility. But…”
    

    
      “Mr. Librarian.” I looked up at the ceiling. Of course, he wasn’t there, but he would be listening to this conversation. The Hunters in the Tower would also be watching this. “Please stop the broadcast for a moment. I have something I want to tell Lady Silver Lily only.”
    

    
      A moment later, I could hear a voice in response to my request.
    

    
      
        [The Indoor Librarian has readily accepted your request.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Indoor Librarian has approved a ten minute skip.]
      
    

    
      
        Okay.
      
       I looked at Lady Silver Lily again. “I’m also a regressor, but my regression is a bit different from yours, my lady.”
    

    
      “How different is it?”
    

    
      “You said that you repeat the last ten days of your life. When I die, I go back a day. It’s not like I just go back. If someone kills me, I can see their trauma before going back.”
    

    
      “Trauma?”
    

    
      “Yes.” My voice echoed softly in the office. “I can see the wounds, memories, and scenes that people keep deep in their hearts. If their wound is from the destruction of their treasure, I can see that very moment.”
    

    
      I didn’t have to pick my words carefully. I just left my mouth open and let my tongue move on its own, and what I wanted to say flowed out of my mouth.
    

    
      “I can understand other people a little more easily.”
    

    
      As I told my secret to Lady Silver Lily, I suddenly realized that I had wanted to tell my story to someone who lived a life similar to mine.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily was quiet. As I continued my story, her eyes became calmer. I could feel she was listening to me seriously.
    

    
      “It’s my Skill, a sort of technique. I’m afraid that I’ll get used to understanding others easily. One of the people I trust the most told me that I should never rely on my Skills. But…”
    

    
      “But?” she repeated.
    

    
      “If my understanding of them is one-sided…”
    

    
      “...It wouldn’t be understanding anymore.”
    

    
      “But I can’t just leave them alone because…”
    

    
      “Because if you also give up on them, they’ll wither to death. Even if it’s just hypocrisy, you want to let them know that you’re still there for them. You’re very blessed to have that possibility, aren’t you?”
    

    
      I choked up for a moment. “…Yes.”
    

    
      “Fool.” Lady Silver Lily closed her eyes. “It might only take a moment to understand someone, but the responsibility will last forever. You’re voluntarily stepping into hell.”
    

    
      After that, she fell silent.
    

    
      
        [The Indoor Librarian notifies you that the scene skip has ended.]
      
    

    
      “Alright, butler of Lady Goldencup.” Lady Silver Lily opened her eyes. She picked up one of the hourglasses that she had turned over on the desk and watched the grains of sand slipping away. “I’ll teach you love.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 98: Your Heart (2)

    
      “But,” Lady Silver Lily said, “for a week from today—which is until the end of the world—you’ll be my butler, not Lady Goldencup’s.”
    

    
      “Your butler…?”
    

    
      “Yes. I only know about my love, and I’ve never taught it to anyone. I don’t really know another way to do this other than to show you my love in its entirety, so you have to watch and learn from my side.
    

    
      “Now that I’ve said it, I feel like I'm losing out here. No, it is a loss for me. I’m showing you the most embarrassing part of my private life. You’re using the luck of your previous life, this life, and the next, all at the same time, Commoner.”  
    

    
      This noble lady was really snooty.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The next day, my double contract life began, serving both Lady Goldencup and Lady Silver Lily. 
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily greeted me in her dressing room.
    

    
      “You’re here.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      It was only five in the morning, yet she was already awake. Four maids were working together to dress her. Although it was considered rude to enter someone’s dressing room, she dismissed anyone who objected with, “You’re bothering me. Just leave.” 
    

    
      As soon as I entered, she said, “Show him.” 
    

    
      “Yes, my lady.” The gray-haired servant quickly pulled out a board decorated with lily patterns. Beautiful cursive was written on it.
    

    
      
        LESSON 1 (Basic) 
      
    

    
      
        Love begins with experiencing an asshole.
      
    

    
      I stood there speechless and dumbfounded.
    

    
      “I thought about how I should teach you about love last night,” Lady Silver Lily confidently explained. “I don't have enough free time to be entirely focused on you, and I can't just find you your first love.”
    

    
      The servants around her trimmed her nails, emotionless just like their master.
    

    
      “So I've decided to teach you the truths you need to know beforehand step by step. Repeat after me: love begins with experiencing an asshole.”
    

    
      “L-love begins with meeting an asshole...?”
    

    
      “Yes, meeting an asshole. Maybe you’ll run into more than one asshole.” 
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily pulled out a fan with her left hand and snapped it open. She then used it to cover the lower half of her face.
    

    
      “I’m sure there are people somewhere in this world whose relationships have been perfect even from the first one. They know how to love each other in a considerate way. From the moment they fall in love at first sight, their love remains romantic until they’re buried in the ground. But that won’t happen to you.
    

    
      “Ninety-nine percent of the lovers you'll meet are going to be assholes. Even if they're not assholes right now, they will be at some point. Why? It's simple: because it's almost impossible for a human to not be an asshole all year round. By the same reasoning…”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily folded up her fan and pointed it at the gray-haired servant. On cue, he immediately flipped the board. There was some writing on the back of it as well.
    

    
      
        LESSON 1 (Advanced)
      
    

    
      
        You are also an asshole.
      
    

    
      “... there is a high chance that you are also an asshole. But it’s not all bad. Humans are adaptable creatures. After dealing with an asshole, no asshole can mistreat you ever again. You can refrain from becoming an asshole once you've been an asshole to someone. After all, it’s about getting an answer to these three questions: ‘Who is an asshole?’ ‘When do I become an asshole?’ and ‘How can I not be an asshole?’”
    

    
      My head went blank. “C-can’t we do a good job from the beginning?”
    

    
      “Don't expect anything from a human, Butler.” Lady Silver Lily’s eyes remained emotionless. “Humans forget what they say. They come to a resolution, but they also give up. Forgetting and giving up—these two elements are the nature of dating. But if you really want to be good at love, you must learn to do the opposite, which is to remember and determine.”
    

    
      “D-do I also get to learn about remembering and determining?”
    

    
      “You're such a child…” Lady Silver Lily sighed. 
    

    
      What did I do wrong? I really had no idea.
    

    
      “I'll show you myself. It’ll be faster and clearer.”
    

    
      
        Show me? How?
      
    

    
      “You’ve actually seen it with your eyes already. Can’t you tell?” 
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily stood up from her chair. The servants, who had been bustling around her like kittens, all stepped back in unison. 
    

    
      “I love the world’s biggest asshole,” Lady Silver Lily confidently declared.
    

    
      Huh? Why did she sound so cool?
    

    
      “Let's go.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily walked away, and I followed her with the other servants, who were carrying buckets of water for some reason. She led us to the academy's most splendid building, where the crown prince stayed.
    

    
      “M-my lady.” The crown prince's servants greeted us; they looked confused and overwhelmed. 
    

    
      As a duke’s daughter, Lady Silver Lily couldn’t be more noble than the imperial family. Nevertheless, they strangely seemed unable to meet her eyes.
    

    
      “G-greetings.”
    

    
      “Greetings.” She nodded. 
    

    
      “It’s still dawn…”
    

    
      “Has His Highness woken up yet? A ruler’s morning should be earlier than his people's.”
    

    
      “That is…”
    

    
      “Of course he hasn’t. Show me the way.”
    

    
      The crown prince's servant trembled. “H-His Highness has given us strict orders…”
    

    
      “What kind of orders? No, I have an idea. He told you not to let me in when I visit, am I wrong?”
    

    
      “With all due respect…”
    

    
      “When His Majesty sent him to this academy, he summoned me in private. During that audience, he said that His Highness might become idle and arrogant, so I, his fiance, should take care of him. And here I am. You’re an imperial servant, so tell me: are you a servant of His Highness, or are you a subject of His Majesty?” Lady Silver Lily flatly demanded.
    

    
      “M-my lady.”
    

    
      “Do you believe that you can resist His Majesty’s orders because you’re His Highness’s servants? His Majesty will be very pleased to hear this.”
    

    
      The situation was resolved within a minute. Not one of the servants stood in her way. Crossing the garden and the lobby, she finally arrived at the crown prince's bedroom.
    

    
      She gave three elegant knocks. “Your Highness, have you woken up?”
    

    
      “Don't come in!”
    

    
      “You’re awake. I’m coming in.” Lady Silver Lily took out her key and opened the door as if it were the most natural thing in the world.
    

    
      The crown prince's bedroom door opened invitingly. However, the owner of the bedroom was shivering in bed, gasping.
    

    
      “Your Highness, it's already daybreak, yet you’re still in bed. That isn’t acceptable. His Majesty still rises at four in the morning every day to tend to the nation’s affairs. As his heir, you will one day lead the empire. You shouldn’t be lazy.”
    

    
      “Anyone! Is there no one out there! Someone come—”
    

    
      “Close the door.”
    

    
      The door was slammed shut. There was not a single servant of the imperial family in the bedroom. Only Lady Silver Lily's servants stood there, impassive. The crown prince's shoulders trembled harder.
    

    
      “Butler,” Lady Silver Lily called. 
    

    
      “Yes, yes,” I quickly answered.
    

    
      “I’ll give you my second lesson.” Lady Silver Lily jerked her chin at her gray-haired servant.
    

    
      The servant raised another board.
    

    
      
        LESSON 2 (Basic)
      
    

    
      
        If you can't run from the asshole, enjoy it.
      
    

    
      “E-enjoy…?”
    

    
      “You will fall in love someday, and your first love will be an asshole. Since it’s going to happen anyway, you might as well enjoy it.” Lady Silver Lily snapped her fingers. “And there is only one way to enjoy your time with an asshole.”
    

    
      The gray-haired servant skillfully flipped the board over.
    

    
      
        LESSON 2 (Advanced)
      
    

    
      
        Be a bigger asshole.
      
    

    
      The servants hefted the buckets of water and splashed their contents onto the bed. I realized that they had carried the buckets all this way just for this moment.
    

    
      “Hnnngh!” The sudden torrent made the crown prince flail his arms. His blond ramen hair was drenched now.
    

    
      “… Dating an asshole is a war.” Lady Silver Lily watched him calmly. “If possible, it’s better to avoid war since peace is the greatest virtue you can seek. When a person is kind and nice to you, you should also treat them with kindness. But if you’re with an asshole you can’t avoid, keep this in mind.”
    

    
      She took out a new fan. Surprisingly, it also had writing on it.
    

    
      
        Summary of Today’s Lesson: don't be nice to an asshole.
      
    

    
      What the hell?
    

    
      “Repeat after me: don’t be nice.”
    

    
      “D-don’t be nice.”
    

    
      “Humans are animals that want to look good to others. Some want to look cool, while some try to look smart. Many people want to look kind, too. It looks like you’re the latter type, so try to keep that under control.”
    

    
      However, Lady Silver Lily didn’t hold back at all.
    

    
      “Open the door.”
    

    
      The servants opened the door to the hallway where the imperial servants were waiting restlessly.
    

    
      “What are you doing?” Lady Silver Lily demanded as if nothing had happened. “His Highness’s clothes are wet. It’s relatively warm because it is spring, but I fear he will still catch a cold. Hurry and change his clothes.”
    

    
      “Y-Your Highness!”
    

    
      The servants rushed in. Each of them was already holding a towel as if they had expected this to happen. From their reactions, I could tell that this wasn’t the first time that Lady Silver Lily had used the strategy of water splashing.
    

    
      “This is the truth of love. You would do well to remember it.” Lady Silver Lily slowly stepped into the hallway. “A handsome person will lose to someone smart, but the smart person will lose to an asshole. That’s why a beauty who is annoyingly smart stands at the top of this pyramid. You should realize this truth and work hard to improve yourself.”
    

    
      “Uh…” I looked back at the crown prince’s bedroom, which was still engulfed in chaos. “It’s a bit different from the love I had in mind. I…”
    

    
      “You expected something more romantic?”
    

    
      “Yes, and…”
    

    
      “You thought you love from your heart, not your head.”
    

    
      I slowly nodded. “Yes…” 
    

    
      “That is also correct.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily tossed her fan aside. The gray-haired servant skillfully caught it and tucked it into his pocket.
    

    
      We continued to talk as we walked to the reception room.
    

    
      “But that depends on your luck. Meeting someone who makes your heart flutter at first sight is by no means an easy task. The kind of life you’ve lived determines who can inspire such emotions. Falling in love at first sight is possible because you can see what kind of life the other person has lived.”
    

    
      “That’s difficult…”
    

    
      “It is.” Her red eyes narrowed. “Do you want to test it, then?”
    

    
      
        A test?
      
    

    
      “What kind of test is it?” I asked.
    

    
      “I’m asking if you want to see if I can make your heart flutter.”
    

    
      “… How do I do that?”
    

    
      “You just have to do something praiseworthy.”
    

    
      “What would be praiseworthy?”
    

    
      “Do I have to tell you that too? Why don’t you just ask me to bring you your lover?” She walked on ahead. “Think hard about it and come up with your own answer, Butler. You are smart, so maybe you’ll even succeed. I’ll tell you for free whether the answer is right or wrong, at least.”
    

    
      Soon, we reached the reception room. It was clearly the crown prince’s residence, but Lady Silver Lily walked around as comfortably as if it were her own. She dismissed all of the servants except me and sat down on a chair. Afterward, she quietly looked at me, her eyes as red as the room’s lush carpets.
    

    
      I took a deep breath, the air going through my esophagus and sitting in my lungs like a rock. Although it was just a simple action, I took it as proof of my determination.
    

    
      I pulled cards out of my inner pocket. On each was written “Face Recognition Disorder,” “What a coincidence to eavesdrop on such a crucial and secret moment!”, and “Oops, I shouldn’t have said that, but my tongue slipped!” 
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian had given them as a gift before entering this apocalyptic book; he’d said that they would be reliable as an army in this book.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily tilted her head. “… What are those?”
    

    
      “These are cards that the Indoor Librarian gave me. Based on what you said, these could also be considered some kind of strategy guide, I guess.”
    

    
      I then tore the cards clean in two. The pieces scattered like fine sand, disappearing without a trace.
    

    
      
        [The Indoor Librarian is surprised by your decision.]
      
    

    
      Maybe those cards would really be helpful for clearing the book, but it was more important to show sincerity to the person in front of me. That was what I believed, at least.
    

    
      
        [The Indoor Librarian understands your reasons and applauds you.]
      
    

    
      Rewards and shortcuts were just that: rewards and shortcuts. They were meaningful only when they were what they were. I had no reason to obsess over rewards or turn to a path that was no longer a shortcut.
    

    
      “… Hmm. I see.” Lady Silver Lily rested her chin on her hand and looked over me. Her bloody red eyes sparkled. “That’s praiseworthy.”
    

    
      She gestured at me lightly. “Come here.”
    

    
      I did.
    

    
      “You’re holding your chin too high. Lower it.”
    

    
      I bowed.
    

    
      “Good job,” she whispered.
    

    
      She then took a glass bottle out of her inner pocket. I didn’t know what it was at first, but the moment she opened the lid with a pop, I realized that the blue bottle was perfume. She took off her gloves and then ran her pinky finger over its lip.
    

    
      “I’ll tell you this now.” She reached out to my nape and then dotted something on the back of my ear. “I’m not going to be responsible for you.”
    

    
      The strong fragrance of white lilies suddenly made my head spin.
    

    
      “Does it smell good?” 
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily grabbed my right hand. It took me a moment to realize that our fingers were locked. The scent was disturbing my thoughts, making it feel like time had slowed to a crawl.
    

    
      “Yes…”
    

    
      “Do you like it?”
    

    
      “… Yes,” I answered.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily tilted her head to look at my face with her red eyes. “I like it too. It’s my favorite perfume. I like this scent the most.”
    

    
      Her whispers crawled up my nape and into my ears.
    

    
      “You voluntarily confessed your secret and destroyed them yourself. Not bad. Continue to serve me. I will also tell you a secret of mine tonight.”
    

    
      My heart was pounding.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      This was a big problem.
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 15%.]
      
    

    
      
        I think I’m falling for her.
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 99: Your Heart (3)

    
      
        Woof.
      
    

    
      
        —Zombie. Hey, Kim Zombie.
      
    

    
      The puppy woofed again. It could simply be barking, yet it also seemed to be describing the feeling of its mind escaping from chaos.
    

    
      
        —Mr. Kim Zombie? Mr. Kim Sparrow? Mr. Young Heaven? Hello, Mr. Death King. Can you hear me? 
      
      The Guardian waved his hand in front of my face.
      
         
      
    

    
      I couldn't think straight; it was hard to tell if I or the dog was the one barking. I was the dog, and the dog was me. 
    

    
      Like a puppy chasing a ball, I could only focus on one thought at a time. The red carpet. The red eyes. The blue perfume bottle. The voice. The touch.
      
        [1]
      
    

    
      
        —Y-you fell hard. Haaaard. Your eyes… It’s just like the time that bum of the Zhuge Clan fell for the North Sea Ice Palace Princess.
      
    

    
      What was love…? I, Gong-Ja, would say that love was a lily. Lady Silver Lily…
    

    
      
        —I’m sorry, Zombie. This is all my fault. You two are in different leagues. Totally different. Because of me, you ended up loving someone out of your league.
      
    

    
      I stared blankly at the Guardian, who was picking his nose. It was the worst pose a person could take for an apology. Oh, yeah. This guy was a ghost, not a person…
    

    
      
        —But honestly, it’s funny. Keep doing it. Go on.
      
    

    
      
        Suicide…
      
       I dumbly mumbled.
    

    
      
        —Huh?
      
    

    
      
        If I kill myself, I’ll be able to experience this moment again, right…?
      
    

    
      
        —You crazy fucker… Still, you’ve held onto enough of your sanity enough not to talk about suicide regression aloud. That’s fortunate. All of this is being broadcasted in the Tower…
      
    

    
      “Suicide…”
    

    
      
        —And it’s gone! You nuthead! Hey, Shiny!
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny jumps up and smacks you in the head.]
      
    

    
      “Aaaaah!” I collapsed onto the garden lawn, clutching my head. “I know I’m not in my right mind! But… but her face keeps popping up in my head, so what can I do?”
    

    
      
        —You’re already in that stage? That’s one load of bullshit already.
      
    

    
      “Oh, I absolutely should not wash my face today. Even if I do, I shouldn’t wash behind my ears. Don’t you think I still smell like lilies? Would you like to smell behind my ears?”
    

    
      
        —Second load of bullshit…
      
    

    
      “How many times did that crown prince save the world in his past life to be loved by her? He’s honestly just blonde ramen. Oh, shit. The internet. I need the internet. The internet and a computer. I have to leave a comment saying ‘I want to be like the crown prince’ on every online post that I can find…”
    

    
      
        —Three loads of bullshit. Fuck…
      
    

    
      “Ah, love! The sweetest poison! The irresistible addiction! Oh, my heart!” I clutched my chest.
    

    
      
        —I knew it. I knew how much of a nuisance you’d be in this universe if you fell in love. But I advised you to fall in love anyway even though I knew. I’m a really bad person.
      
    

    
      “It’s not just me!”
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 21%.]
      
    

    
      “See? The immersion level is going up because the butler is feeling the same as me. Why do you think that is? It means he’s also fallen for Lady Silver Lily!”
    

    
      
        —Huh. Didn’t that butler like Lady Goldencup? Or was it Lady Purplecup?
      
    

    
      “You don’t know what you’re talking about. Love isn’t about just loving one person. Love is… Love is… It’s love.”
    

    
      
        —Wow, a guy who hasn’t even been in love for half a day is telling me… Wow…
      
    

    
      I sprawled on the lawn. It was broad daylight and the academy was in session. The Inquisitor, the crown prince, and Lady Silver Lily were all in class right now.
    

    
      “How can I save Lady Silver Lily?” I murmured. “No, wait. Save her? What am I talking about? I should know my place. It’s just… How can I make her happy?”
    

    
      
        —As the one who introduced your bullshit into the world, I’ll be responsible and give you some advice.
      
       The Guardian groaned. 
      
        It’s not time to think about that yet, kid.
      
    

    
      “Then what should I think about, adult?”
    

    
      
        —You need to get to know her better.
      
    

    
      “Know her better,” I blankly repeated.
    

    
      
        —Yeah, it’s important to make sure your love sees you often. If you do that when you’re both strangers, it’s embarrassing, but you’re her butler now. Even if you don’t do anything, you two will naturally spend time together. You have an advantage in terms of distance.
      
    

    
      “Advantage in distance…”
    

    
      
        —Yeah, so take it easy and observe her more.
      
    

    
      “But…”
    

    
      
        —But?
      
    

    
      “This world is doomed.”
    

    
      
        —Hmm.
      
       The Guardian crossed his arms. 
      
        That is a problem.
      
    

    
      Something about the Guardian’s tone was odd. I felt like we were talking about different problems—however, the bell that signaled the end of class just rang, so I didn’t get to ask.
    

    
      The problem was revealed on that very night.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      Clouds had swallowed the moon, so it was dark tonight. The candles lit in Sormwin Academy were struggling to illuminate the campus, but it was clearly not enough to stop the academy from sinking into darkness.
    

    
      “You can think of this as the reward for your commendable deed.” Lady Silver Lily led the way through the darkness, holding the lantern herself.
    

    
      I followed her, careful not to step on her shadow. We were alone.
    

    
      “I’m going to tell you my secret.”
    

    
      She was wearing a white dress for her pajamas. Every time the hem of the dress fluttered, my heart raced. Was that because I was loading myself with bullshit, like the Guardian had said? But what I was feeling now was too warm to call bullshit.
    

    
      “Follow me.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily walked on. It was deep into the night, so there was no one in the hallway. As I followed her, I stared at her fingers, which the lantern’s light shone down on.
    

    
      “What are you thinking about now?” Lady Silver Lily suddenly asked.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I asked what you’re thinking about. I can feel your gaze on me. It made me curious.”
    

    
      I hesitated.
    

    
      “Even if it’s only temporary, you are my butler. It would be disloyal to refuse to answer your master’s question. Since I said I was curious, you ought to answer.”
    

    
      “I…”
    

    
      “Tell me.”
    

    
      “…I was thinking that I wanted to hold your hand.”
    

    
      As soon as my answer left my lips, I felt like my heart jumped out of my mouth instead of my tongue moving like it was supposed to. I was deeply embarrassed.
    

    
      I hadn’t been this embarrassed when Shiny had sung the 
      
        Songs of Gong-Ja Flying to Heaven
      
      .
      
        [2]
      
       Really. I felt like I was going to die from embarrassment now.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      Just then, something grabbed my left hand—it was Lady Silver Lily’s hand. Her hand was a bit cold, but the moment her slender fingers interlocked with mine, I almost thought she had taken hold of my heart. All she did was grab my hand, but her floral scent filled my head.
    

    
      “M-my lady.”
    

    
      “Am I the only one you’ve been thinking about all day?”
    

    
      My throat was parched.
    

    
      “Did you miss my touch and scent? Did you imagine it?”
    

    
      “Well—”
    

    
      “Answer me. If you don’t give me an honest answer, I’m going to let go of your hand.” Her lock on my fingers loosened a bit.
    

    
      “I-I did.”
    

    
      “Again.”
    

    
      “You’re the only one who’s been in my head all day long.”
    

    
      My head was spinning. It was as if her scent was part of her whispering voice.
    

    
      “A good answer. You are my loyal butler indeed.”
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 29%.]
      
    

    
      Now, I didn’t even know what was what anymore. I really had no idea.
    

    
      “Y-you shouldn’t do this.”
    

    
      “What do you mean I shouldn’t?”
    

    
      I… I should think.
    

    
      “I’m from outside this world… I’m merely borrowing this butler’s body—”
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      
        [The Silver-Plated Heart looks at you.]
      
    

    
      “You said you saw me as a human, didn’t you?”
    

    
      “I…”
    

    
      “Was that a lie?”
    

    
      
        [The Silver-Plated Heart looks at you.]
      
    

    
      “Do you also see me as a mere native or a local of this world like the other apostles? No, I’ll use Hamastura’s terms. Am I a character to you?”
    

    
      
        [The Silver-Plated Heart looks…]
      
    

    
      “I…” I choked on my words. “I… No, my master is Lady Goldencup.”
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 30%.]
      
    

    
      “I agreed to serve you briefly for the sake of my mission—”
    

    
      “That’s strange.” Lady Silver Lily looked at me. “You said you thought about no one but me today. Which means that Lady Goldencup wasn’t on your mind, does it not?”
    

    
      “That’s—”
    

    
      “Was that a lie?”
    

    
      
        [The Silver-Plated Heart…]
      
    

    
      “No, it wasn’t…”
    

    
      My head. My breath.
    

    
      “Then doesn’t that make me your master, not Lady Goldencup?”
    

    
      “That’s…”
    

    
      “Call me master.” Her fingers squeezed around mine. “Even just once is fine. Say that with all your heart. If you say it, I’ll reward you.”
    

    
      Reward…
    

    
      “I promise you it’ll be sweet.”
    

    
      For some reason, my heart was drowning in honey. I was about to open my mouth without thinking.
    

    
      
        —Gong-Ja.
      
    

    
      The Guardian’s voice was quiet.
    

    
      
        [Shiny quivers to bring you back to your senses.]
      
    

    
      Even the Constellation warned me. Their reactions and the head high gave me a sense of deja vu. It was just like the ominous feeling I got when I had seen her interrogating the servants in the basement. She was dangerous.
    

    
      “Hmm?” Lady Silver Lily looked back at me, her expressionless red eyes reflecting me. “What’s wrong? Don’t you need a reward?” 
    

    
      She whispered, “You only have to do it once.”
    

    
      A reward. Just once… If I only had to do it just once, wouldn’t it be okay? I knew that it was a dangerous choice, but still, I had the ability to turn back time even if something went wrong. Yes… that was my ability.  Actually, if I thought about it, taking a risk wasn’t even the right description—perhaps it was necessary to know what would happen if I said this. Wasn’t it similar to the time when there was a traitor among the High Rankers or when I first faced the Demon King of Autumn Rain? So maybe it was okay to say one word. If it went wrong, I could just turn back time, and that would be it. Because I had that ability, so if I said it… Just this once…
    

    
      
        “But you know I’m the Fire Emperor and you saw me killing the Saintess, so you should die.”
      
    

    
      I felt a chill run down my spine.
    

    
      
        “Mr. Death King, I still believe in you.”
      
    

    
      The chill froze my fingers.
    

    
      
        “Master.”
      
    

    
      And it crept up into my head.
    

    
      
        “My disciple.”
      
    

    
      I suddenly felt wide awake. I could see more clearly and think more quickly, as if my brain was trying to make up for the delay. Was I someone who would easily submit? Was the weight on my shoulders that light?
    

    
      No, I wasn’t, and it wasn’t. I was Preta’s master and the Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult. I had been trying to avoid becoming like Yoo Soo-Ha until now. I didn’t want to let a single death be in vain, so I had fled across the snowfield with the Master Alchemist in my arms.
    

    
      “… I’m sorry, my lady.” I placed my hand on top of hers. It was just a word, but that was all the more the reason I couldn’t do this.
    

    
      “What are you sorry about?”
    

    
      “I cannot accept you as my true master.”
    

    
      I want to learn the joy of love. Actually, I was learning it. Even so, I wasn’t planning on learning it at the price of losing myself, so I couldn’t have a one-sided relationship with someone.
    

    
      “If you really want to win my heart, you’ll have to use another method, my lady.”
    

    
      “Tell me. I’m listening.” 
    

    
      “I’ll serve you as my master, so make me your master too. I will value your judgment over mine. Your advice will affect me more heavily than my beliefs. I will never place myself first, but in return…” 
    

    
      I looked at Lady Silver Lily’s face. Because our hands were locked, we were very close to each other. Her eyes were red, and I knew that they were the same color as her heart. 
    

    
      “Please treat me like that too. If you do something wrong, I’ll tell you that it’s wrong. What I truly think, what I see, what I feel… I’ll confess everything to you without a single lie, but none of these things can be one-sided. If I give you my heart, what will I breathe with? I’ll suffocate and die someday. I can only continue to live when you give me your heart to breathe with.” I held Lady Silver Lily’s hand a little tighter. “If you want me to fall madly in love with you, please go mad for me too.” 
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily shook my hand off and stumbled a couple of steps back as if she had been physically struck. However, she still looked impassive.
    

    
      “…I see. You’re different from the other idiotic apostles. I thought you were an innocent child… I was too hasty. Just because you’re unfamiliar with love, doesn’t mean you don’t know your way in life.” 
    

    
      “You tried to seduce me and make me your servant, didn’t you?” 
    

    
      “It was my mistake. I underestimated you.” Lady Silver Lily briefly bit her lower lip.
    

    
      Even that gesture was beautiful enough to send goosebumps running down my entire body. The ray of white moonlight shining down on the hallway turned into a shadow when it reached her. 
    

    
      “Yeah, I’m not an easy man.” I smiled.
    

    
      “That’s too bad. It would have been better if you gave me everything and found your peace.”
    

    
      “You said that understanding and responsibility aren’t different. One-sided responsibility would be nothing more than one-sided understanding. That isn’t why I came to meet you.” My heart raced, but I held onto my composure. “So what’s the secret you’re going to tell me?”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily turned around and walked away.
    

    
      “…My family has an heirloom that has been passed down for a long time. It’s a sword that came with a legend, but it’s so absurd that it sounds like a joke. The legend says that if you make a wish to the sword, it’ll always grant it.”
    

    
      At the end of the hallway, where even the moonlight didn’t reach, a thick bundle of red curtains lay covering something—or perhaps hiding something.
    

    
      “But you have to meet a condition before that.” Lady Silver Lily grabbed the edge of the curtain and pulled it back. Behind the curtain stood a full-length mirror that looked like it would belong in a dressing room. “When you make a wish, you should stab your own heart with the sword.”
    

    
      A sword was stuck in the middle of the mirror. Lady Silver Lily stood in front of it. Coincidentally, the sword was stuck at the same height as her heart. 
    

    
      
        [Shiny has detected her sister’s presence.]
      
    

    
      The holy sword that was hung on my waist trembled.
    

    
      
        [Shiny says that she is the third sister sword of the holy protector sword.]
      
    

    
      Drop by drop, blood flowed out of the mirror where the sword pierced it. The curtains that had been covering the mirror hadn’t been red when they were made—the blood flowing from the mirror’s heart had dyed them into that color.
    

    
      
        [Her name is Prayer.]
      
    

    
      “It happened when I wasn’t a regressor yet. The crown prince and Lady Goldencup saw their love come into bloom. I was so angry that I prayed to the sword passed down in my family.”
    

    
      “What wish did you make…?”
    

    
      “I said ‘Please let my love last forever,’” she quietly answered. “And then, my life became eternal. Even if I die, I won’t stay dead. My love for the crown prince hasn’t changed because my heart has been fixed on that day.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily grabbed my hand and brought it to her chest where her heart should be. “Did you say you want my heart?”
    

    
      I couldn’t feel a pulse from her breast.
    

    
      “I’m sorry,” Lady Silver Lily said. “I have no heart to offer you.”
    

    
      
        [The Silver-Plated Heart looks at you.]
      
    

    
      The blood slowly pooling around the mirror transformed into a small figure. It was in a different size, but it was the demon that had killed the Paladin and the Countess in the previous try. 
    

    
      I didn’t know why the blood from the mirror created something like that. Actually, it could have been summoned, not created. I wasn’t sure which was the answer. However, Lady Silver Lily held up her rapier and pointed it at the small demon as if she was used to all this.
    

    
      “Now, assist me. It’s time to finish today’s work.”
    

    

    
      1. This part is actually a Korean wordplay on how zoning out(멍하다) and woof(멍) sounds the same. That is how Gong-Ja is associating himself with a puppy. Some changes have been made for a smoother flow. ☜

    

    
      2. The raw is 공비어천가. It’s a parody of 용비어천가. 용비어천가 is an epic poem about how the Joseon Dynasty was founded for grand reasons and what kind of trials the ancestors had to go through to found the Joseon Dynasty. It’s mostly about praising the ancestors. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 100: The Play (1)

    
      The blood flowing from the mirror dripped onto the ground. At first, it was only one or two drops of blood, like a faucet that wasn’t properly closed.
    

    
      However, the moment the clock tolled in the distance, the flow of blood changed. It poured uncontrollably from the crack in the mirror.
    

    
      One drop of blood swelled into a river, which split into six. The hallway was soon covered in blood. When the clock rang for the twelfth time, announcing the witching hour had come, we were standing in the middle of a carpet of blood.
    

    
      I instinctively wrapped my arms around Lady Silver Lily’s shoulders. The puddle of blood was deep enough to reach my ankles. The slimy, sticky sensation was ominous. 
    

    
      “My lady, this is…”
    

    
      “This is my nightmare,” Lady Silver Lily whispered in my arms. “Don’t let your guard down, butler. This place is, for all intents and purposes, another world. Others don’t know and can’t see what’s happening here.”
    

    
      From this sea of ​​blood, thousands of bubbles rose and burst and thousands more rose anew. But some of the bubbles took on proper forms instead of bursting away.
    

    
      
        [The Silver-Plated Heart has appeared.]
      
    

    
      They were demons that looked like mouths. No, they were actual mouths, but just red tongues and lips without any face or body, grinning.
    

    
      
        —Your Highness.
      
    

    
      
        —I hate you.
      
    

    
      The mouths of blood bubbles rose and burst continuously. The words they muttered were barely connected. Their voice kept breaking up like a disharmonious chorus. 
    

    
      
        —His Highness the Crown Prince is kind.
      
    

    
      
        —When he wasn’t the crown prince, he picked flowers for me.
      
    

    
      
        —He just wiped away my tears with his sleeve instead of a handkerchief. He’s so kind. 
      
    

    
      
        —It’s because he’s so gentle.
      
    

    
      
        —Still...
      
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily pierced one of the mouths using her rapier. It burst, but more mouths—two or three times more than before—rose from the sea of ​​blood. The demons’ bloody giggles made the sea buzz.
    

    
      
        —How lovely.
      
    

    
      I also swung my sword.
    

    
      
        —What is the point of loving someone who was born perfect?
      
    

    
      The demons’ combat prowess was insignificant. They actually didn’t even fight against us and simply took the attacks. 
    

    
      
        —Even though he’s lacking in many ways…
      
    

    
      
        —True love is embracing their flaws and guiding them.
      
    

    
      However, their psychological attacks were getting on my nerves. 
    

    
      
        —I’m in love with you, Your Highness.
      
    

    
      
        —I know how to love too.
      
    

    
      
        —I am a noble who knows how to love.
      
    

    
      The unpleasant feeling made me bite my lip and swing my sword faster to cut down the blood bubbles.
    

    
      
        —Are you going to kill me?
      
    

    
      
        —It’s no use. The harder you trample on a tragedy, the more addicting it becomes. 
      
    

    
      
        —Did you see that Goldencup hitting on His Highness?
      
    

    
      
        —Disgusting.
      
    

    
      The sea of ​​blood undulated as the demons continued to laugh.
    

    
      
        —He’s innocent, so he still dreams of a romantic life. He doesn’t love Goldencup. She’s just his escape from the throne.
      
    

    
      
        —He’s a poor man.
      
    

    
      
        —Poor, poor man.
      
    

    
      Damn it. I had seen something like this before.
    

    
      
        The Demon King of Autumn Rain!
      
    

    
      Before I had taken her under my wings and given her the name “Preta,” the fallen Constellation had been like this. The demon king made the sky shed blood and she had legions of monsters at her beck and call. All of those were the abilities of a Constellation—these demons were Lady Silver Lily’s summons.
    

    
      
        [The Silver-Plated Heart’s presence has become stronger.]
      
    

    
      Something other than the mouths emerged from the sea of ​​blood. Hands. Two hands, clasped together like those of a bride and groom in the middle of a wedding.
    

    
      
        —Raviel, your family and the imperial family engaged us.
      
    

    
      
        —Engagement… is it?
      
    

    
      
        —Yes, that’s right. But I don’t want to have a marriage of convenience.
      
    

    
      The demon hands of blood locked their fingers tighter, squeezing out fresh rivers of blood.
    

    
      I realized that the demons’ play was a reenactment of a memory from Lady Silver Lily’s past.
    

    
      
        —Ignore the engagement. The adults have done it without our permission. Regardless of what the adults tell us to do, I’ll love you. 
      
    

    
      
        —Your Highness.
      
    

    
      
        —I’m here today to formally propose to you. Raviel, when we grow up a little more, will you marry me?
      
    

    
      Dozens of mouths surrounded us and answered simultaneously.
    

    
      
        —Yes, I will.
      
    

    
      
        —I promise I will love you.
      
    

    
      
        —I will love you too, Your Highness. 
      
    

    
      That son of a bitch didn't even take responsibility after saying such things?
    

    
      
        —He probably forgot.
      
    

    
      
        —It was a promise we made in our childhood.
      
    

    
      
        —There's nothing that can be done about it.
      
    

    
      
        —People forget very easily.
      
    

    
      The mouths of the bubbles let out bursts of laughter.
    

    
      
        —There's nothing I can do about it!
      
    

    
      I couldn't hold back my boiling anger any longer.
    

    
      As I took a step forward, I concentrated my aura on my leading foot.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        Eighth Form:
      
    

    
      
        Fire Death. 
      
    

    
      My aura spread together with the waves of the blood sea, boiling it away.
    

    
      —Look at you, the Guardian said from behind me. Now these random monsters can't even touch you. You've come a long way, my Zomsparrow.
    

    
      Normally, I would have made some sort of witty reply to the Guardian’s teasing, but I didn’t feel like doing that right now. Instead, I swept away the demons in the hallway with one swing. They burned away, but didn’t even scream—they just laughed until the end, pissing me off.
    

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    
      As they burned, my emotions kept boiling inside me. I was angry. I despised the crown prince. Because of that man, a person as noble as Lady Silver Lily was hurt, and she had even made a wish that could never be undone. It made me furious.
    

    
      “When—!” I inhaled sharply to clear my throat. No matter how angry I was, I didn’t want to raise my voice at Lady Silver Lily. “…When did you become a Constellation? These are summons of a Constellation. They’re your creation.”
    

    
      They recognized us as allies. That was why they didn’t even fight back.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily nodded knowingly. “This is what happened the moment I stabbed my heart with the sword.”
    

    
      After some time, the blood flow reversed and crawled back into the gap of the mirror like leeches, little by little.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily watched them go. “It seems that there was no Constellation in this world. It’s hard to tell whether the world had one but was killed, or whether there was never one from the beginning.”
    

    
      Lefanta Aegim had probably killed the Constellation, but now was not the time to discuss that. I just listened to Lady Silver Lily.
    

    
      “Over time, the demons become larger and more powerful—and their numbers also swell. It becomes more difficult to control them as we’re doing right now. And on the tenth day…” Lady Silver Lily paused. After shaking her head, she continued. “…Anyway, as the last ten days of this world began to repeat, I automatically became the world’s representative. Even if I don’t want it, the world’s clock revolves around me.”
    

    
      —Hmm. The Guardian rested his chin on his palm. That isn’t a normal Ascension. In terms of murim, she used a rogue sect’s method to reach her level, not that of the Righteous Faction. The sword piercing the mirror is just a fragment, but it is a relic that used to be the Goddess of Protection.
    

    
      —Well, the Guardian muttered, If you jam something like that in your heart, you’ll become a Constellation even if you don’t want to… She isn’t a complete Constellation, though. Still, she’s in an infinite time loop. It’s not karma a human can endure. Anyway, it must have been the result of many overlapping coincidences.
    

    
      Can a person become a Constellation even though they don’t want to? I asked.
    

    
      
        —Yup. Let me ask you this, Zombie: were you born as a human because you wanted to be?
      
    

    
      Seriously. Out of all the ways he could have answered the question…
    

    
      
        —The important thing is whether or not they met the conditions. Their intention doesn’t matter. There are many people who suffer because they’re human, and surprisingly many Constellations suffer because of their identities. It’s very easy to make your life miserable. Do you get it, Young Heaven?
      
    

    
      “Phew…” I suppressed my anger toward the crown prince. It left a bitter taste in my mouth.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily was watching me. “How strange. Are you not disappointed?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “What you said is right. Regardless of what happened, those demons are my summons. They didn’t make up words to chant. I muttered those words in my dreams. They are my unconscious thoughts.” Lady Silver Lily tilted her head. “I swore a timeless love. To keep that love pure, I have to remove the dust and filth that pile up on my love every day. Those demons are the dust and filth."
    

    
      Disappointment. Frustration. The desire to be reciprocated. They were the grease on one’s mind and curses in its purest sense.
    

    
      “Aren’t they ugly?” Lady Silver Lily muttered. “I told you about my love. I was going to stop here—that is why I brought you here: to destroy any illusion about me.”
    

    
      “Disappointed?” I exhaled sharply, but it wasn’t a sigh. That breath was the product of my struggle to rein in my anger. “Ugly? I don't know much, but I can assure you that I’ll never be disappointed in you because of something like this.”
    

    
      “…Like this?
    

    
      “You told me your secret and bared your heart to me. My lady, a truly ugly person never shows their heart to others. They only know how to hurt people—they just pretend to be carefree and calm.”
    

    
      
        Fuck you, Fire Emperor.
      
    

    
      With that thought, I stepped closer to her. “If anything, I’m worse. You would be disgusted if you knew what I think about.”
    

    
      “I’m curious.”
    

    
      “If you brought me here to get rid of me, you made the wrong choice, my lady. I didn’t fall in love with you because you were perfect.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily paused because I said love. It made my face flush, but I wasn’t going to hold myself back.
    

    
      “It’s only been a day since you fell in love with me,” she said with a slight frown. “You flatter me too much.”
    

    
      “Is the fact that it’s only been one day a problem? Would it be okay if it was after a year? How about a thousand days? Shall I come back then? I can see what kind of person you despise. Those are whom I despise too. I can also tell what hurts you. I love the way you lead your life, too. I can say this because I’m living the same kind of life as you.”
    

    
      Were my words reaching her? Was I expressing myself clearly? I couldn’t tell. I had never said something like this to anyone else, so I wasn’t used to it. But I wanted the woman in front of me. I wished she would have me too. What I wanted was for both of us to have each other and share one life.
    

    
      “I love you as much as I love myself, and I hope that is how you’ll love me too.”
    

    
      Those were my genuine feelings. All I knew was to be one hundred percent true to my heart. 
    

    
      “I’m going to make you love me. I won’t tell you to abandon the crown prince; even if I don’t ask you to, you’ll abandon the crown prince at some point.”
    

    
      “My heart…” She trailed off. 
    

    
      “Yes, this world is holding your heart captive, but it doesn’t matter. If that’s the problem, I’ll solve it. Maybe you’ll still love the crown prince after that—then I’ll become overwhelmingly better than the crown prince and loiter around you to catch your eye.
    

    
      “Did the crown prince give you unforgettable nostalgia when you were young? That doesn’t matter,” I whispered to her. “We’re regressors, and there are only two of us in this world.”
    

    
      I could tell that my face was red right now, but I said what I had to say.
    

    
      “There will be a lot of time that only you and I can enjoy. I’ll use that time to bury you in happy memories that will make your nostalgia for the crown prince fade away. I’ll try my best.”
    

    
      “Hmm.” The corners of Lady Silver Lily’s mouth rose slightly. “Are you going to repeat the last ten days forever? You’ll eventually get tired and give up.”
    

    
      “That doesn’t scare me. This isn’t the first time I’ve repeated the same days.”
    

    
      “What if I get tired of you and ask you to disappear from my sight?”
    

    
      “I’ll do as you ask.” I reached out and grabbed her hand, which was free after she had lost her lantern in the fight against demons.
    

    
      It required courage, but fortunately, I had all the courage I needed. 
    

    
      I shook my head. “But it’ll never happen.”
    

    
      “How so?”
    

    
      “You weren’t even tired of the crown prince, and I’m a better person than him. If I’m making you uncomfortable, please tell me now. I’ll disappear.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily silently observed my face.
    

    
      “…This is a problem,” she eventually said. “I should find you annoying, but I don’t. And I don’t think it’ll happen any time soon either.”
    

    
      Suddenly, we heard an urgent cry from far down the hallway:
    

    
      “…tler!”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily’s residence, where even the servants were asleep, suddenly became noisy.
    

    
      “Where…! Bu…!” 
    

    
      We soon heard footsteps; the servants had woken up. The building was lit up here and there. Before long, the gray-haired servant came running toward us.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, my lady.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily let go of my hand. “What’s all this fuss about this late at night?”
    

    
      “I’m sorry to say this, but…”
    

    
      The distant voice began to resolve.
    

    
      “Butler! Where are you, my butler!”
    

    
      My face hardened. The voice that was all too familiar.
    

    
      The gray-haired servant bowed to us. “Lady Goldencup is causing a commotion.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 101: The Play (2)

    
      The moon was stained slightly red because of the dusty sky tonight. When a person bled, they were also covered in red. The coincidence made me uneasy.
    

    
      It looked like the moon was bleeding. I walked, my anxiety dogging my heels like a shadow.
    

    
      I could hear the servants talking in the distance.
    

    
      “You shouldn’t do this here, my lady!”
    

    
      “This is the property of the Duke of Ivansia!”
    

    
      “I know His Highness cherishes you, but it’s late in…”
    

    
      “She’s basically an intruder,” Lady Silver Lily muttered as she walked beside me. Her tone reflected her contempt for the Inquisitor—no, for Lady Goldencup. “Considering that she came at this hour, she’s probably not here to have tea with me. Butler, did she ask you to arrange a visit?”
    

    
      “No, she didn’t.”
    

    
      I was also baffled. It was already past midnight. The Inquisitor had no reason to meet Lady Silver Lily right now.
    

    
      The day before yesterday, we had a talk.
    

    
      
        “I’ll temporarily be working as Lady Silver Lily’s butler,” I said. “It’s to get information about her and use that to conquer this stage.”
      
    

    
      
        “Hmm.” The Inquisitor’s expression changed subtly, although it was brief. He quickly resumed his usual bright smile. “Okay! It’s inevitable for the sake of the mission. I understand. Good luck, Mr. Death King!”
      
    

    
      That was what we agreed on. That was supposed to be our agreement.
    

    
      “Bring my butler!”
    

    
      We got closer to the voice.
    

    
      “My butler! I know you’re here!”
    

    
      In the flower garden of Lady Silver Lily’s villa, the dark night sky couldn’t completely hide the spring in it. White magnolias’ heads drooped with the heavy weight of spring on them. The red moon shone down on them, painting an illusion of a garden filled with purple magnolias in full bloom.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      A magnolia petal fell.
    

    
      “There you are, my butler! I knew it!” The Inquisitor pushed away the guards at the gate.
    

    
      While the guards hesitated, unable to use force on a noble lady, the Inquisitor lifted his dress and strode into the garden, trampling the fallen petal.
    

    
      He smiled. “I was worried because you didn’t come back even though it was late. You made your master worry so much that I had to come all of the way here. Isn’t that inexcusable for a servant?”
    

    
      My anxiety reached a fever pitch when I saw the Inquisitor. The moonlight was shining down on his blond hair, which had grown even longer than yesterday.
    

    
      “My lady… ” I barely managed to say.
    

    
      “You’re my one and only butler and my childhood friend, so you mean more to me than just a servant. Is it too inelegant of me to ask you to understand that?”
    

    
      It wasn’t just his hair. I could see traces of the Inquisitor in his appearance, but he was somehow unfamiliar.
    

    
      Did he use a Divine Formula to change his appearance? I wondered. Why?
    

    
      “Anyway, you shouldn’t be in a place like this. It feels like even the flower beds in this garden are poisonous. Now, my butler.” The Inquisitor approached me. “Come back with me.”
    

    
      “How insolent of you.” Lady Silver Lily stopped him. “Just causing a commotion like this in the middle of the night is a crime enough to have you lashed. Don’t tell me you’re unaware of where you’re raising your voice right now. Get on your knees right now and confess your wrongdoing.”
    

    
      “Oh, are you going to hit my calves with a cane after that?” The Inquisitor smiled thinly. “If you’re going to hit me, please do it hard, my lady. I wonder what would happen if I show the wounds on my calves to His Highness. It’ll be one more fond memory for His Highness and me to share.”
    

    
      “H-how can she even say that…!”
    

    
      The servants trembled. The crown prince’s fiance was officially Lady Silver Lily, but the Inquisitor boldly threatened to turn him against her. Flushed with anger, the servants glared at the Inquisitor.
    

    
      “Really?” Lady Silver Lily quietly muttered.
    

    
      The servants paused at her voice. I also felt a chill in my heart for a moment.
    

    
      “I suppose you would.”
    

    
      Her voice froze the blood in my veins.
    

    
      “It’s beautiful to try building memories during your school days. Well, even a dive in a trash bin becomes a nostalgic memory at your age. Since you want to build beautiful memories, I, as a noble of this empire, will assist you.” Lady Silver Lily raised her left hand. “Bring me a cane.”
    

    
      The servants trembled.
    

    
      “M-my lord… ”
    

    
      “I remember giving you an order not to address me like that here.”
    

    
      “If His Highness were to find out about this by some chance… ”
    

    
      “She raised a commotion on my family’s property. Are you telling me I should just let her go? Even if I do, the news will spread and tarnish the family’s name. The law takes precedence over all else, and His Highness is responsible for upholding the law.”
    

    
      The servants held their breath. They didn’t look convinced because the crown prince wasn’t that kind of person, but none of them could voice their doubts.
    

    
      “My left hand is still empty,” Lady Silver Lily chided. “Bring me a cane. Don’t make me repeat myself again.”
    

    
      The servants quickly moved around on the magnolia-covered path to bring her a cane. They all looked down at the ground, as if they were afraid of the moonlight reaching their faces.
    

    
      Only two people here, Lady Silver Lily and the Inquisitor, were holding their heads up straight.
    

    
      In the end, I had no choice but to approach the Inquisitor. “My lady. What’s going on? Why are you here at this hour?”
    

    
      “You’re asking an obvious question. I came here to get what’s mine back.” The Inquisitor grinned. “I’ve been waiting for you since this morning, but you never came back. At first, I thought you had an emergency, but then I heard that you were by Lady Silver Lily’s side.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor cupped his cheek. “I realized right away that she was using your weakness to threaten you. That’s her specialty, after all. Poor you, you got caught in the crossfire because of His Highness and me…”
    

    
      I didn’t understand what he was saying.
    

    
      “Don’t worry.” The Inquisitor’s smile was still bright. “I won’t lose anything to her anymore, whether it’s His Highness’s love or your loyalty. Cane? She can lash me as much as she wants. It doesn’t matter. I’ll save you, my butler. She’s the one who’s going to be hurt if she lashes me.”
    

    
      “No… I’m sorry. Please excuse me for a moment.” I moved a little closer to the Inquisitor so no one around us could hear what we were talking about. Fortunately, no one stopped me from doing so. “My lady.”
    

    
      “Yes, my butler.”
    

    
      I swallowed my saliva and whispered, “Mr. Inquisitor.”
    

    
      Silence prevailed for a moment.
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      My heart pounded. My lips were dry, and I couldn’t move my tongue. I never realized how hard it could be to weave words together into a sentence.
    

    
      I slowly said, “When spring comes.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      My heart…
    

    
      “Mr. Inquisitor…”
    

    
      “What are you talking about, my butler?”
    

    
      “If you’re joking around like last time, I’m going to be mad. I mean it. I’m asking you very seriously right now, so please answer me properly. How high is your immersion level?” I asked, urgently.
    

    
      The Inquisitor blinked. “Huh? It seems like you’re the one who’s joking, my butler. Are you feeling nostalgic? Or maybe you’ve become a little unstable after spending an entire day with her. Hahaha, I can understand that.”
    

    
      “When spring comes…”
    

    
      The Inquisitor laughed. “Spring is already here, my butler.”
    

    
      No.
    

    
      “Isn’t it a beautiful season?” Lady Goldencup laughed.
    

    
      The servants who had scattered across the villa returned. They kept their heads low as one of them offered Lady Silver Lily a cane.
    

    
      “I-I brought the item you ordered…”
    

    
      It was thin. I could tell that they had run around the mansion looking for the thinnest cane. It was probably their way of showing their loyalty.
    

    
      However, Lady Silver Lily coldly said, “Bring me a different one.”
    

    
      The servants flinched and went back inside the villa.
    

    
      “A different one.”
    

    
      The order was repeated four times. The cane became rougher and thicker each time. When the servant bit his lip and brought her the fourth cane, Lady Silver Lily took it in her left hand.
    

    
      “Lady Goldencup.”
    

    
      “Why don’t you call me by my real name, my lady?”
    

    
      “Sylvia Evanail.”
    

    
      “Yes, Lady Raviel Ivansia.”
    

    
      The moon and the sun faced each other.
    

    
      “You’ve trespassed on the duke’s property and caused a disturbance. Yet you haven’t said a word of apology. There is a clear hierarchy in the empire, so your insolence makes me appalled. I will punish your crime in the name that His Majesty has bestowed upon me.”
    

    
      “My crime? I’m the one who knows my crime the best.” Lady Goldencup smiled brightly. “My crime is receiving His Highness the Crown Prince’s deepest affection despite being born to a mere baron’s family in the outskirts.”
    

    
      That wasn’t something one could say to the crown prince’s fiance.
    

    
      “I’m sorry that I’m loved.” The daughter of the Baron of Evanail slightly lifted her dress with her hands. A goldencup arrived at the magnolia garden and delivered a textbook perfect bow to the lily in front of her. “I’m sorry that I receive more love than you do, Lady of Ivansia. Will that suffice as an apology?”
    

    
      The wind blew.
    

    
      “But, Lady of Ivansia, I do have one question. Is this really my crime? Love carries meaning only when someone receives it. People either love or are loved. Am I really the one who should be held accountable for this division? Maybe…” Lady Goldencup didn’t complete her sentence and laughed instead.
    

    
      The petals fell from the dark tree branches.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily raised her left hand. “You’re an awful person.”
    

    
      Her cane cut through the night air. Lady Goldencup didn’t scream or even groan. She simply stood straight. Even the smile carved into her face didn’t disappear, as if she were a sculpture. She—he—was confident of victory.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      That was why it looked like the moon was bleeding in my eyes.
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 40%.]
      
    

    
      Tonight, the moon was a little red in the dusty sky. When a human lay on the ground bleeding, it turned red. Due to the dusty air, Lady Silver Lily had dry coughs. No one said anything. The night was silent except for her coughing and the sound of her cane lashing against Lady Goldencup’s skin.
    

    
      “Sylvia! Sylvia! Are you there, Sylvia!?”
    

    
      A wave of torches arrived, and the sound of footsteps broke the silence. The crown prince ran toward the garden holding a torch of his own. The guards hurriedly followed him. Yes, there was no way the crown prince wouldn’t be aware of a commotion like this one.
    

    
      “Syl—”
    

    
      The crown prince stopped in front of the gate. When he saw what was happening in the garden, he fell into silence for a moment.
    

    
      “Raviel… !” His voice held a different warmth from the time he had called for Lady Goldencup. “Get out of my way!”
    

    
      The crown prince shoved past the estate’s guards. None of them could stop the future emperor.
    

    
      He immediately went to Lady Goldencup’s side. “How…? Still… How…!”
    

    
      “I’m fine, Your Highness.”
    

    
      “I’m not fine! You fool…!” The crown prince quickly checked her state, and then he turned and glared at Lady Silver Lily. “How despicable of you!”
    

    
      Words could hurt a person.
    

    
      “How could you treat her like this!”
    

    
      They left invisible wounds, so the owner of those words wasn’t aware of it.
    

    
      “I had to set the law of the empire straight, Your Highness,” Lady Silver Lily answered.
    

    
      “The law isn’t more important than the people!”
    

    
      “They are more important than one person.”
    

    
      “That’s why I call you despicable! You’re no different from a witch!”
    

    
      The world was probably divided into those who knew the wounds and those who didn’t. The crown prince was one of the latter.
    

    
      After coughing a couple of times, she sighed. “Would you like to punish me?”
    

    
      The crown prince’s face crumpled up, but he couldn’t answer her question. He shook his head as if it wasn’t even worth answering, but that was just denying reality. He didn’t have the guts nor the skills to deal with Lady Silver Lily.
    

    
      “Let’s go, Sylvia! You shouldn’t be in a place like this.” The crown prince picked up Lady Goldencup.
    

    
      In his arms, Lady Goldencup looked at me. “My butler, come with us.”
    

    
      Instead of answering the question, I looked at the Inquisitor.
    

    
      As if I were praying, I muttered, Show me the character window.
    

    
      
        Name: Sylvia Evanail
      
    

    
      
        Affection: 90
      
    

    
      
        Liked genre: Romance
      
    

    
      
        Disliked genre: Political fiction
      
    

    
      
        Liked characters: People who love her, the crown prince, the butler, the teachers,  the seniors, the juniors, the classmates.
      
    

    
      
        Disliked character: Raviel Ivansia
      
    

    
      
        Liked plot points: Victory of the strong, true love
      
    

    
      
        Disliked plot: Defeat of the weak, betrayal
      
    

    
      
        State of Mind: Raviel Ivansia, I won’t give you anything.
      
    

    
      The character window no longer had the name “Inquisitor.” His liked genre—fairy tales—and his liked character—humans—was gone too. The Inquisitor was completely immersed and consumed by the role of Lady Goldencup. 
    

    
      “My butler, you’ll come with me, right?”
    

    
      I could feel that I was near the end of this try.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 102: The Play (3)

    
      “I…” I tried not to stutter. “I’m going to stay by Lady Silver Lily’s side for the time being.”
    

    
      Silence hung in the air for a moment.
    

    
      Lady Goldencup’s smile froze. “… I certainly can’t understand why you would say that.”
    

    
      The crown prince stopped walking. Perhaps he’d sensed the iciness in his beloved’s voice. 
    

    
      “I asked you to come with me now, my butler. Although I don’t like to show off my wounds, I endured quite the humiliation from Lady Silver Lily to free you.”
    

    
      “Yes, I know.”
    

    
      “And yet you’re going to refuse my request?”
    

    
      The bitter taste in my mouth was growing stronger. It was difficult to tell if the bitterness came from losing the Inquisitor or the butler rebelling against my decision to refuse his master’s request. However, it was painful to look at those blue eyes, which now belonged to Lady Goldencup.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 42%.]
      
    

    
      So I looked down at the ground to avoid those eyes.
    

    
      “I’m sorry. I still have some work to finish.”
    

    
      “That answer does wonders, doesn’t it? It works at any time. Well, are you sure that you aren’t just bewitched by her?”
    

    
      I silently kept my head bowed.
    

    
      “Ha.”
    

    
      I heard Lady Goldencup’s smirk. It was directed at Lady Silver Lily, not me.
    

    
      “Okay.” Lady Goldencup turned her head a little bit. “Lady Silver Lily, I don’t know what grand scheme you’re up to again, but you won’t be able to make the friendship between me and my butler waver. Please take good care of him.”
    

    
      “You are free to be delusional, but keep it to yourself. Get lost, Lady Goldencup.”
    

    
      “Yes, I shall.” Lady Goldencup, still in the crown prince’s arms, reached out and stroked his cheeks. “Would you like to get lost with me, Your Highness?”
    

    
      She pretended to whisper, but her voice was loud enough that everyone else could hear.
    

    
      “Ah, ahhh.” The crown prince blushed.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 43%.]
      
    

    
      The two lovebirds left with the guards. That was the end of the past-midnight commotion.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      In an instant, the garden was quiet.
    

    
      “My lady…”
    

    
      The servants were saddened and worried about their master. She was the one who had evicted the guests, but that felt like the opposite had happened.
    

    
      “It’s late in the night,” Lady Silver Lily said. “You’ve all done a lot tonight. Go back inside now.”
    

    
      “What are you going to do…?”
    

    
      “I’m going to watch the flowers here for a while and then go inside. I want privacy, so leave, everyone.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily looked up at the night sky in her pajama dress. As if she had been born at night, she blended well into the darkness. The servants returned to their quarters, unable to disobey their master. Only I remained.
    

    
      “My lady.” I approached.
    

    
      
         —Zombie, can’t you tell? She’s feeling vulnerable! She looks expressionless, but she’s emotionally vulnerable. Hey! This is good. This crisis is your chance! It’s hard to date someone above your league, but the goalkeeper is gone! Hurry up and go to her now.
      
    

    
      As always, the ghost—the Guardian—couldn’t read the room.
    

    
      
        Shut up, please.
      
    

    
      “You should go in and rest too, butler,” Lady Silver Lily suggested.
    

    
      “Staying up all night for a day or two isn’t a problem for me. Aren’t you the one who’s tired?”
    

    
      “I want to say no… but, yes, I’m a little tired.” Lady Silver Lily sighed. “This is already the fourteenth time I’ve done this. For one hundred forty days, I’ve tried to set His Highness on the right path. Even if I can accept that it’s my fate that my love will be unanswered, His Highness is the next emperor. I should guide him to the right path so the empire will remain safe… It is a struggle.”
    

    
      “You’re not alone anymore.”
    

    
      What I wanted to tell her was that she wasn’t the only regressor in this world.
    

    
      “I’m here. Humans find a way to endure if there’s even one person who understands them.”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      “Yes, surprising as it is.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily turned her gaze from the night sky onto me. “You’re mistaken about one thing.”
    

    
      I was mistaken?
    

    
      “I repeat the last ten days of this world. When you die, you return to the day before. That may seem no different at a glance, so you would think we can share the same time. But it’s not true.”
    

    
      I didn’t stop Lady Silver Lily. Our conversation right now was probably being broadcast live, and the people of the Tower would be watching it. But that was okay. I had already braced myself for the next try.
    

    
      “Butler, one of us will regress first.” Lady Silver Lily bent forward. “If I regress first, you’ll forget your current life. When you regress first, I won’t remember what happened so far. One of us will eat away the other one’s time.”
    

    
      With her cane, she drew two lines on the ground. “We’re parallel lines that will never meet.”
    

    
      My heart ached.
    

    
      “It’s possible for you and I to understand each other. But that is all we can do. It’s impossible for the two of us to live together. Neither you nor I can be responsible for one another,” Lady Silver Lily calmly explained, “Your confession was passionate and beautiful. However, we cannot share our time together. Perhaps that is why it sounded so beautiful.”
    

    
      I looked straight into Lady Silver Lily’s eyes. “What if we can?”
    

    
      “What if? There is no if.”
    

    
      “I always keep my word. I didn’t say what I said in my confession just to win your heart. I’m not the kind of person who spouts empty words like glittering soap bubbles to draw people in. If I can help—no, truly free you from the eternal ten days, what would you do?”
    

    
      A nocturnal bird chirped.
    

    
      “… How arrogant. I am more than capable of living my life on my own.”
    

    
      “I’m sure you are. I feel the same, but I still want to help you, my lady. Is it arrogant to say that I want to help the one I love? Then I’ll gladly become an arrogant person.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily pursed her lips. She, too, was trying to help the crown prince in her own way. Whether she admitted that or not, she and I were alike.
    

    
      “What do you want from me?” she asked after a brief silence.
    

    
      “Please be with me when the world ends this time.”
    

    
      “Is that all?”
    

    
      “Yes, that will be enough.” I smiled.
    

    
      The Inquisitor’s state after he hit one hundred percent immersion level made me realize the secret to clearing this book. It was a rather risky and tricky solution, but… it was probably possible if I could just keep my head straight.
    

    
      “And if possible, I would appreciate it if you could make me fall for you harder than I already am. It would be perfect if I fell head over heels for you and don’t feel like getting out.”
    

    
      “You’re asking me to do it?”
    

    
      “It’s okay. I’m an easy guy. My heart races when you do so much as hold my hand.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily looked at me in disbelief. “How shameless… Okay. Since I said I’d teach you love, I guess I have to take responsibility for what I said.”
    

    
      She grabbed my hand. Her soft bare hand enveloped my right hand. My heart pounded as I remembered the memory of last night when Lady Silver Lily had put her perfume on me.
    

    
      “Is this good enough?”
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 44%.]
      
    

    
      My face flushed. “Yes, i-it’s good.”
    

    
      “Wow, I shouldn’t be saying this given that I am attempting to seduce you, but aren’t you a little too innocent? It’s a miracle you survived this harsh world.”
    

    
      “I died. A lot… Does it make your heart beat a little when I show you my weak side? The magazine I read said it’s effective when done from time to time.”
    

    
      “Ha.” Lady Silver Lily laughed quietly.
    

    
      Although her eyes weren’t smiling, she still laughed. The crown prince’s trolling had no doubt brought down her mood, so it was good that she felt even a little better.
    

    
      “It’s been only a day since you learned about love. You’re basically a child, but you’re challenging me right now?”
    

    
      “I noticed that you’re wise when you were fighting with Lady Goldencup earlier, but you never let someone else’s taunts slide. Perhaps it’s because of your pride. Even if it won’t benefit you in the long term, you answer their taunts as hard as you can. So, I would like to provoke you too.”
    

    
      “… You have sharp eyes.”
    

    
      “Shall I provoke you a little more?” I asked, grinning from ear to ear.
    

    
      “If you want to, go right ahead.”
    

    
      We were close, but we got closer. Our shadows overlapped; neither of us was going to back down.
    

    
      “You speak as if you were a master of love, but is that true? Isn’t being loved just as important as loving someone else? Loving the crown prince and getting his love are both important, but you failed at the latter.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      “In that sense, maybe Lady Goldencup is better at love than you are. After all, the crown prince loves her, right? So if we were to judge who is better at love, Lady Goldencup might come out on top.”
    

    
      “Hah.”
    

    
      “You know how to love, but you don’t know how to be loved—not more than Lady Goldencup at least. So—”
    

    
      At that moment, Lady Silver Lily grabbed my chin. “So? Keep talking. I was actually enjoying listening to your voice a little.”
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 45%.]
      
    

    
      “… So it’s only natural that you lost the crown prince to Lady Goldencup. You should have understood his tastes and hobbies more closely and gone for his heart,” I said after a brief pause.
    

    
      “Your teeth are sparkling white.”
    

    
      “… That’s what you should have done, but you didn’t. You let your guard down, so the reason Lady Goldencup is acting like that is partly your fault.”
    

    
      “Your tongue is red. It’s pretty too.” Lady Silver Lily pulled my chin up. Her gaze was up at my mouth. “Why did you stop talking again? If you close your mouth, I can’t see your tongue. It’s fun to watch, so keep talking.”
    

    
      I was tongue-tied.
    

    
      “Do you admit your defeat?”
    

    
      “I do…”
    

    
      “‘It would be perfect if I fall in head over heels for you and don’t feel like getting out.’”
    

    
      That was what I had just said.
    

    
      “Every word you choose to speak is frightening. I don't know what wonderful plan you came up with that makes you this confident, but you are fearless.” Lady Silver Lily pulled my chin closer, and I was drawn to her as inexorably as gravity.
    

    
      “Well,” she muttered, “since I’ve been doing this fourteen times, I guess I can deviate one time.”
    

    
      “You mean—”
    

    
      “My rule is to treat an asshole as an asshole. I thought about what happened tonight, and I feel like His Highness has become a little too much of an asshole to me. Two can play this game.”
    

    
      My heart pounded. Maybe…
    

    
      “Are you finally going to give up on the crown prince?”
    

    
      “No, how can I do that when my heart is a constellation stuck in the night sky? But…” Lady Silver Lily’s voice dropped to a whisper. “...I’m just thinking about becoming a little bigger of an asshole than him.”
    

    
      The idea of a “bigger asshole” brought Yoo Soo-Ha’s smug face to my head. That always happened when I heard words like “asshole” and “son of a bitch.” But it wasn’t easy to become such an asshole. What was Lady Silver Lily saying?
    

    
      “An eye for an eye.” Lady Silver Lily brushed her index finger against my lip. “Starting today, I’m going to have an affair with you.”
    

    
      Huh?
    

    
      “Do you love me?”
    

    
      “I do not.”
    

    
      “Do you have any intention of dating me seriously, even just a little?” I asked.
    

    
      “No.” She shook her head again.
    

    
      “But…”
    

    
      “But you’re the butler that Goldencup cherishes. To quote her, you’re her one and only butler and childhood friend. I wonder what the look on her face will be like when she hears that you are dating me. Wouldn’t His Highness be quite flustered too?”
    

    
      In other words…
    

    
      “Are you going to pretend dating me just to screw with the two of them…?”
    

    
      “Why?” She leaned in closer. I could feel her breath on my skin. “Do you not want to?”
    

    
      I couldn’t answer her question.
    

    
      
        Badump.
      
    

    
      I really couldn’t think of anything to say.
    

    
      
        Badump.
      
    

    
      My heartbeat was so loud that it made my head spin. So… this was my love. My first love.
    

    
      
        Badump.
      
    

    
      It shouldn’t be… A love affair was a little… It should be something more romantic.
    

    
      “Sit down.” Lady Silver Lily pointed at the ground.
    

    
      I carefully sat down in the garden. The moon was covered by clouds, so the ground was dark. It felt like I was kneeling in a bottomless swamp. My eye level and that of Lady Silver Lily were reversed now.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily looked down at me. “I’ll give you a choice. If you don’t want to accept my offer, shut your eyes. I’ll quietly disappear before you open them again—but if you do want to try this play of love until the end of this life…”
    

    
      The red moon in the night sky was covered, but the eyes staring at me were far redder.
    

    
      “Say my name.”
    

    
      Name… I…
    

    
      “Raviel… Raviel Ivansia.”
    

    
      Huh? Why was my mouth open?
    

    
      “Yes. Do you remember my first lesson on love?”
    

    
      “Love begins with experiencing an asshole…”
    

    
      “You remember well.” Lady Silver Lily placed her hands on my cheeks. “I’ll be your first asshole.”
    

    
      The moon swallowed the light. The scent of lilies was so soft and sweet that I couldn’t breathe.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 50%.]
      
    

    
      I felt like I was going to die. It was beautiful.
    

    
      
        —Both of you are wackos, so you guys make a great couple. Yeah, there is no way you could date a normal person. Birds of a feather flock together, after all.
      
    

    
      The Guardian’s voice felt distant.
    

    
      
        —Congratulations on your first day of dating life, Zomsparrow.
      
    

    
      Petals of the fully bloomed magnolias fluttered through the air.
    

    
      
        —Though it’s a love affair.
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 103: The Way He Loves (1)

    
      As the dawn sky was getting whiter, I got up and washed my face. I put on the black butler’s uniform that I was now quite used to, and stepped in front of the mirror. I could still see my reflection. The man, whom the Black Witch had one day pegged as a slightly sly-looking man, slowly opened his mouth.
    

    
      “Raviel.”
    

    
      
        Badump.
      
    

    
      “Raviel Ivansia.” 
    

    
      
        [Your immersion in the character has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 62%.]
      
    

    
      All I did was whisper the name of the person I loved and my heart raced, my breathing quickened, and the man reflected in the mirror blushed slightly. Even I could understand why.
    

    
      “… I really love her.”
    

    
      It was amazing. My own emotions surprised me. However, I had things to do.
    

    
      “Show me my status window.”
    

    
      A window of letters slowly appeared before me.
    

    
      
        Name: Death King
      
    

    
      
        Rank: D
      
    

    
      
        Skills (6/6)
      
    

    
      
        1. I Want To Be Like You (S+)
      
    

    
      
        2. Returner's Clockwork (EX)
      
    

    
      
        3. Sword Constellation (A+)
      
    

    
      
        4. High Society of Goblins (F)
      
    

    
      
        5. Monster Legions Reincarnation (SSS)
      
    

    
      
        6. Demonic Heaven Arts (A+) 
      
    

    
      
        ※The God of Beauty’s blessing is active.
      
    

    
      
        ※The God of Serpent’s blessing is active.
      
    

    
      This was the path of my life that I had passed and missed. My jealousy. My secret. My fate. My humor. My resolve. My happiness. The life of a human named Kim Gong-Ja could be expressed very simply.
    

    
      I took another deep breath. “Show me my character window.”
    

    
      Then, a window of letters I had never seen before was inscribed in the air.
    

    
      
        Name: Kim Gong-Ja
      
    

    
      
        Affection: 90
      
    

    
      
        Liked genres: Murim, romance, mystery, adventure
      
    

    
      
        Disliked genre: None
      
    

    
      
        Liked characters: Teacher, noble heroes, altruists, hard workers, children, good people, self-reflective people, generous people, people who understand him
      
    

    
      
        Disliked character: Psychopaths
      
    

    
      
        Liked plot points: Karma, friendship, love
      
    

    
      
        Disliked plot points: Self-loathing, abandonments, flee, oblivion, distrust, monopoly
      
    

    
      
        State of Mind: I want to know how I look.
      
    

    
      I swallowed. “Okay.”
    

    
      I was still Kim Gong-Ja; I wasn’t lost in my role like the Inquisitor was. My plan would go smoothly. I was going to make it work.
    

    
       “Mr. Sword Emperor.”
    

    
      —Huh? the ghost answered. He wasn’t reflected in the mirror.
    

    
      “I have to ask you for a favor in case I get lost in this butler. I really need you for this.”
    

    
      
        —What is it?
      
    

    
      “Once my immersion level reaches one hundred percent, there’s a high chance that I won’t even be able to hear your voice. I’ll still have my Skills, but I’m going to forget how to use them. I have to prevent my immersion level from reaching one hundred percent, no matter what.”
    

    
      I reached down to my waist and stroked the grip of my hidden dagger.
    

    
      “Ninety-nine percent. My immersion level should never go higher than ninety-nine percent. Got it? If you ever think I’m going to go over ninety-nine percent, stop me by any means necessary.”
    

    
      —Ha. The Guardian laughed. You worry too much. Not many people have as much pride or personality as you do, so I really don’t think you’ll reach ninety-nine percent.
    

    
      “I will.” I gave my clothes one last tweak. The perfect image of a butler was reflected in the mirror. “Because I’m going to increase it.”
    

    
      —What? The Guardian was shocked. Why? You’ll fail the stage and get trapped in this world.
    

    
      “I can’t tell you why now. No one else can know. I’m going to exploit the loopholes in the Tower’s system to clear this stage.”
    

    
      The Tower was watching us as we spoke. If it found out the plan I’d come up with, it might quickly fix the loopholes. I had to hurry and clear the Story of Sormwin Academy while the Tower still had systemic errors they weren’t aware of. Now was the chance.
    

    
      “Please help me if I fall into danger. I trust you. You’re the strongest man in your world and you volunteered to be my teacher.”
    

    
      Then I realized that the Black Dragon Master was right. The man reflected in the mirror was smiling slyly like a mischievous child.
    

    
      “I’m off to help my lover.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily and I were dating now; unfortunately, we couldn’t enjoy our date outside because she ended up falling sick.
    

    
      She was fragile and weak to sunlight by nature. Even in the butler’s memories, she had more absences in the academy than days she attended. However, she had been staying up all night and overworking herself for the past few days, so she was bound to get sick.
    

    
      “Don’t worry. I’ve been like this since the first time I regressed,” Lady Silver Lily said, leaning against the bedhead. “To be accurate, it’s been like this since I was born. I couldn’t run around outside, so I stayed inside the mansion most of the time. It got worse after I stabbed my heart and lost it.
    

    
      “That’s why His Majesty also gave a title to Lady Goldencup. Even if I were to become the empress, I’ll die soon. It’ll be hard to bear an heir to the throne. I’m not fit to be the empress…” Lady Silver Lily coughed. It was a little drier than yesterday.
    

    
      “Here is hot tea. Please drink it.” I handed her the tea I had prepared for this.
    

    
      “Thank you,” she said and then took a sip of the tea. Her eyebrows rose a little in surprise. “… You put a lot of honey in it. It’s just how I like it. How did you know?”
    

    
      I smiled. “You told me before, didn’t you?”
    

    
      She had told me during her lessons on love. On her sixth regression, a certain apostle had tried to win her over with a strategy guide, which said:
    

    
      
        1. Lady Silver Lily is sensitive to sunlight. When planning a date with her, schedule it in the evening or deeper into the night, not during the day.
      
    

    
      
        2. Lady Silver Lily has a dull sense of taste, so she likes strongly flavored food.
      
    

    
      
        …
      
    

    
      I didn’t forget about that; on the contrary, I put it into practice.
    

    
      “Hmm. Then doesn’t that mean you also used the strategy guide?”
    

    
      “Since you told me first, it’s hard to see it that way. I would appreciate it if you thought of it as using a reference.”
    

    
      “Now that I look at you, you have quite an annoying side.” Lady Silver Lily tilted her cup. The sound of her quietly sipping tea filled the bedroom. “So what is your plan? This cozy time with you now is just a momentary amusement. One of us will unavoidably forget the time we spent with the other. I truly do not believe there is a solution.”
    

    
      “You’ve never relied on anyone else in your life, have you?”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “Please trust me. Even if it isn’t real, the person you've chosen to date isn’t incompetent. Not at all.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily stared at my face.
    

    
      “There are times in life when you need help from others. I think now is one of those times for you.”
    

    
      While saving the Aegim Empire, I had also received help from the Sword Star and the Black Witch. When I had been clearing the Heavenly Demon Chronicle, ​​the Chemist, the Viper, and the Medicine King had helped me. Although I was never going to say it out loud, I also owed a lot to the Guardian and I would always be in his debt. I never thought I was alone, unlike my lover.
    

    
      “Up until now, you’ve been taking on too many responsibilities. ‘The empire must remain strong even after my death;’ ‘I should guide the crown prince to the correct path;’ ‘I have to deal with the blood demon.’ Those are what you’ve been doing for the past one hundred forty days, am I right?”
    

    
      “Do you think I’m tired?”
    

    
      “Yes, I do. Please, rest a little.” I put the spring flowers I had picked at dawn in a vase and placed it next to the bed. “I think—no, I just don’t like it when the person I love tries to do everything on her own. If I’m tired, I want my partner’s help and I would help her when she’s tired.”
    

    
      “We’re just pretending to be in a relationship for entertainment.”
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter because my heart is true.”
    

    
      “… Don't you feel insulted?" she cautiously asked.
    

    
      “Haha—you don’t know me very well, do you?”
    

    
      How could she be so lovely?
    

    
      I laughed softly. “I'm an optimistic person. Do you think I'll get depressed or develop an inferiority complex because you’re not dating me for real? Not at all. I think my chance has come. You’ll love me anyway.”
    

    
      “Wow, where in the world does your confidence come from?”
    

    
      “It’s because I'll be the only one who can share your time. Until you tell me that you’re tired of me, I won't give up on you, no matter what. Let me be your pillar.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily didn't answer and drank her tea instead.
    

    
      As the days passed, my lover grew thinner. Every midnight, the demons appeared, and they grew stronger night after night. At first, the demons were only mouths, but after several days, they grew arms and legs.
    

    
      
        —Hehehe.
      
    

    
      Only then did I realize that the demons resembled Lady Silver Lily. If I simplified her appearance a little and made her smaller, she would look exactly like them.
    

    
      
        —Are you going to kill us?
      
    

    
      
        —Are you going to kill me?
      
    

    
      I silently dealt with the demons every night. Lady Silver Lily offered to help, but I firmly refused. Right now, more than anything, she needed time alone to rest quietly.
    

    
      Paperwork that required Lady Silver Lily’s approval? I stopped all of them from coming into her office. Only a few days were left until this world was going to be destroyed anyway. If the empire was going to fall just because she didn’t handle them for a few days, then it was better off fallen.
    

    
      A vacation just for herself was the first gift I gave Lady Silver Lily.
    

    
      “… I’ve never spent time like this before,” Lady Silver Lily muttered. She seemed a little troubled. “Is it really okay to do nothing like this?”
    

    
      Right now, we were sitting under a cherry blossom tree, leisurely looking out at the lake. I had carried Lady Silver Lily here in my arms. There were no complicated documents, no blood demons, and no students gossiping about Lady Silver Lily for their entertainment.
    

    
      “It’s okay,” I reassured her.
    

    
      “But…”
    

    
      “It’s really okay, my lady.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily pursed her lips; she found her peace a little uncomfortable.
    

    
      “I’ll make it okay.”
    

    
      “I don’t want to rely on you,” she mumbled.
    

    
      “I don’t remember saying that I’ll always be the one doing the helping. When there is a time I need your help, please help me, my lady. We can help each other, right? Let’s help each other even when we’re old. We can do that, right?”
    

    
      It was a quiet day—the tenth day that Lady Silver Lily had mentioned.
    

    
      “Aren’t you thirsty? I added a little honey to the milk tea today. I think you’ll like it. When the sunlight gets a little weaker, let’s go out on a boat. I’ll row. It’ll be fun.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily did nothing today. In the morning, I woke her up and washed her face. After she finished the simple meal I brought, I read her a book of poetry that she liked. In the afternoon, I packed a picnic basket of snacks and we went for a walk to the lake at the academy.
    

    
      The spring breeze whisked away magnolia and cherry blossom petals. Lady Silver Lily quietly looked up at the white petals scattering across the sky. The cherry blossom petals fell on the lake and rippled on the waves.
    

    
      She didn’t say a word for an hour. Even when I carried her onto the boat, she was quiet. She sat still even when she watched the petals ripple, 
    

    
      As I rowed, the lake quietly gave way to our boat.
    

    
      “Spring is white today,” Lady Silver Lily quietly said. “In the empire, this time of year is called White Spring. It’s when cherry blossoms bloom right before the magnolias fall. My favorite poet once said, ‘White blossoms in the white. Spring fully blooms during spring. This is the last white breath which the winter hadn’t yet exhaled.’”
    

    
      She spoke at the leisurely pace of cherry blossoms fluttering across the sky.
    

    
      “It’s a beautiful season.”
    

    
      “Yeah, it is.”
    

    
      Sunset arrived.
    

    
      “I don’t know how long it’s been since I’ve seen White Spring.”
    

    
      It was a gentle spring. The soft spring air filled our lungs. The two of us were intoxicated by the pleasant daze that the season gave us.
    

    
      
        [The Silver-Plated Heart’s presence has become stronger.]
      
    

    
      So when the time for this world to end arrived, we were not at all flustered. Actually, we didn’t even really say anything.
    

    
      
        [The Silver-Plated Heart has appeared.]
      
    

    
      The sunset became even redder. On the other side of the academy, the students’ faint screams arose. The blood that had overflowed from the mirror had probably struck the academy. Then it flowed to the edge of the lake and dyed it red.
    

    
      “Butler.”
    

    
      “I’m listening.”
    

    
      “It’s comfortable when I’m with you.”
    

    
      Our boat was right in the middle of the lake. The red blood encroaching on the edge was yet to devour our sanctuary.
    

    
      “Can I really trust you?”
    

    
      I let the oar go. “You said that we’re like parallel lines. The one who dies first will regress first, so the two of us can never be together.”
    

    
      When Lady Silver Lily nodded, I grabbed her hand. “I’m going to use my aura and envelop your entire body, including the inside of your head. I’ll do the same for myself. And then, I’ll burst your head and mine at exactly the same time.”
    

    
      She stopped breathing for a moment, her eyes widening. “That’s…”
    

    
      “It’s true that the one who dies first will regress first. That means the one who didn’t get to regress won’t be able to remember the other person. Then, that leaves us only one way to be together. We have to die at exactly the same time.”
    

    
      I grabbed Lady Silver Lily’s hand a little more firmly. “Raviel Ivansia.”
    

    
      The one I loved.
    

    
      “Please die with me.”
    

    
      After a moment, she nodded. So that was what we did.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 104: The Way He Loves (2)
I treated my death the way people managed their daily lives. From the beginning, it was a little easier for me to die than normal—I could cover my brain with my aura and blow it up. In that way, I would end my life instantly and painlessly. It was easy and simple, which was exactly why I didn’t die like that.
Easy. Simple. Convenient. When people get used to these three qualities, they let their guard down. No matter how sharp someone’s mind was, it would rust someday.
The reason why I was able to kill the Fire Emperor is that he became complacent.
To keep my senses and judgment sharp and fresh, I persistently chose a more painful death. My dagger was ever reliable. That was how I had been doing it, but today was going to be different.
“It’s okay. It’ll be over in an instant.” I slowly released my aura into Lady Silver Lily’s hand.
Lady Silver Lily’s eyebrows rose at the unfamiliar sensation of my red aura creeping in.
“… It’s warm.”
“Is that so?”
“It feels like hot water is seeping into my veins. If this is what your body temperature is like, you’re a little warmer than I am, butler.” Lady Silver Lily looked into my eyes. “… I feel nervous. I’ve never felt this way in any of my regressions until now because I was okay as long as I didn’t lose myself. But… today, I don’t want to lose you. If I regress first and you don’t remember me…”
If Lady Silver Lily’s muttering made me happy, was I an asshole? She was nervous because of me, and I was happy. Yeah, I was probably an asshole.
“Don’t worry. I’ll be with you,” I reassured her.
But I was her asshole and hers only.
The world was being destroyed around us as we basked in each others’ warmth. With a thud, the ground split, blood gushing out of the cracks. The demons from underground, Lady Silver Lily’s summons, were now running wild, free from her control. There were as many as there were drops of water in the ocean, and each drop was as big as a mountain.
Screams were heard in the distance.
“Ahhhhhhhh!”
“It’s a demon! A demon is here!”
“We’re cursed.”
At the end of the promised ten days, the air was filled with constant screams. As she had wished, Lady Silver Lily’s love was timeless, but an incomplete Constellation couldn’t hold it down anymore. Now it was running wild.
However, in the midst of all this, Lady Silver Lily looked at me calmly as if her heart was still plated with silver. “I won’t tolerate mistakes.”
“I understand.”
“If you or I die even a tenth of a second before the other, I’ll never forgive you. Engrave what just said in your heart. This is the only chance I’ll give you.”
“Okay.”
“You…”
[The Silver-Plated Heart looks at you.]
“You made me trust someone again. Take responsibility for what you’ve done.”
“I will.” I held her hand a little tighter.
While the demons were rampaging on the ground, the sunset shattered like a mirror and a flood of blood poured down, slowly drowning the ground. The sound of bubbles drowned out the screams. However, Lady Silver Lily’s love going berserk wasn’t the only reason why the world was reaching its end.
[The apostle of the Ruin-Harvesting Cow has appeared.]
They were the apostles of other Constellations that she had once mentioned.
[The apostle of the Eternal Plains Warhorse has appeared.]
[The apostles of the Immortal Happiness Preacher have appeared.]
Through the cracks in the ruined sky, beings from other worlds were descending. In this world, only Lady Silver Lily, an incomplete Constellation, remained, so the wall of this world was as good as gone. Instead of saving face and going through the formality of clearing the quest, these beings threw away their grace and used this chance to launch a full-scale invasion of this world.
“Seriously, they have no idea how to read the mood.” Lady Silver Lily clicked her tongue.
“You’re right.”
Each of them looked as distinct as the Constellations that had sent them. That made it easy for me to remember their appearances.
“I should teach them a lesson.”
“What lesson?”
“Interfering with someone else’s date can get you killed.”
“I like it.” Lady Silver Lily smiled. “But you don’t have to do that now.”
She was right. We had no time for that right now anyway.
“My lady.”
The sunset was shattered, and the blood poured down endlessly. While the demons crawled up from underground, the invaders were descending from the sky.
The person in front of me had endured everything in this apocalypse on her own until today.
“Butler,” she said, “kill me now.”
The world was now red except for the three-meter radius around the boat she and I were on. Countless mouths rose and laughed at us.
From the red-tinted lake, I allowed myself a comfortable death for the first time and ignited the aura that filled both of us.
Demonic Heaven Arts,
Ninth Form:
Self-Determination Death[1].
[You have died.] 
We died without the slightest discrepancy.
[Rewinding twenty-four hours.] 
***
When I opened my eyes again, I was leaning against a white tree. Judging from the bright yellow sky, it was evening. it wasn't strange that I had woken up here. Since the day I had decided to become Lady Silver Lily’s butler, I had been taking her for a walk every evening.
“… Are you awake?”
The moment I was about to heave myself to my feet a whisper tickled my ear.
“Finally.”
I looked beside me.
“What a horrible butler.” Lady Silver Lily was standing with her back to the bright sunset. A parasol was in her hand, and her shadow was cast at her feet.
When the wind blew and tousled her silver hair, my breath was stolen away.
Did it work? My heart pounded. Did I fail?
I couldn’t tell yet, so I just looked at her. Her fingers loosely circled the handle of her parasol. She used her other hand to lightly brush back a lock of hair that the wind had tousled. Her lips were tightly shut as usual. Every single movement she made left a huge impact on me.
“Butler, there was a small lie in what you told me,” Lady Silver Lily eventually said. “You promised that we would share the same time, but I returned to nine days earlier than you. Even if we aren’t dating for real, you left the person you love alone for nine days. You committed a terrible sin.”
Oh, I did it.
“I waited for you for nine days. I had to endure the anxiety entirely on my own. You promised to be by my side but failed to keep your promise. Isn’t this negligence on your end?”
It worked.
“You’ll have to work very hard to make up for the sin you committed this time.”
It really worked.
“Hmm. I’m thirsty. Butler, serve me the tea you brought—”
Lady Silver Lily couldn’t finish her words because I got up and hugged her. The compulsion was so strong that I couldn’t hold myself back.
The wind blew. Lady Silver Lily dropped her parasol, letting it roll across the lawn.
Even though she was already in my arms, it wasn’t enough. More. Harder. I knew that the urge came from a desire for my hug to reach her heart.
“I’m sorry for making you wait nine days on your own.”
“It’s okay now.” Lady Silver Lily also put her arms around me. “I can’t say that watching you, who didn’t spend your last day with me, was all boring.”
“You’re lying.”
“Yeah, I lied. It wasn’t fun at all, but that’s okay. I’m very good at waiting.”
“I’m sorry.”
“I forgive you.” Lady Silver Lily stroked my neck.
[Your character immersion has deepened.]
[Your immersion level is 71%.]
I wanted to show her how crazy in love I was.
“Are you crying?”
“No, I’m not.” I buried my head in her neck.
“You’re lying.”
“Yes, I am.”
“I hate lying. It’s okay to joke, but don’t tell a single lie or even hint at a lie. I won’t do it to you either.” She let out a short sigh. 
“What about you? Do you feel like crying?”
“...”
“When we don’t want to talk, let’s exercise our right to remain silent. We won’t ask questions or press each other. We’ll wait patiently until we’re ready to speak up.”
She nodded.
I was lucky that I fell in love with her. I was lucky to be able to love her.
“I have a favor to ask.”
“What is it?”
I wanted to ask if I could kiss her, but I stopped myself. I was also lucky that I couldn’t see her face right now.
“I’m really sorry,” I apologized, “but can you wait a little longer?”
“That’s rude. How much longer are you telling me to wait?”
“Eight days.”
“Why?”
“Seven days.”
“Huh?”
“Six days—I’ll shorten it one day at a time until we can be together on the first day.”
After a short silence, Lady Silver Lily whispered, “… How impudent. You’re saying you’re going to kill me nine more times.”
“Did it hurt, by any chance?”
“It didn’t. As you said, it was over in an instant, but I find it terribly impudent that you’re going to take my life again after you already did it once.”
“Can I kiss you?”
I felt bad, but I couldn’t hold myself back anymore. Lady Silver Lily moved her head and met my eyes. Red. There was the color I loved most.
“I exercise my right to remain silent,” she answered.
So I kissed her. We held each other closer. My breath traveled from my lip to hers. As I offered the warmth of my heart, I released my aura. I was fortunate that the color of my aura was also red.
The sound of our breathing mixed. And…
[You have died.]
[Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
The next moment I opened my eyes, Lady Silver Lily was still by my side. We didn't talk. Maybe we had already done it a lot, but she just grabbed my hand. And I kissed her to be a little closer to her.
[You have died.]
[Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
[You have died.]
[Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
I lowered my head a little closer to Lady Silver Lily, who had said that we would forever be each other’s parallel lines. Before our times overlapped a little more, our lips met, and we kissed in the cool hallway of her villa.
[You have died.]
[Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
And then we met in the dark basement.
[You have died.]
[Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
Under the white magnolia leaves, I exhaled quietly.
“My lady, you brushed your teeth before coming here, didn’t you?”
“This seems like a good moment to exercise my right to remain silent.”
“That isn’t fair.”
“There are two kinds of moments in this world where deceit is forgiven. One is when you’re in a war, and the other is when you are sharing love. Besides, nine days, eight days, seven days… You made me wait for a total of thirty-nine days. A little bit of deceit on my part will help ease your conscience, so be grateful.”
Lady Silver Lily had been calculating the gap in our time. When I died, I returned to twenty-four hours ago, but she returned to the first day, which was during the ball.
“In other words, I can kiss you for thirty-nine days—”
“You’re cute, but shut up.”
[You have died.]
[Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
The next time I opened my eyes, I was in Lady Goldencup’s private room at the dormitory.
“Mr. Death King!” The Inquisitor, who was yet to become Lady Goldencup, laughed heartily.
My time continued, but the Inquisitor’s did not. So my immersion level remained the same, while the Inquisitor’s immersion level was reset as I got closer to the first day we arrived here.
“Lady Silver Lily has come to visit! Haha. What do you think brought her here this late at night? I heard that she stays in a separate residence, not the dormitory. Considering that she came all of the way here at this hour, something is—”
“Where is she now?”
“Ah, she said she’ll wait in the garden in front of the dormitory.”
I opened the door and started running.
“Mr. Death King?” the Inquisitor called out from behind me.
I didn’t have time to answer him. There was someone who was waiting for me, so I had to hurry.
Lady Silver Lily was standing under a magnolia tree. The magnolias looked like white lotuses blooming in the night sky. Those lotuses looked like hearts without the redness.
Some people were probably sneaking a peek at the garden through their dormitory windows. But that didn’t stop us from pulling one another into our arms and kissing.
“You know what?” I whispered.
“I don’t know. Do tell.”
“My name is Gong-Ja, and people in my country call a duke’s daughter like you ‘Gongnyeo’. Together, we become Gong-Ja and Gongnyeo. Of course, it might sound different in your country, but still…”
“We’re a match made in heaven?”
“That is what I choose to think.”
“You’re awfully confident about a coincidence.”
I laughed quietly. “I love you.” 
Our lips met again and our breaths became one. Our time overlapped a little more.
[You have died.]
Finally.
[Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
I opened my eyes again and I found myself in a magnificent ballroom. The weeping-willow-like chandeliers hung from the ceiling. Under them, dozens of young ladies and lords were slowly dancing in pairs.
This was the place where we had first met, where the Inquisitor had gotten slapped on the cheek. I was back at the place where her and my time first crossed paths. It was my first day in this world.
Lady Silver Lily and I stood facing each other in the middle of the ballroom. I moved my feet, and she also took a step. It all happened so fast that even we didn’t know who acted first. Under a white chandelier, where dozens of shadows swayed, we locked lips.
No words were needed. Shocked gasps rose all around us, but I ignored them. The orchestra in the ballroom stopped playing. The young ladies and lords also stopped dancing to stare at us, and I ignored them too.
I immersed myself in Lady Silver Lily’s eyes, her voice, and every other detail of her existence. I rested my forehead against Lady Silver Lily’s.
“Are we still in our Day 1?”
Lady Silver Lily raised the corners of her mouth. “Yes, it is. It’ll forever be Day 1.”
“Forever?”
“If we wish so.”
We kissed again, indulging in the moment as if it would last for an eternity. The entire, enormous ballroom was completely silent except for our soft breaths.
The Inquisitor, standing behind us, finally managed to speak up. “Huh…? Umm… Did I miss something?”
No one was able to answer.

1.  The raw is 자결(自決). It mainly means suicide, but it technically refers to a specific type of suicide, which is to protect their principle. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 105: The Way He Loves (3)

    
      I was happy that I was with her. It would be an exaggeration to say that I had been living for her, but it wasn’t a lie that I was going to live for her. I was glad that I could say this without a single lie.
    

    
      “Are you crying again?”
    

    
      “Let’s make a promise,” I sniffled.
    

    
      I could be a person who cared for someone.
    

    
      “Tell me. I want to hear it.”
    

    
      “When someone is crying, don’t ask them if they’re crying. And let’s be honest here. You’re asking so you can tease me, right?”
    

    
      “Hmm. From time to time, you can be surprisingly smart. However, it’s also obvious that you still can’t be smart and calculative with me. It’s rare to find someone like you whose reactions are worth teasing…”
    

    
      “Promise me, please.”
    

    
      “I don’t want to.” She looked away from me.
    

    
      
        Ah, it’s nice when she says “I don’t want to.” I really enjoy it… I love you…
      
    

    
      —Ahhh! Arghhhhhh! Argh! My eyes! Urgh! Aaaahhhhh! My eyessssss! The Guardian frantically rolled around in the air. Save me! Someone save the poor ghost out here! Why am I suffering this misfortune just because I couldn’t find eternal peace? Why do I have to watch you blush in real-time? Shit, my eyes! Save my existence, you da■ freaking Zombie!
    

    
      
        Ah. Sword Emperor. I pity you for not knowing the beauty of love.
      
    

    
      
        —Shut up!
      
    

    
      
        Raviel Ivansia, the master of my heart…
      
    

    
      
        —Stop it. St■… !
      
    

    
      Strangely, the Guardian’s voice sounded a bit more distant than usual. His voice was as loud as a train horn, but its volume was slightly reduced now.
    

    
      
        It’s happening, I guess.
      
    

    
      The Guardian wasn’t the only one who was reacting. After freezing up solid when Lady Silver Lily and I shared our kiss, the air defrosted slowly and with difficulty.
    

    
      “L-Lady Silver Lily. W-what are you doing…?”
    

    
      Oh, it was amazing to see ramen talk. Now that I looked at it, it seemed that this blond ramen had gone bad and belonged in a trash bin.
    

    
      “I apologize for causing a commotion.” Lady Silver Lily leaned her head against my shoulder. “I shouldn’t have behaved like that in a public place, Your Highness.”
    

    
      “Uh…”
    

    
      “My misbehavior ruined the Sormwin Ball, but I also tarnished your honor on a larger scale. My sin is grave,” Lady Silver Lily quietly said. Her voice was barely more than a whisper, but that was enough. Her cold voice had the charisma to draw people’s attention.
    

    
      Everyone present at the ballroom stared blankly at Lady Silver Lily.
    

    
      “Please punish me for my sin. I will gladly accept the punishment.”
    

    
      “P-punishment?”
    

    
      “Is it difficult to judge what kind of punishment should be given? I’m sure it is, so on your behalf, allow me to request my punishment. From today onward, I shall endeavor to minimize the damage to your honor. To do that, I cannot dare to attend the academy classes. I’ll quietly reflect on my wrongdoings for a while. And…” Lady Silver Lily took a small paper envelope out of her inner pocket.
    

    
      The crown prince, still too stunned to come to his senses, blankly accepted the envelope. “This is…?”
    

    
      “That,” Lady Silver Lily slowly said, “is my application for withdrawal from the academy.”
    

    
      A wave of emotions swept through the ballroom like a blizzard just when the air had unfrozen. The faces of the young ladies and lords, especially the blond trash, were filled with shock.
    

    
      “As I said, I’ll keep a low profile until my withdrawal request is accepted. I’m not even planning on receiving private visits. Please allow me to be punished, Your Highness,”
    

    
      “Ra-Ravi…?”
    

    
      “I am deeply grateful for your permission, Your Highness.” Lady Silver Lily remained leaning against my shoulder as she bowed. Actually, it was closer to nodding than bowing.
    

    
      
        She still has feelings for the crown prince because of the sword stuck in the mirror…
      
    

    
      For a moment, I had to wonder if this was okay. But when I thought about it, Lady Silver Lily had apprehended the crown prince’s spies and killed them, so it was okay. This was nothing compared to that time. Above all, she seemed happy, so it didn’t matter.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily grabbed my hand and pulled. “Let’s go.”
    

    
      “Ah, yes.” I quickly nodded.
    

    
      So after dousing the ballroom in shock and fear we… left. We just left. And no one could stop us. They might be able to stop me or her, but not the two of us together. We were going to leave when and if we wanted to. If someone tried to stop us… How were they going to stop a regressor couple?
    

    
      The Inquisitor was the only one who followed us as we left the ballroom.
    

    
      “Mr. Death King! Mr. Death King! What about clearing this stage? And what was that peck on the lip just now? I didn’t understand anything!”
    

    
      The Inquisitor was the type who called a kiss a peck. Amazing. I heard that there were such people out there in the world, but I never thought the Inquisitor was one of them…
    

    
      “Mr. Inquisitor.”
    

    
      “Yes, Mr. Death King! Oh, by the way, my heart keeps pounding hard whenever I see you and the young lady together. Hmm, why do you think that is…?”
    

    
      “It’s a sign of heart attack. Be careful.”
    

    
      “A heart attack? I see.”
    

    
      “Yes, yes. Anyhow, I’ll be working on the stage on my own. You can think of this as a vacation. I’ll call you if I need you, Mr. Inquisitor.”
    

    
      “Oh. I see.” The Inquisitor smiled brightly. “Understood! I’ll make my own judgments and operate freely!”
    

    
      His bottomless cheer was unsettling.
    

    
      “… Mr. Inquisitor.”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      “You can’t kill people.”
    

    
      “Oh, I understand!”
    

    
      “No torture either.”
    

    
      “I see. Okay.”
    

    
      “You shouldn’t kidnap or hold people captive under the pretext of gathering information.”
    

    
      “Mr. Death King.” The Inquisitor looked troubled. “Then there’s nothing I can do.”
    

    
      “It’s fine. Just stay in your room and read a fairy tale.”
    

    
      “Um… Yes, I understand…” The Inquisitor became a discouraged Welsh Corgi with floppy ears.
    

    
      With a sigh, I patted the Inquisitor on the shoulder. “There’ll be a job for you later, so just hold it in until then.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor stared at my face. After tilting his head three times, he finally spoke.
    

    
      “Mr. Death King. I just heard that my immersion level increased. What do you think this is?
    

    
      “You’re having a heart attack.”
    

    
      
        Please don’t cause any trouble.
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “The whole empire will be quite noisy tomorrow,” Lady Silver Lily calmly said as we stormed out of the academy. We were riding in a carriage she owned.
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      “I’m a celebrity.”
    

    
      She had said that because she had decided to deviate from her usual life, she wanted to get out of the academy. Obviously, I had no reason to object.
    

    
      “About two hundred letters from the capital’s high society will arrive first. The social circle in my hometown will also send twenty letters or so, and my father will send ten more. His Majesty may send a messenger too. Tell me you have a way to solve this, Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “Um…” I opened my mouth but soon stopped. Did she just call me Gong-Ja instead of butler? This was the first time she had called me by my name.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?” Lady Silver Lily’s eyes curved teasingly. “Your face is red, Gong-Ja. Did you catch a cold? It’s cold at night even when it’s spring. Gong-Ja. I know you have a rather warm body, but you should still be careful so you can answer my questions quickly, Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      Ugh. I should… think of a comeback. Anything…
    

    
      “W-when did you write your withdrawal application? You wrote it in secret while I was away, didn’t you? Wow, I know we’re going to repeat today, but that’s a little cute.”
    

    
      “You’re cute. That’s your comeback? Did you think I would be embarrassed if you called me cute? That whole idea is cute. Do you want me to adore you, Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      I was tongue-tied.
    

    
      “I accept your surrender.”
    

    
      Once again, the victory went to Lady Silver Lily. Even I knew who was going to wear the pants in this relationship. On the other hand, the thought crossed my mind that this was a win for my life. At that point, I realized I was a lost cause.
    

    
      “It’s small,” Lady Silver Lily suddenly said. 
    

    
      She was looking at Sormwin Academy through the carriage window as we were getting further and further from the place. 
    

    
      “Sormwin was established with the purpose of strengthening the imperial family’s authority. To prevent possible power conflicts inside the empire, children of nobles and influential families are practically forced to enroll in the academy. The students receive the same education in the same language and they follow the same schedule, all to give the students the unified identity of imperial citizens.”
    

    
      “It sounds complicated.”
    

    
      “I’ve been there for too long,” Lady Silver Lily muttered. “Jealousy, vanity, arrogance, possessiveness, lust… Everything lurks outside the academy’s small gate. They’re just hidden in the name of tradition and order, but that veil can go away at any moment. In the end, the empire that he has to rule is out there, not in the academy. I’m not sure His Highness understands that…”
    

    
      “Raviel.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily paused.
    

    
      “Worry about the empire later. You’ve overworked yourself enough already. Just think about me for now, please. That alone will keep you so busy that you’ll feel like your head is going to explode.”
    

    
      The carriage rattled.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “I’ll kill you if you scar my heart.”
    

    
      I felt a chill run down my spine.
    

    
      “Do you understand?”
    

    
      “Yes, I do.”
    

    
      “Tell me what you understand.”
    

    
      “No matter what happens, I will never hurt your soul. If I do it accidentally, I’ll apologize.”
    

    
      “Not good enough.” Lady Silver Lily stood up and then sat next to me, placing her hand on the back of mine.
    

    
      My heart raced, but my spine still felt cold. The person I fell in love with had fire in her eyes and ice in her voice.
    

    
      “If you betray me, Gong-Ja…”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Strangle me to death with your own hands. Don’t use such things as your aura. With your own hands, kill me until the day you and I met is erased from this world. I don’t care if it’ll take hundreds or thousands of deaths. I’ll sentence you to my death.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily lightly held my hand and placed it on her neck. Her pale skin was cold. I could vaguely feel her ice right in the middle of her neck.
    

    
      “And live on forever, remembering that I’ll never forgive you. You can live forever if you wish.”
    

    
      My hand stiffened. “Yes, I can.”
    

    
      “The moment you betray me, you’ll be banished to eternal hell,” Lady Silver Lily whispered. “Do you understand?”
    

    
      “I do, Raviel.”
    

    
      “If you have a secret to tell me, confess now.”
    

    
      “I have a Skill called Monster Legion Reincarnation,” I immediately revealed. “I can summon those who I’ve killed. They don’t have their abilities from when they were alive, but if I wish, they can have their appearance and memories.”
    

    
      “I see. Then you probably can summon me too.”
    

    
      “You died nine times with me, so it’s possible to summon nine of you.”
    

    
      “I forbid it.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      From the beginning, I wasn’t planning on summoning Lady Silver Lily anyway, no matter what happened. But her words eliminated the possibility entirely.
    

    
      Love was a sacred promise and a contract; we were creating a code of law for just the two of us.
    

    
      “I’ll add one more thing to do when you betray me: obliterate that Skill.”
    

    
      “I will.”
    

    
      I chose my next words carefully. She was the person I loved, and she was the person who was going to love me. I had to be more careful and cherish her than I was with anyone else in the world.
    

    
      “I’m sorry I didn’t tell you in advance.”
    

    
      “I’ll forgive you if you make one promise.”
    

    
      I nodded. “I’m listening.”
    

    
      “Don’t commit suicide without my permission. Don’t die even when death is your easiest escape. You’re my lover, so you can’t just throw away your life. Even if death seems inevitable, struggle to survive until the end.”
    

    
      I silently carved our promise in my heart. “Yes, I will.”
    

    
      “Tell me what you want from me.”
    

    
      “Please trust me when I ask you to.”
    

    
      “I’ll always trust you.”
    

    
      The carriage rattled. Using the small vibration as an excuse, she and I leaned against each other, and our lips met. From that day on, we became each other’s love.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 106: 1Days (1)

    
      “Lady Silver Lily.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Let’s just drop everything and take a break for ten days,” I suggested. “No one has been working as hard as you. You’ve done your best in your work and personal life. So, let’s stop working hard just for the next ten days and then use my regression Skill—”
    

    
      “To have fun that ordinary people can’t?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “Hmm.” Lady Silver Lily was calm. “Whatever chaos we cause, no one will remember if we go back to a day ago, so we won’t have to deal with any of it.”
    

    
      “I knew you would catch on quickly.”
    

    
      “Isn’t that kind of play a little too irresponsible?”
    

    
      “Why not be irresponsible?”
    

    
      “Hmm, I ended up having an awfully bad boy as my lover…”
    

    
      “Ten days. Deal?
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily took out her fan and waved it at her face. “I think ten days is too short, so let’s make it fifteen days”
    

    
      “Deal.”
    

    
      We played as if we were making up for our lives so far. Sormwin Academy was located near the capital, so a short trip in a carriage afforded us many splendid options for entertainment. And my lover was the heir to the most influential noble in the empire.
    

    
      Simply put, she had all of the power and money in the world.
    

    
      “Which seat would you like?” the polite theater staff asked.
    

    
      “I’ll hire your troupe for a day,” Lady Silver Lily flatly replied.
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “I said I’d hire your troupe for an entire day. Do you not understand what I said? Or do I have to repeat myself three times? Is this your troupe’s way of practicing your acting skills?”
    

    
      “N-no, it’s not! I’m sorry! I’ll contact the troupe master right away!”
    

    
      Hiring a theatrical or an opera troupe for a day was just the beginning.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja, there’s something I’ve always wanted to do.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “I’m going to hire six troupes at once,” Lady Silver Lily said. She sounded calm, but I could tell that she was having fun right now, like a mischievous child pulling a prank. “And we’re going to have them perform their plays on a huge stage all at once. Three plays will be tragedies, two will be comedies, and the last one will be an opera.”
    

    
      “Uh, that sounds like it’s going to be a total mess.”
    

    
      “That’s precisely what I want to see.”
    

    
      “Then let’s do it.”
    

    
      She brought in the six most expensive troupes in the capital. Since the eldest daughter in the Ducal Family of Ivansia was calling them, all of them came running. Some might worry that such tyranny would damage the duke’s reputation, but that was okay. Since we were a regressor couple, we could have fun for a day and then go back in time. What were people going to do about it?
    

    
      “Ahhh. What a huge mess. This is what I wanted to see…” My lover fanned herself with immense satisfaction.
    

    
      “Bwahahahaha!” I rolled around on the floor, laughing.
    

    
      Next to the actor who was reciting the most tragic lines, the clowns performed a comedy. The simultaneous performances of the six plays made even the most serious lines in the world sound funny. The actors sweated profusely through the entire performance.
    

    
      “Let’s clean out the gambling houses in the capital!” I suggested.
    

    
      “That’s a great idea. I’ll take it.”
    

    
      We set out for a casino exclusively for the nobility first. People here wore masks to hide their identities, like at a masquerade ball, but no noble could fail to recognize my lover’s silver hair draping down like moonlight.
    

    
      “Say call.”
    

    
      “Ca-call.”
    

    
      When Lady Silver Lily told the opponent to call, he cowered and followed her.
    

    
      “Fold.”
    

    
      “I-I’ll fold this round.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily told the opponent to die, and he quietly put down his cards.
    

    
      “Raise the stakes.”
    

    
      “R-raise…”
    

    
      “Raise it more.”
    

    
      “I’ll raise again…”
    

    
      She said raise, and so it was raised.
    

    
      “All of you, go all in.”
    

    
      “All… in…”
    

    
      A miracle comparable to the Crossing of the Red Sea happened at a luxurious deluxe casino. I decided to build the Lily Church for my lover. The first verse of its scripture would be about the casino. Oh, how beautiful a villainess was as she destroyed others for her own pleasure.
    

    
      “Th-this is tyranny!”
    

    
      By the time sixteen nobles cried and gave us their diamond rings and necklaces, the owner of the casino came running over.
    

    
      “Even if you’re the Lady of Ivansia,” the middle-aged man with a kaiser mustache complained, “you can’t do this here…”
    

    
      “Oh, do you know who I am? That’s strange. People said that this casino makes a point of hiding the customers’ identities and remaining silent even if they find out. It seems I heard a false rumor.”
    

    
      “I-I don’t know! Of course I don’t know who you are, but—”
    

    
      “You don’t know who I am? How dare you? I guess you don’t feel like staying attached to your head.”
    

    
      The gambling house’s owner opened and closed his mouth blankly. Although he was also a noble, Lady Silver Lily’s bloodline was on another level. In less than a minute, he was verbally shot down and couldn’t stand back up.
    

    
      “What? How can you not answer when Her Ladyship asked you a question!?” I stood by my lover’s side and shouted like a tyrant’s treacherous subject. Her side felt really warm and comfy. “Do you think you don’t have to answer her question? Or are you thinking of a way to insult her family with your filthy tongue?”
    

    
      “N-no. How could I? M-my lady, it’s just that I’m a small business owner, so I ask you to please be a little more considerate—”
    

    
      “Wow. My lady, this fool’s arrogance has no limit. You should just behead him for his disrespect!”
    

    
      The gambling house’s owner shrieked.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily leisurely fanned herself. “It’s okay. The Baron of Loebe has a secret drug lab in the basement and is distributing illegal drugs throughout the capital, but is that really enough to behead him?”
    

    
      The middle-aged man with the kaiser mustache shook, doubting his ears. He soon turned pale in shock. It seemed his confusion before now was nothing.
    

    
      “W-what are you talking about…?”
    

    
      “Sit down. If you sit there and play ten games with me, I’ll let it slide for tonight.”
    

    
      In the end, we even emptied the casino owner’s wallet. We then scattered the mountains of gold coins and jewels on the streets of the empire.
    

    
      Those were dream days. Although they might be meaningless, they were still beautiful. We did whatever we wanted, playing however we wanted. We rented and idled away in the most luxurious room of the most expensive accommodation in the capital. I jumped into the enormous bed with Lady Silver Lily in my arms.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      On the first day, Lady Silver Lily’s eyes sparkled.
    

    
      “Mmhmm.”
    

    
      On the second day, the corners of her lips rose.
    

    
      “… Haha.”
    

    
      On the third day, Lady Silver Lily laughed. It wasn’t to mock, but because she was happy. My lover’s smile was as pure as a newborn’s.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja.” Lady Silver Lily buried her face in my chest.
    

    
      “Are you happy?”
    

    
      “You’re in this world, so I can live a little longer.”
    

    
      I was happy. The minimum requirement for a person to be happy was having at least one other person.
    

    
      “I’ll start writing a diary from today on.”
    

    
      “To show me?”
    

    
      “One of my colleagues is good at playing instruments. I’ll learn music from her,” I made a promise.
    

    
      “You’re going to play it for me.”
    

    
      “No matter what happens, I will survive.”
    

    
      One day, we bribed and harassed the guards to lease the busiest street in the capital for an hour. There was no one but us.
    

    
      Another day, she and I visited the palace, and she told the emperor everything in her heart. When Lady Silver Lily said, “You should raise your son better than that, Your Majesty. He’s a scoundrel,” the emperor fell out of his throne.
    

    
      “Your Majesty!” The officials around him made a fuss.
    

    
      We enjoyed our vacation one day at a time.
    

    
      
        It feels just like a honeymoon.
      
    

    
      I didn’t say that aloud. Just thinking about it made my face burn, but I believed that Lady Silver Lily was thinking the same thing.
    

    
      On the last day, we didn’t go anywhere. We just sat side by side at the fountain in the capital plaza. From noon to evening, we held each other’s hands and quietly looked at the shadows of countless people walking by in the square. A newspaper boy hurriedly ran into the alley between a fruit shop and a tavern.
    

    
      “We did a lot of bad stuff.”
    

    
      After half a day, she said, “Yes, we’re heinous assholes.”
    

    
      I held her hand tightly. We weren’t on this trip because I was already in love with her. I was in it to love her more. Now that I had repeated one day for half a month, my love for her was stronger, and I wanted to love her more.
    

    
      “We’re the only ones who know.”
    

    
      “We’re accomplices.” She laughed quietly.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 81%.]
      
    

    
      It was proof of happiness.
    

    
      “Raviel, do you remember what I told you in the carriage before?”
    

    
      “I remember everything you said to me.”
    

    
      “When I ask you to trust me, please trust me,” I reminded her.
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      “It’s time.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily turned to regard me. “It seems like you’re up to something suspicious. Gong-Ja, it would be better for your heart to confess now.”
    

    
      “I’m going to increase the immersion level to ninety-nine percent now.”
    

    
      On this trip, Lady Silver Lily and I had talked about a lot of stuff. The world I was from, what an apocalyptic book was, what an immersion level was… Really, a lot. Lady Silver Lily had learned all that from me.
    

    
      “I need to become a butler almost completely so I can be someone who was born and raised in this world.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “I can’t tell you.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily stroked her chin. “… The fact that you can’t even tell me means that the plan will only work when you’re the only one who knows about it.”
    

    
      “That’s correct.”
    

    
      “You’re telling me this because you have more favors to ask of me.”
    

    
      “Yes, I do.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily sighed. She felt like she had been beaten to the punch. “… You made me promise to trust you solely for this moment. You’re more clever than you look—I should have been more alert when I listened to you. Okay, what do you want me to do now?”
    

    
      It was time for action.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      First, we went back to the day of the ball when the Inquisitor and I had first arrived in this world. Lady Silver Lily and I hurriedly escaped the ballroom and went to her villa.
    

    
      “Tie my hands and feet tightly to a chair first, please.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily’s expression changed subtly. “Gong-Ja, I think it’s still too early for us to step into that world…”
    

    
      “I don’t know what you’re thinking, and I feel like I shouldn’t know. But I’m very satisfied with my life right now, so don’t worry.”
    

    
      “I promised to trust you, so I have no other choice…” Lady Silver Lily tied me tightly to the chair.
    

    
      I tried moving around, but I couldn’t budge one bit. This should be safe enough.
    

    
      
        —Hey, Kim ■bie. What are you doing right now? You’re making me a little nervous, brother.
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny is worried about what ■ is doing.]
      
    

    
      My immersion level was already over eighty percent. From what I gathered, the butler—the original owner of this body—was in love with not only Lady Goldencup but also Lady Silver Lily. Either way, his love wasn’t going to be answered, so he never spoke of it.
    

    
      The crown prince was juggling relationships with both Lady Silver Lily and Lady Goldencup. Meanwhile, Lady Goldencup was also involved with the crown prince as well as the butler. And he had been secretly fostering his love for both Lady Silver Lily and Lady Goldencup. At the same time, Lady Silver Lily was two-timing the crown prince and me.
    

    
      
        What a shitty romance. But… thank you.
      
    

    
      Right now, I was just grateful to the butler for developing feelings for Lady Silver Lily too. Thanks to that, I was able to come up with this plan.
    

    
      I made up my mind.
    

    
      “Please put a mirror in front of me.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily had the servants position a large mirror in front of me. I couldn’t avoid seeing my reflection because of how tightly I was bound.
    

    
      "Show me the character window."
    

    
      Letters slid across the mirror's surface.
    

    
      
        Name: Kim Gong-Ja
      
    

    
      
        Affection: 90
      
    

    
      
        Liked genres: Murim, romance, mystery, adventure
      
    

    
      
        Disliked genre: None
      
    

    
      
        Liked characters: Teachers, noble heroes, altruists, hard workers, children, good people, self-reflective people, generous people, people who understand him.
      
    

    
      
        …
      
    

    
      The character window continued, showing almost everything about me.
    

    
      With the window open in front of my eyes, I looked up at her. “Raviel.”
    

    
      “I’m listening.”
    

    
      “Please shower me with kisses so I’ll fall harder for you.”
    

    
      “Do you prefer to be kissed while tied up? You could have told me sooner. I might have taken it into consideration from time to time.”
    

    
      “After a certain point, I’ll no longer be me.”
    

    
      After the Inquisitor’s immersion level had approached one hundred percent, he had been completely consumed by the role of Lady Goldencup. Despite that, his hair had still kept growing. That was when I realized the perfect solution to clear this stage the way I wanted.
    

    
      “Then, you should kill me.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily came to a halt.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
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      Lady Silver Lily didn’t react for a while.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Think about it. You’ll be able to tell exactly what I’m thinking of right now since you’re a regressor like me.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily placed her chin on her hand, eyebrows furrowed as she fell into thought. Soon after, her eyebrows rose in realization. “I see.”
    

    
      “Right.” I knew she would figure it out.
    

    
      “But, Gong-Ja, it’s dangerous. This is no different from gambling.”
    

    
      “That’s why we’ve practically won already. This is an error made by the Tower. We’re in an extremely advantageous position, so all we have to do is point the error out.”
    

    
      “…There is one more problem.” Lady Silver Lily glared at me. “I won’t be able to remember you.”
    

    
      “It’s okay. I’ll solve it, whatever that takes. But, if I can no longer leave this world on my own, please help me say ‘Send me back.’ That’s all I ask, Raviel,” I said. “Please trust me.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily was silent for a while.
    

    
      “Okay.” She came closer. “I became your first asshole, so you’ll be my last asshole as well. Life has a way of giving back what you put in.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily grabbed my chin. “I ended up with a real bad boy for a lover.”
    

    
      And then she kissed me. I quietly received Lady Silver Lily’s breath.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 83%.]
      
    

    
      During the last try, something strange had stood out to me as soon as I saw the Inquisitor after he had been consumed by the role of Lady Goldencup,
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 84%.]
      
    

    
      Why had his Divine Formula: Transformation still been active?
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 85%.]
      
    

    
      It was strange. The Inquisitor could freely change his appearance using his Divine Formulas, even grow his hair. However, the Inquisitor was the one who owned the formulas. By no means did they belong to Lady Goldencup.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 86%.]
      
    

    
      However, the traces of the Inquisitor’s Divine Formula: Transformation still lingered, leading to only one conclusion.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 87%.]
      
    

    
      Even if we were consumed by our roles, our Skills didn’t disappear. Lady Goldencup still had the Inquisitor’s Skills. However, she no longer used them because she’d forgotten how.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 88%.]
      
    

    
      And so would I.
    

    
      As my immersion level approached ninety percent, I felt a dizzying torrent of memories from the original owner of this body. Until now, I had only caught glimpses of his memories or shared his emotions. But it was different now.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 89%.]
      
    

    
      My memories were fading away. The orphanage director sometimes used to gather us together and read me and the other children the Chronicles of the Eastern Zhou Kingdoms, but I couldn’t remember the director’s voice anymore. The memory of not wanting to go to the bathroom in the winter because that was so cold. The laughter of the older sisters and brothers who sometimes came back to the orphanage to play with us…
    

    
      
        —Hey! Kim ■Ja! What the fuck are yo■ ■ng!
      
    

    
      
        [■■ pleads yo■ to st■ right now!]
      
    

    
      Even the voices of the Guardian and the holy sword grew distant.
    

    
      “Are you okay?”
    

    
      Only Lady Silver Lily’s voice was clear.
    

    
      “Yes… It’s okay… For now… More.”
    

    
      “Are you asking me to kiss you more? My lover is such a baby.”
    

    
      I was out of breath.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 90%.]
      
    

    
      Despite my dizziness, I forced my eyes open and peered at the mirror reflecting the two of us.
    

    
      
        Name: Kim Gong-Ja
      
    

    
      
        Affection: 9■
      
    

    
      
        Liked ■res: Murim, romance, mystery, adventure
      
    

    
      
        Dis■ genre: No■
      
    

    
      
        Liked characters: Teacher, lover, no■ heroes, altruists, ■  workers, children, good people, s■f-reflective people, ge■ ous people, people who understand ■.
      
    

    
      Something… Something was overwriting my existence.
    

    
      “How about now? Are you okay?”
    

    
      “Raviel…”
    

    
      I was scared.
    

    
      “I love you. I love you, Raviel…”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “Even when I’m born again, I’ll love you. I’ll never forget you, even if I die…”
    

    
      “I know that as well.”
    

    
      Our lips met.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 91%.]
      
    

    
      My memories disappeared.
    

    
      
        Na■: Kim Gong-Ja
      
    

    
      
        Affect■: 9■
      
    

    
      
        Liked ■■: Murim, romance, ■■, ■ture
      
    

    
      
        ■■ ■■: No■
      
    

    
      
        Liked ■■■: Teacher, lover, ■■ heroes, altruists, ■ ■ers, ■■ren, good people, ■■-reflective peo■, ge■ous ■ple, peo■ who understand ■.
      
    

    
      My identity became faint.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 92%.]
      
    

    
      A cheap dagger.
    

    
      
        It doesn’t even have a sheath, but whatever.
      
    

    
      That was my beginning.
    

    
      
        This is the limit of what I could buy.
      
    

    
      And it was my limit.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 93%.]
      
    

    
      The small room. The tattered walls. The newspapers and photos.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 94%.]
      
    

    
      The handsome man with a ponytail stood holding a spear engulfed in flames.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 95%.]
      
    

    
      The internet. The alley.
    

    
      
        “But you know I’m—.”
      
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 96%.]
      
    

    
      I was burning. The mansion was burning.
    

    
      
        “You’re kind, Mister.”
      
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 97%.]
      
    

    
      On the day when red rain fell heavily, someone shivered in the field of acacia flowers, shouting, “I—! I didn’t know!”
    

    
      On the acacia flower field…
    

    
      
        ■■: ■ Gong-Ja
      
    

    
      
        ■■■: 9■
      
    

    
      
        ■■ ■■: Murim, romance, ■■, ■■
      
    

    
      
        ■■ ■■: No■
      
    

    
      
        ■■ ■■■: Teacher, lover, ■■■ ■■, altrui■■, ■■■, ■■ren, good ■■, ■■■ ■■■, ■■■ ■■, ■■ ■ under■ ■.
      
    

    
      The snow. The snowfield.
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 98%.]
      
    

    
      The red peony.
    

    
      
        ■■: ■■■
      
    

    
      
        ■■■: ■■
      
    

    
      
        ■■ ■■: Mu■, ■■ce, ■■, ■■
      
    

    
      
        ■■ ■■: ■■
      
    

    
      
        ■■ ■■■: Teacher, lover, ■■■ ■■, ■■■, ■■■, ■■ren, ■ ■■, ■■■ ■■■, ■■■ ■■, ■■ ■ ■■ ■.
      
    

    
      So… someone had said.
    

    
      —I'm going to teach him how to be happy!
    

    
      I…
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 99%.]
      
    

    
      Who was I?
    

    
      
        ■■: ■■■
      
    

    
      
        ■■■: ■■
      
    

    
      
        ■■ ■■: ■■, ■■■, ■■, ■■
      
    

    
      
        ■■ ■■: ■■
      
    

    
      
        ■■ ■■■: ■cher, lo■, ■■■ ■■, ■■■, ■■■, ■■ren, ■ ■■, ■■■ ■■■, ■■■ ■■, ■■ ■ ■■ ■.
      
    

    
      It was…
    

    
      
        —■■ ■ ■■■■! ■, ■, ■■■!
      
    

    
      
        [■■■■ ■■■■ ■■ ■■■■■■.]
      
    

    
      It was noisy. My head buzzed as if it were filled with bees. My vision was blurry… A mirror? Why was there a mirror in front of me? Where was I?
    

    
      “Are you okay?”
    

    
      I stared toward where the voice came from. My eyes were blurry, but the person in front of me had an overwhelming presence. I knew who this person was.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      Raviel Ivansia. She was the young heir of the Duke of Ivansia.
    

    
      “I asked if you were okay.”
    

    
      She was also the love rival of my master, Lady Goldencup.
    

    
      “What…?” I tried to move and then realized that I was tied up. I couldn’t budge even a little bit. As soon as I realized that, I snapped back into reality. “Oh my god. My lord, did you kidnap me? You’ve gone too far. I’m aware that the duke is so powerful that he can blind the eyes of heaven, but this is too far. Do you hate Lady Goldencup that much? Is that why you’re threatening me, her butler?”
    

    
      The silver-haired woman looked down at me quietly. When I saw her face, my heart ached for some reason.
    

    
      “I see.” She looked sad. “So that’s how that is.”
    

    
      It was said that all of the poison in the empire came from her heart and that all the evil schemes in the empire came from her head. Although these were somewhat malicious rumors, there was some truth in them. But the very Lady Silver Lily in front of me looked plaintive. 
    

    
      “I thought I didn’t have a heart left to feel hurt, but this certainly hurts. Didn’t you say that your martial arts are to prove your life through pain? If so, be happy. Your sword has torn my heart apart.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about…?”
    

    
      I couldn’t understand what Lady Silver Lily was saying, nor what I was feeling, either. Why did my heart ache so much? Had she drugged me when she kidnapped me? However, I was well-versed in various poisons after years of serving Lady Goldencup, and I had never heard of such symptoms.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      My heart pounded hard. Why?
    

    
      “… Who are you looking for?”
    

    
      “My lover. He’s the man who offered me his heart and the one I will give mine.”
    

    
      She was probably talking about the crown prince, but her red eyes reflected nothing but me, confusing me even more.
    

    
      “M-my lord.”
    

    
      It was strange. Why was I breaking into cold sweat when I just called her ‘my lord’? After all, she was undeniably the heir apparent of her house. 
    

    
      
        “Gong-Ja.”
      
    

    
      What? It was like I’d done something very wrong. I felt like I’d committed a sin that I would have to spend eternity apologizing for.
    

    
      
        “I’ll kill you if you scar my heart.”
      
    

    
      I gasped for breath. The piercing voices I didn’t know were wrecking my head. I felt like I was going to go crazy. Was I hearing things because I was drugged? Was that why sweat was running down my neck and my heart was throbbing so hard?
    

    
      “Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      I couldn’t answer. Lady Silver Lily was pulling out her rapier. That wasn’t a good sign. I had to say something to stop her.
    

    
      “Go.”
    

    
      But I couldn’t say anything back.
    

    
      
        [The Silver-Plated Heart looks at you.]
      
    

    
      “I’ll be waiting for you.”
    

    
      My heart was skewered. I screamed. Soon, my blood poured out, blocking my esophagus. My last breath in this world dissipated quickly. Lady Silver Lily covered my mouth with her lips just as the blood was about to spill out of my mouth.
    

    
      The world around me grew dark. Killing me meant that the lady was finally starting her attack against Lady Goldencup. I couldn’t die, I was Lady Goldencup’s shield. This was an emergency.
    

    
      However, the last thought that came to my mind wasn’t about Lady Goldencup. It wasn’t about anything but those red eyes Lady Silver Lily was staring at me with.
    

    
      
        [The Silver-Plated Heart loves you.]
      
    

    
      I wanted to wipe away the tears that were flowing out from them.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      
        […]
      
    

    
      
        [Error.]
      
    

    
      
        [The owner and the subject of the Skill are different.]
      
    

    
      
        [Determining whether to rewind twenty-four hours from the Skill owner’s perspective or from the Skill subject’s perspective.]
      
    

    
      
        [Unable to determine.]
      
    

    
      The world around me grew dark.
    

    
      
        [The Tower has determined that the Skill’s activation requirement was not met .]
      
    

    
      
        [The Tower has confirmed that the Skill owner has deliberately caused the current situation in order to make an inquiry.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Death King’s inquiry exceeds the Tower’s authorization level.]
      
    

    
      Everything became distant.
    

    
      
        [Checking the Death King’s authorization level.]
      
    

    
      
        [Passed.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Death King temporarily owns the authorization level of an apostle.]
      
    

    
      
        [Temporary authorization granted by: Hamustra.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Tower has conceded the Death King’s inquiry to be a formal agenda.].
      
    

    
      
        [The Tower has requested the Six Pillars of All Life to convene for a majority vote.]
      
    

    
      A wave of white light swept over me.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I had never been in a place like this before. In the darkness, I didn’t even have a body; I was floating in the air.
    

    
      
        [Identifying the participants.]
      
    

    
      Only the whispering voice disturbed the endless darkness.
    

    
      
        [The Sixth Pillar, Primordial Staff, has joined the meeting.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Fifth Pillar, Mirage-Walking Princess, has joined the meeting]
      
    

    
      
        [The Fourth Pillar, Bystanding Moon of Blind Faith, has joined the meeting.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Third Pillar, Legislator of the Beginning, has joined the meeting.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Second Pillar, Void-Dancing God, has joined the meeting.]
      
    

    
      
        [The participation of the Six Pillars of All Life has been confirmed.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Tower has shared the agenda raised by Temporary Apostle, Death King.]
      
    

    
      
        [All participants have received the agenda.]
      
    

    
      
        —Tchuba—ta, Mura waloyo Bushi—to!
      
    

    
      The new voices sounded very angry.
    

    
      
        —Sato, mai—mau.
      
    

    
      
        —Nail!
      
    

    
      The voices came from everywhere, writhing in my ears like the whisperings of an unfathomable number of snakes. Wondering if this place was hell, I couldn’t help but cower.
    

    
      
        [The request to translate Zrakuan has been accepted.]
      
    

    
      The next moment, a thunderous roar burst out.
    

    
      
        —…That shithole is playing with us now! Get Hamustra’s ass in here! That bastard Indoor Librarian, why the hell would he send that kind of rascal as his apostle!
      
    

    
      
        —I checked, but there was no problem with the procedure. Anyhow, that kid won’t be able to understand a word we say. I think it’s best to reset… what was it… something called "immersion level” before we start talking.
      
    

    
      
        —Mia! Dial it back down!
      
    

    
      
        [The request to reset the Death King’s immersion level has been accepted.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 0%.]
      
    

    
      I finally managed to catch my breath. The dizziness stopped. The words I had said while almost consumed by the role of the butler, how Lady Silver Lily looked at me… All of my memories returned in an instant.
    

    
      
        —You deliberately immersed yourself into the character and then used your regression Skill so you could go back twenty four hours from your character’s perspective, didn’t you?!
      
    

    
      And I was certain that I had succeeded. I suppressed a smile.
    

    
      
        Yes, that’s right. Please send me back.
      
    

    
      The day when the Lady Silver Lily had raised her sword and stabbed her heart in the mirror, the eternal ten days began—I was trying to go back twenty-four hours before that very day.
      

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 108: 1Days (3)

    
      
        —That shameless bastard… …!
      
    

    
      Beyond the darkness, a person I didn’t know gritted their teeth. Unlike before, I could understand everything they were saying because they were being translated.
    

    
      
        —Easy, kid. I can see some of the fragments from your Padaque years.
      
    

    
      But their voices were still unclear, like a song from a broken radio. At one point, the voices seemed to drift away on their own, and then suddenly came from right next to my ears.
    

    
      
        —Anger and jealousy aren’t going to help us at all.
      
    

    
      
        —I’ll kill him!
      
    

    
      
        —You’re the Death King, correct? It’s been a long time since we had two meetings because of one person. How long has that been since the Constellation Murderer?”
      
    

    
      
        —The connection between the two is also growing stronger. Is this also a coincidence?
      
    

    
      
         —… This is quite a problem.
      
    

    
      All of the small talk and banter ceased when that emotionless voice spoke.
    

    
      
        —If the immersion level were one hundred percent, then we could just send you back a day from the butler’s perspective. If it were below ninety percent, then we could do it from yours. But it had to be ninety-nine percent.
      
    

    
      I had heard that voice before.
    

    
      
        —This is tricky. Whose side should we take?
      
    

    
      It belonged to the Tower’s master.
    

    
      
        I think,
      
       I cautiously ventured, 
      
        a day should be rewinded from the butler’s perspective.
      
    

    
      
        —Convince us.
      
    

    
      
        First of all, you can see the numbers. An immersion level of ninety-nine percent means that “I” am only one percent and “the butler” is the rest. Since the butler has an overwhelming share of control, the matter should be viewed from his perspective.
      
    

    
      
        —Yes, but Returner’s Clockwork is your Skill. You, the Death King, own it. A Skill can only be used by those who possess it.
      
    

    
      It was too dark to see anything, but I could feel a gaze scanning my face.
    

    
      
        —Shouldn’t you be the one who regresses?
      
    

    
      I hesitated.
    

    
      
        —Don’t be too nervous. It’s just a question.
      
    

    
      Although the voice sounded kind, it was a considerate gesture that I couldn’t accept. Every word the Tower’s master said made me feel like a long snake was crawling up my neck.
    

    
      
        … I think you’re only considering one side of the situation.
      
    

    
      
        —Hmmm?
      
    

    
      
        Please think from the butler’s perspective. The butler and I fought over who would have the body throughout the stage, and I was consumed by the butler. He defeated me fair and square. As a trophy, he took my Skill, so Returner’s Clockwork is now the butler’s Skill.”
      
    

    
      
        —Ohhh…
      
    

    
      The serpent-like voice shook for some reason. I realized a moment later that it was laughter.
    

    
      
        —You have a point. Yes, it’s just like how you duplicated the Fire Emperor’s Skill. I wondered who would win if two regressors fought each other, but you went back to the point before he had his Returner’s Clockwork. That surprised me. No, all of us, actually.
      
    

    
      The Tower’s master, the absolute, sounded perfectly polite and gentle. I could almost believe that that was how they were around everyone. It made me even more uneasy.
    

    
      
        —That was incredible. You could have just chosen to run away from the Fire Emperor’s eyes, but you didn’t. Why is that?
      
    

    
      Those who had been silent broke their silence to answer the question of the Tower’s master.
    

    
      
        —Because he wanted revenge. That bastard never forgot how the Fire Emperor burned him to death even after he died. That’s why he chased the Fire Emperor until he finally killed the bastard. Still, dying 4050 times? You’d be able to kill someone with spite alone.
      
    

    
      
        [The Bystanding Moon of Blind Faith curses you.]
      
    

    
      
        —It’s because of his sense of justice. The Fire Emperor killed many people and would have killed many more. The Death King couldn’t let the killing spree go on. That is what motivated him. Yes, he’s a righteous man.
      
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess blesses you.]
      
    

    
      
        —Yes, that’s right. Sometimes he stabbed himself in the neck out of the desire to get revenge, just as there were times that he did it to carry out justice, 
      
      the Tower’s master agreed with that serpent-like voice of theirs.
      
         However, the desire for revenge and a sense of justice are both common. But what amazes me is… 
      
    

    
      Someone else completed the sentence.
    

    
      
        —...It was the only way to defeat the Fire Emperor completely.
      
    

    
      
        [The Legislator of the Beginning has quietly concluded.]
      
    

    
      
        —Yes.
      
       The Tower’s master laughed. 
      
        Your heart is raw and hot like fire, Death King, but you have a cunning mind. You always seek a way to win a complete victory. That’s why I’m looking forward to hearing your answer. Have you come prepared with logic that will convince us completely?
      
    

    
      Everything I had done so far was for this moment. I couldn’t back down here.
    

    
      
        Yes, I have.
      
    

    
      
        —Go on.
      
    

    
      
        I… We did nothing wrong, 
      
      I said toward where the serpent-like voice seemed to coil. 
      
        This is an error made entirely from the Tower’s end. The problem, to begin with, is that it’s difficult to judge whether to rewind a day around from the butler’s perspective or mine. If the Tower were perfect, we wouldn’t be dealing with this question in the first place.
      
    

    
      
        —Yes, I admit the error. What now?
      
    

    
      
        We’re the victims of the error, so please compensate us.
      
       I tried to maintain my confidence as I continued, 
      
        And if it weren’t for us, you wouldn’t have even known that there was an error, right? Please reward us for our discovery.
      
    

    
      After a moment of silence…
    

    
      
        —Rude.
      
    

    
      
        [The Void-Dancing God glares at you.]
      
    

    
      
        —Why don’t you change your attitude before I dice up your existence, you bastard?
      
    

    
      
        [The Bystanding Moon of Blind Faith wants to kill you.]
      
    

    
      I could sense the boiling anger in those voices.
    

    
      
        —Enough.
      
    

    
      But when the Tower’s master spoke, everyone else fell silent again.
    

    
      
        —Interesting… Yes, it’s interesting that you don’t doubt that I’ll compensate and even reward you for this matter. Why? Why should I do that? I could just turn a blind eye.
      
       
    

    
      I meted out my next words with extreme care.
    

    
      
        That’s because… you always wish us luck.
      
    

    
      Every time a stage was cleared, Hunters heard a voice.
    

    
      
        
          [Those of you who climb the Tower, may luck be with you.]
        
      
    

    
      That was all—but clearly, someone was rooting for us.
    

    
      
        You’re an absolute being, but you don’t mock or despise me and the other Hunters. You don’t press us with a certain task. If Hunters want to stay on the first floor, they can stay there forever. When they want to get to the higher floors, you wish them luck, and just ask them to be careful.
      
    

    
      The Tower’s master provided a haven for those who wanted to rest and wished good luck to those who took on the challenge.
    

    
      That wasn’t all.
    

    
      The children of the Infernal Mansion. The Demon King who made the red rain. The peony, forever lonely in the snowfield. The heart that repeated the never-ending ten days.
    

    
      
        All of the people you allocated a floor of the Tower are lonely and sad. You built the Tower by gathering only those whose lives ended or would end in tragedy. You are kind.
      
    

    
      I believed that the Tower’s master was kind.
    

    
      
        You never interfere with our fights and murders because you respect our freedom. However, I’m certain that you’ll compensate for any damage caused by the Tower’s errors.
      
    

    
      That was the Tower’s responsibility, not ours.
    

    
      
        Thank you for building the Tower.
      
    

    
      
        —…
      
    

    
      
        I didn’t get to say this the last time, but I’ve wanted to tell you all along: if the Tower didn’t exist, I would have lived like trash in the outside world anyway. Oh, no, I actually lived like trash even after entering the Tower…
      
    

    
      I had lived wrongly, but I was able to turn my life around.
    

    
      
        Without you… I wouldn’t have been able to go back over four thousand days on my own. Never. You called that the desire to get revenge and a sense of justice. … But I only managed to endure that because someone was watching over me. That’s all. 
      
      I bowed.
      
         Thank you.
      
    

    
      I bowed deeper. 
      
        I mean it. Thank you.
      
    

    
      There was a long silence.
    

    
      
        —Yeah,
      
       someone whispered. 
      
        I like him.
      
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess has a good feeling about you.]
      
    

    
      
        —Me too. It’s been so long since I’ve seen a human come here and express gratitude that I can’t even remember. Oh, has there ever been one? Maybe he’s the first.
      
    

    
      
        [The Primordial Staff has a good feeling about you.]
      
    

    
      
        —… For some reason, kids these days are hostile to us from the start. It’s a cruel world, and they need someone to blame. I think that’s why.
      
    

    
      
        [The Void-Dancing God has a good feeling about you.]
      
    

    
      
        —Ha. They just don’t want to acknowledge superior beings.
      
    

    
      
        [The Bystanding Moon of Blind Faith looks at you with displeasure.]
      
    

    
      And then the laughter of the Tower’s master rang out.
    

    
      
        —Yeah, he has a certain cute charm. I’m merely a mirror, Death King, if I appear kind, it’s because of your own kindness.
      
    

    
      The voice was still like a serpent, but I felt like the Tower’s master was smiling.
    

    
      
        —Please state your desired compensation.
      
    

    
      
        I wish to return to twenty-four hours ago from the butler’s perspective.
      
    

    
      
        —And what reward do you wish for?
      
    

    
      
        Lady Silver Lily…
      
       My heart raced from tension. 
      
        Please protect my lover’s memories.
      
    

    
      
        —I see.
      
       The Tower’s master giggled. 
      
        You know, you could ask for an amazing Skill as a reward. After all, you’re receiving a reward for discovering the Tower’s error, so it should be generous. Shall I upgrade your Returner’s Clockwork?
      
    

    
      It was a tempting offer.
    

    
      
        —You’ll be able to rewind time however you want, not just one day. Or how about upgrading Monster Legion Reincarnation? You’ll be able to command a legion that not only has their memories but also their abilities from before their death.
      
    

    
      
        I don’t need it.
      
       I kneeled down. 
      
        Please.
      
    

    
      And I politely placed my forehead on the ground in the direction of the voice.
      
         I want to share my life with the person I love.
      
    

    
      I felt a very slow caress on my head.
    

    
      
        —Death King.
      
    

    
      
        [Ending the meeting.]
      
    

    
      
        —May luck be with you.
      
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        [Adjusting your immersion level.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 99%.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      The first thing I felt when I opened my eyes was the scent of spring flowers wafting in from the window. I was dazed, as if I had been dreaming for a long time.
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      A voice that seemed both unfamiliar and familiar came from nearby.
    

    
      “You’re finally awake, Butler. You had quite a long nap.”
    

    
      It was Lady Goldencup. She was my master.
    

    
      “… My lady?”
    

    
      “Yes, it’s your one and only lady.” Lady Goldencup chuckled.
    

    
      Was my reaction amusing? She was looking at me with a big smile, her eyes open just slightly.
    

    
      She was now familiar with life in the capital; anyone who saw her would think she was indeed a noble young lady. There was no trace of the tomboy she had been known as when she was in her homeland. I couldn’t help but feel saddened by that. Of course, she was the same as before. It was just her appearance that had become more elegant than before.
    

    
      … What was it?
    

    
      “I got back from the dinner with His Highness, and you were sitting in that chair, sleeping. It’s a little rude to fall asleep on your own before your master returns, but I decided to let that slide because you looked cute when you were asleep.”
    

    
      “My lady…”
    

    
      “Huh? You look like you’re about to cry. Did you have a nightmare?”
    

    
      A nightmare? Was that it? Did I have a nightmare? An inexplicable sense of frustration weighed heavily on my chest. It felt like I had forgotten something very important. The harder I tried to recall it, the further away the memory got. I felt like I was never going to get it back.
    

    
      To shake off that feeling, I changed the subject.
    

    
      “Did you… Did you enjoy your dinner with His Highness?”
    

    
      “Yes, I enjoyed it quite a bit. Hear me out, Butler. His Highness gave me an azure coral ring today!”
    

    
      Lady Goldencup smiled brightly. Azure coral was the name of a gem. It wasn’t worth much, but it was often used in the southern part of the empire while proposing to a lover.
    

    
      “We were in the cafeteria, so all of the young ladies and lords were watching us. But he did it anyway! Seriously, His Highness is a fool, but he knows how to please people. I wonder what kind of expression the Lady of Ivansia will make when she hears this news!”
    

    
      I suddenly couldn’t breathe.
    

    
      “Lady of Ivansia…”
    

    
      “Ah, you’re curious too, aren’t you?”
    

    
      What could it be? What exactly was it? My heart nearly beat out of my throat.
    

    
      “Raviel…”
    

    
      Lady Goldencup looked dumbfounded. “Butler, it’s a bit much to address the young lady by her first name… even if there are only the two of us here. Be polite. I sometimes feel like you’re more ignorant of the capital’s etiquette than I am…”
    

    
      
        —■■■, ■■ ■ ■■■. ■■. ■■ ■■■ ■ ■■ ■■■■!
      
    

    
      
        [■■■■ ■■■■ ■■■■.]
      
    

    
      At that moment, my head rang.
    

    
      “My lady…” In pain, I grabbed my head. “Don’t you hear that?”
    

    
      “Hear what?” Lady Goldencup tilted her head. “What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “I’m not really sure either. It sounds like someone is shouting…”
    

    
      “Oh, Butler. I thought it was a joke at first, but now I’m starting to get worried. Where exactly does it hurt? Do you have a fever? Do you want me to take you to the infirmary?”
    

    
      “… No. I’m sorry for saying strange things.” I got up from my chair. “I think I have a slight headache. It’s not a cold… I’ll go outside for a bit to get some fresh air. Would that be okay, my lady?”
    

    
      “Ah, yes, go ahead.” Lady Goldencup looked worried. “Shall I go with you?”
    

    
      “No. It’s really okay…”
    

    
      
        —■Gong■ ■ Fu■■! ■■ ■■! ■ ■■ ■!
      
    

    
      “… It’s really okay. Yes. I think it’ll get better after a stroll.”
    

    
      “Okay, you can go, but don’t stay out too late.”
    

    
       “I won’t. Thank you.” I left her room and made my way out of the dormitory.
    

    
      The white magnolias were in full bloom and lit up the night like miniature moons. But even after I went out to the garden, my anxiety didn’t subside.
    

    
      
        “It happened when I wasn’t a regressor yet.”
      
    

    
      I walked.
    

    
      
        “The crown prince and Lady Goldencup saw their love come into bloom.”
      
    

    
      I walked like a sleepwalker in a dream.
    

    
      
        “I was so angry that I prayed to the sword passed down in my family. I said ‘Please let my love last forever.’ And then, my life became eternal.”
      
    

    
      At the end of my aimless walk, to my surprise, there was the huge villa where the heir apparent of the Duke of Ivansia stayed. I had passed by the place before but had never voluntarily gone there. The place had nothing to do with me.
    

    
      
        “My heart has been fixed on that day.”
      
    

    
      That was how that was supposed to be. Why did I come here?
    

    
      
        Let’s go back to where my master is waiting. I should go back,
      
       I thought as I tried to turn. 
      
        I have to go back.
      
    

    
      For some reason, I couldn’t. Even though I thought I should go back, I kept walking forward until  my hands pushed the iron gate.
    

    
      I had no problem opening the gate. There were no guards. It was really strange.
    

    
      Maybe I was still trapped in a dream—that would explain everything, like the fact that I opened the gate with ease and crossed the garden uninterrupted. My heart ached for no reason at the sight of the blooming cherry trees and magnolias in the garden.
    

    
      I had never been invited to the heir apparent’s residence, but somehow I knew the place so well that I made my way through the premises quite naturally and found her at the end of the hallway.
    

    
      “You’re here.”
    

    
      
        “I’ll be waiting for you.”
      
    

    
      She even gave me a small smile. “I’ve been waiting for you.”
    

    
      All of this could be explained if I was still trapped in a dream.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 109: The Way She Loves (1)

    
      Lady Silver Lily was standing in the hallway at midnight. Behind her, there was a huge mirror. It was a smooth, clean, full-length mirror that glittered softly with moonlight. The reflection showed only her straight back, a ray of moonlight, and her ponytail. She looked like a lonely island floating on a dark sea.
    

    
      “You’re quiet, and you look troubled. You’re an open book. I can read you even at night—that’s why I can tell that this is your first time.”
    

    
      
        First time?
      
    

    
      My heart was palpitating with anxiety. Why was Lady Silver Lily acting so friendly? A cold and indifferent sword to everyone. The moon of the Ivansia family. She… had no reason to be kind to me, the butler of Lady Goldencup. There should be no reason.
    

    
      “… I kept my silence because I didn’t know what to say. If I was rude, please forgive me. My lord, am I… dreaming? Did you appear in my dream?”
    

    
      My question drew a smile from Lady Silver Lily, but it was strange—it felt like a scar.
    

    
      “That’s an interesting question,” she replied. “Yes, your dream swallowed up my life. I now realize that love is dedicating your life to someone else’s dream.”
    

    
      What was she talking about?
    

    
      “Now I’m your dream, and you’re my life. We call this exchange of our dreams and lives our love.”
    

    
      What was she talking about? I truly didn’t understand. There were many other things I didn’t know.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily offered me that scarred smile again. “But I don’t think you meant that in such a romantic way, so I’ll give you a serious answer. If you’re wondering because the servants aren’t there, don’t worry. I sent them away.”
    

    
      “Why—”
    

    
      “And I warn you, never call me ‘my lord’ with that mouth again.” Lady Silver Lily smiled. “I’ll cut out your heart.”
    

    
      I couldn’t understand anything. Lady Silver Lily had just expressed hostility toward me. Her threat to kill me was absolutely not empty; if I called her “my lord” one more time, her rapier would surely pierce my heart. Yes, that was what would happen, but… why did her threat feel so warm, not cold? Could a death threat feel this comforting?
    

    
      “Come here.” She only used her voice, but I couldn’t resist her as if she were pulling me toward her. As I approached Lady Silver Lily, she pointed at the full-length mirror. “What do you see?”
    

    
      “… I see you standing next to me.”
    

    
      “And?”
    

    
      “The moonlight… barely reaches the dark hallway, so I can’t really see anything except you and me. Everything is dark.”
    

    
      “And?” Lady Silver Lily asked.
    

    
      It was odd—she was expecting another answer, as if there was still something left for me to see in the mirror. But what else could the mirror reflect?
    

    
      “And what else do you see? Don’t hide anything. Tell me.”
    

    
      I decided to look into the mirror a little harder. I narrowed my eyes and furrowed my brows, but even then, nothing changed.
    

    
      
        As expected, all I can see is darkness. And her unusually red eyes…
      
    

    
      At that moment, a piercing headache struck me, and incomprehensible words flashed before my eyes.
    

    
      
        ■■: ■■■
      
    

    
      
        ■■■: ■■
      
    

    
      
        ■■ ■■: ■■, ■■■, ■■, ■■
      
    

    
      
        ■■ ■■: ■■
      
    

    
      
        ■■ ■■■: ■er, lov■, ■■■ ■■, ■■■, ■■■, ■■■■, ■■, ■■■ ■■■ ■ ■■ ■, ■■■■ ■■■■ ■, ■■ ■■■■ ■
      
    

    
      I felt nauseous.
    

    
      
        —Kim■Ja ■■! Pl■ ■ ■■ ■p!
      
    

    
      
        [■■■■ ■■■ y■■■■■ ■■■■!]
      
    

    
      I reflexively wrapped my hand around my neck. The moment I did it, I felt it ache. I didn't know why. Still, I had no choice but to leave what I didn't know unanswered for the moment and turn my attention somewhere else.
    

    
      
        Thank goodness I didn’t eat anything. 
      
      I didn’t have to vomit. Vomiting in front of the heir apparent of the Ducal Family of Ivansia was too horrible to even imagine. I desperately suppressed my nausea.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily was calm.
    

    
      “I asked what you can see.”
    

    
      She was a cold person.
    

    
      A bitter taste filled my mouth. “Letters… I see strange letters. And voices… Strange voices… I don’t really understand.”
    

    
      “Voices, huh?” Lady Silver Lily smiled faintly. It was more like a real smile this time than the one from earlier. “You’re loved.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about—”
    

    
      “Tell me about those letters,” she asked, ignoring my request for an explanation.
    

    
      I just stared blankly at her.
    

    
      Her smile dried up. She didn’t press me, just calmly repeated, “You said that you see strange letters. Tell me about them.”
    

    
      “… I can’t really read them. It’s not like I can see complete words… All I see are bits and pieces…”
    

    
      “Tell me about those, then.”
    

    
      “‘Er’… And ‘lov’… Other than that… I can’t see anything…”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily stroked her chin. For some reason, her eyebrows were furrowed. “I see. ‘Er’ is from ‘teacher’, and ‘lov’ is from lover. It’s very like you to leave those behind until the very end. But teacher is in front of lover? I understand why, but I don’t like it.”
    

    
      “There are too many things I don’t understand. You said this wasn’t a dream, but what do you want from me, then?”
    

    
      “I want you.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry. I still don’t understand—”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily simply cut me off. “What did you dream about?”
    

    
      
        Even though she’s the heir of the Ivansias… I’m still Lady Goldencup’s one and only butler… and His Highness cherishes Lady Goldencup. This kind of treatment is…
      
    

    
      Countless thoughts tangled in my head, but none of them reached my heart or passed my lips. They just shook and then crumbled like music that had lost its rhythm.
    

    
      In the end, the words my mouth formed were an obedient answer to her question.
    

    
      “I don’t really remember, but in my dream…in my dream… you were looking at me, crying. I was tied to a chair in a fancy room… I was bound from head to toe, for some reason. You were the only one there, looking down at me.”
    

    
      That was what I had seen just before I woke up.
    

    
      “You pierced my chest with your rapier… and my heart hurt, but I don’t think that was all. In my dream, I…”
    

    
      “You were…?”
    

    
      “… I remember feeling very guilty.”
    

    
      “Yes.” Lady Silver Lily smiled again. My stomach lurched—just seeing that smile made me feel like crying.
    

    
      “It’s good that you at least know what you did,” she muttered. “Do you know why you had that dream?”
    

    
      “No, I don’t understand at all…”
    

    
      “It’s because that’s my trauma.”
    

    
      Trauma.
    

    
      “I haven’t told you this before, but my mother committed suicide.”
    

    
      
        What?
      
       My head went completely blank.
    

    
      “It happened when I was very young, so I don’t know the reason behind her suicide. She was a duchess and the moon of Ivansia, so it remains a mystery why someone with that much power and wealth would end her own life. I don’t know why, but I clearly remember what my mother whispered to me on her last night and how everyone quietly cremated her.”
    

    
      This… This was… something I shouldn’t know. I wasn’t supposed to hear this. Such a terrible incident was hidden within the Ivansias? It was a tragic secret that I couldn’t even use for political maneuvering.
    

    
      “But…” Lady Silver Lily looked at me. “… even that memory is no longer my trauma. I heard His Highness gave Goldencup an azure coral ring today.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily took a step toward me.
    

    
      “In the past, the news made me despair. You could say that I was angry and jealous. All of those emotions filled my heart. Cursing the world, I picked up my sword and stabbed my reflection in the heart.”
    

    
      Her footfalls made no sound. Only then did I realize that she was barefoot.
    

    
      “But even that is no longer my trauma.”  
    

    
      She stepped on my shoe; she was probably putting half her weight on it, but it was still light. I could have backed off or escaped whenever I wanted, and yet merely half of her weight held me down completely.
    

    
      “The eternal ten days.” She reached her hands toward me. “The sight of my world drenched in blood as it ends, the sneering demons that mimicked my mouth—all of those things that used to scar my heart are no longer my trauma.”
    

    
      The grip.
    

    
      “Only you have the right to hurt my heart now.” 
    

    
      Her hands wrapped lightly around my neck.
    

    
      “Even if the most wicked tongue in the world cursed me for two days, it wouldn't be as bad as the sigh you unknowingly give me.”
    

    
      From her little finger to her index finger—the thinnest to the thickest—I could feel every bit of the pressure she put on my neck.
    

    
      “It would be easier to endure the most vicious person in the world beating and whipping me than to endure one sneer from your lips. Although countless people can kill my body, you’re the only one who can wound my soul.”
    

    
      I couldn’t breathe.
    

    
      “So my trauma is already decided.”
    

    
      My breath was strangled.
    

    
      “My lord—”
    

    
      “You idiot, I warned you.”
    

    
      
        “I’ll kill you if you scar my heart.”
      
    

    
      “You scarred me.” Her red eyes smiled up at me, warm with fury. “I haven’t broken a promise since I was four. Die. Die so you can love me again.”
    

    
      For some reason, I couldn’t fight back.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer's trauma.]
      
    

    
      
        [The penalty's intensity level is intermediate.]
      
    

    
      
        [The penalty's theme is the Preta Realm.]  
      
    

    
      A dream within a dream began.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        I don’t want to kill him,
      
       Raviel Ivansia thought as she looked at the man in front of her. 
    

    
      She didn’t want to lose him, while simultaneously finding it amusing how possessive she was.
    

    
      
        “Think about it. You’ll be able to tell exactly what I’m thinking of right now since you’re a regressor like me.”
      
    

    
      He was a dangerous man. Raviel quickly realized what he was planning—he was trying to immerse himself in the role of the butler completely so he could go back a day from the butler’s perspective. Then the world would return to the time before she had offered her heart to the mirror, overturning the stage itself.
    

    
      
        What a brilliant idea.
      
    

    
      The plan could truly exploit the Tower’s weak point.
    

    
      
        He has such an innocent face, so how does he come up with a plan like this?
      
    

    
      It felt good to know that the man she’d fallen in love with wasn’t stupid. Yes, it felt very good. But even so, she opposed it.
    

    
      “But, Gong-Ja, it’s dangerous.”
    

    
      Her reason was clear.
    

    
      “I won’t be able to remember you.”
    

    
      She, Raviel Ivansia, wouldn’t be able to remember Kim Gong-Ja. Perhaps he could go back twenty-four hours before that day, stop her from stabbing the reflection of her heart, preventing the tragedy of being eternally bound to those ten days. But it would all be meaningless if she couldn’t remember him.
    

    
      
        I don’t want my life to go on. My wish is to spend my life with you.
      
    

    
      The days she had spent with him; the first holiday she had been allowed to have for fifteen days. All those memories made up who she was now. Without them, she could no longer be Raviel Ivansia.
    

    
      Did the man in front of her not know that she wouldn't be grateful at all if she escaped the labyrinth of these ten days like that?
    

    
      “It’s okay. I’ll solve it, whatever it takes.”
    

    
      He probably knew, judging from his annoying assurance.
    

    
      “Please trust me.”
    

    
      Raviel was momentarily paralyzed by the cruelty of those words. She had to blindly trust someone. It was too late, but she regretted making the promise a few days ago to trust him. However, she was running out of time to languish in regret.
    

    
      
        Trust…
      
    

    
      She had to trust the man she loved and believe in his competence. He was the man she had chosen to be hers. Surely, he would persuade the Tower somehow and succeed in returning twenty-four hours before that day. The real problem was what happened afterward.
    

    
      How was he going to decrease his immersion level once it had risen over ninety percent? Once he succeeded, he would definitely not remember himself. Even if he would, his memories were going to be hazy at best. It would be impossible to recall the days he spent with her in detail.
    

    
      
        No, wait a minute.
      
    

    
      There was a way. Raviel groaned for a while at the method that crossed her head. The rumor that all the poison of the empire came from her heart flashed through her head. It didn’t take long for her to realize that she would use that method.
    

    
      
        I…
      
    

    
      So, she engraved her plan into her heart, ensuring it would be executed.
    

    
      
        I will kill this man.
      
    

    
      Trauma. While revealing to her almost everything about himself, he had said that his ability had the side effect of forcing him to glimpse his killer’s memories.
    

    
      
        If only I could make this moment my trauma.
      
    

    
      He could catch a glimpse of this moment Raviel was living through, not her past. If only that were possible, she could tell him what she wanted to say, the memories she wished to deliver. He would be able to remember everything through her.
    

    
      “I became your first asshole, so you’ll be my last asshole as well.”
    

    
      Raviel was certain that the plan would work. 
    

    
      “I ended up with a real bad boy for a lover.”
    

    
      
        Gong-Ja, are you listening? I’m happy because of you. I don’t want to lose you or the time I spent with you.
      
    

    
      
        You told me that you’d start writing a diary so you could show me your entire day. Was that a lie? You said that you’d learn music because you wanted me to spend a quiet evening listening to your songs. Was that wish fake?
      
    

    
      
        I want to know your day and send away the evening with you. Your day will surely make me smile, and the evening with you will be happy. I want my smile and your happiness to be together. I don’t want to kill you nor do I want to lose you.
      
    

    
      “Are you okay?” 
    

    
      “Yes… It’s okay… For now…  More.”
    

    
      “Are you asking me to kiss you more? My lover is such a baby.”
    

    
      
        Look at me. Look at you by my side. You’re an innocent fool. I sometimes wonder how you’ll survive in this world with such innocence, but my question is soon answered when I remember your thousands of deaths. There are many, many reasons to abandon innocence, but only a few to keep it. That is why I call you innocent. Despite your many reasons, you haven’t abandoned your innocence. Instead, you protect it for those few reasons. I love your innocence. 
      
    

    
      “How about now? Are you okay?”
    

    
      “Raviel…”
    

    
      
        Are you afraid that you’ll lose yourself? Does it scare you?
      
    

    
      “I love you. I love you, Raviel…”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      
        It’s okay.
      
    

    
      “Even when I’m born again, I’ll love you. I’ll never forget you. Even if I die…”
    

    
      “I know that as well.”
    

    
      
        I’m here. Trust me like I trust you. Rely on me. You alone cannot protect yourself, and I can’t protect the world on my own.  But you and I can do anything together. I’m afraid too. I’m scared of killing you. I’m terrified of the pain I know I’ll feel when I approach you. But my fear doesn’t stop me from being with you.
      
    

    
      “Oh my god. My lord, did you kidnap me?” 
    

    
      
        Look. That is what you told me after sinking into the role of the butler.
      
    

    
      
        It hurt my heart. My heart aches when you treat me like a stranger. You look at me with disbelief and doubt. It hurts me. It’s painful to see you react as if you were meeting me for the first time in your life.
      
    

    
      “You’ve gone too far. I’m aware that the duke is so powerful that he can blind the eyes of heaven, but this is too far. Do you hate Lady Goldencup that much? Is that why you’re threatening me, her butler?”
    

    
      
        Listen. This is the scar you left me.
      
    

    
      “Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      
        Don’t forget.
      
    

    
      “… Who are you looking for?”
    

    
      “My lover. He’s the man who offered me his heart and the one I will give mine.”
    

    
      
        Never forget this even after your death. You are here in my heart.
      
    

    
      “Go. I’ll be waiting for you.”
    

    
      
        Are you listening? Can you hear me, Gong-Ja? I’m in love with you.
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 110: The Way She Loves (2)

    
      Raviel Ivansia leaned in, bringing the man closer to death and carving her eternal scar into him. The man groaned and writhed in pain as her rapier dug deeper and deeper into his heart. His screams tore through the air, but no one was around to hear them.
    

    
      
        I don’t want to kill him.
      
       Raviel bit her lip. 
      
        I don’t want to lose him.
      
    

    
      Going against her wishes, she pushed the rapier even deeper. She felt every moment vividly. First, she split his chest open. Reaching deeper into his flesh, she then pierced his heart, unleashing an endless stream of blood. All of it scarred her.
    

    
      More. Deeper. She engraved every moment in her heart so that the man she loved could see this trauma.
    

    
      When he was about to vomit blood, Raviel stole his lips to avoid losing even a single drop of his warmth. His sticky, bloody breath traveled from his heart into her mouth. 
    

    
      The dying man turned pale, and his quivers grew weaker. Finally, his breaths faded away. Through it all, Raviel didn’t blink. Even though every moment pained her, she didn’t want to miss any of them.
    

    
      She wanted to scream at the world. What if this moment wasn’t engraved as her trauma? What if her plan fell through? Then she would forget him, and he would lose her. Nothing would be left. 
    

    
      Raviel was scared. She didn’t want to lose him.
    

    
      
        More.
      
    

    
      To be afraid of something was a disgrace and an insult to someone like her. Nevertheless, she kept reliving the terrifying, horrible moment, carving her scar deeper.
    

    
      He could fail to persuade the Tower. Perhaps she would forget about him and live on like before and when they crossed paths in the hallway, they would end up just passing each other indifferently. 
    

    
      She held those imagined moments in her mind and carved new scars around them, marking them forever.
    

    
      Raviel realized that the man had died. She understood that this moment was like a last gasp before he regressed. He would likely regress in just a few seconds, bringing her back in time with him. It was only a few seconds, yet it felt like an eternity to her.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja,” she slowly said.
    

    
      There was no answer. His eyes lost focus, and his mouth stopped moving as if he had forgotten how to speak.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      Raviel knew then that this last moment had become her inerasable trauma. Everything became clear. She had never been scarred as terribly as this. She pulled him into her arms, spending the few remaining seconds holding him.
    

    
      
        I believe in you.
      
    

    
      
        [The trauma recreation has been completed.]
      
    

    
      
        You believe in me just as I believe in you, Gong-Ja.
      
    

    
      
        [It has been confirmed that the ego of the subject under the Skill penalty is intact.]
      
    

    
      
        That’s why we can wait for each other.
      
    

    
      
        [Ending the Skill penalty.]
      
    

    
      
        That’s how it’s always been.
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level has dropped to 98%.]
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It was strangely hard to open my eyes today.
    

    
      “Butler?” Lady Goldencup, who was sitting across from me, was shocked.
    

    
      It was strange. She always had a glowing smile, but she looked hazy today.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?” she asked.
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “You’re crying.”
    

    
      Only then did I notice the tears. It shocked me. Just a moment ago, Lady Goldencup and I were idly chatting. Then I blinked, and tears suddenly flowed down my face.
    

    
      “Huh…?” I couldn’t stop the tears.
    

    
      “B-Butler? I don’t get scared easily, but you’re frightening me a little right now. We were just talking, so why are you crying all of a sudden? Did I do something weird again?”
    

    
      “Um… I… I don’t really know why either.”
    

    
      “You’re crying for no reason? Did you go crazy? 
      
        Gasp.
      
       You’re crying your eyes out… What should I do? This is the first time you’ve cried like this since I beat you up when you were five…”
    

    
      “You’re never going to let that go, are you? My lady, it’s about time you forget about it.”
    

    
      “But, Butler, even if I forget about it, I also beat you up when you were six, seven, and every year until you were fourteen. In fact, I still beat you from time to time. If I forget all that, I’m no different from an amnesiac. Why, your life was practically just a series of beatings.”
    

    
      Amnesia…
    

    
      “Eh? Why are you crying again? I’m sorry! I’m sorry for beating you up! I won’t beat you anymore. Even if I do, I’ll do it in a less humiliating way. Are you feeling better now?”
    

    
      “I think I had a nightmare, my lady…”
    

    
      “Huh? A nightmare? Did a monster get me and tear me into pieces?”
    

    
      “No, a woman was looking at me, crying… I wanted to wipe her tears away, but I couldn’t. It was very sad.”
    

    
      “I see.” Lady Goldencup looked like she’d realized something. “The woman was me.”
    

    
      “It was definitely not you… There is no way you can make such a sad and elegant expression. You just weren’t born that way.”
    

    
      “Ah.” Lady Goldencup glared at me. “Should I just hit you?” 
    

    
      Normally, I would have bowed and said sorry, and she would have responded with “I’m a generous person, so I’ll forgive you.” 
    

    
      This time, however, I stood up from my chair.
    

    
      “Butler?”
    

    
      “I’ll be back soon.”
    

    
      “Huh? It’s already late. Where are you going? I was going to brag about the dinner I’m going to have with His Highness tomorrow. Listening to my exciting news is your duty.”
    

    
      I bowed. “I’m sorry, my lady, but there’s somewhere I have to go.”
    

    
      Lady Goldencup rested her arms on the back of her chair and narrowed her eyes at me. “Yes, you have a brain, so you can think for yourself. But don’t come back empty-handed. You’d better steal a muffin from the cafeteria at least.”
    

    
      “The crown prince will give you an azure coral ring tomorrow.”
    

    
      Lady Goldencup blinked. “What?”
    

    
      “I’ll get going.” I walked out of her room.
    

    
      “Butler!” she shouted behind me. “Are you serious?”
    

    
      I ignored her.
    

    
      “Hold on, answer me before you go! Butler, you f—!”
    

    
      
        My master.
      
    

    
      Since coming to Sormwin Academy, she had become much more well-behaved, but at heart, she was still the king of the hill who used to beat up kids back home.
    

    
      I hastened my steps. It was my first time walking this path, but my feet moved with an easy familiarity.
    

    
      
        It’s like I’ve done this before.
      
    

    
      The gate to Lady Silver Lily’s villa was open, and no guards were posted. I should have found it strange, but I already had a feeling that this was how it would be. I crossed the garden without hesitation.
    

    
      I arrived at a hallway where only a single ray of moonlight reached. Lady Silver Lily was standing at the end of the hallway with a full-length mirror behind her.
    

    
      “You’re here.”
    

    
      “… Have you been waiting for me?”
    

    
      “Yes, today is my second time.”
    

    
      Her answer to my abrupt question seemed random. This whole conversation was incomprehensible, but that seemed to soften the night air.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily smiled. “Look into the mirror. What do you see?”
    

    
      
        ■■: ■■■
      
    

    
      
        ■■■: ■■
      
    

    
      
        ■■ ■■: Mu■, ■■ce, ■■, ■■
      
    

    
      
        ■■ ■■: ■■
      
    

    
      
        ■■ ■■■: Teacher, lover, ■■■ ■■, ■■■, ■■■, ■■ren, ■■, ■■■ ■■■ ■ ■■ ■, ■■■■ ■■■■ ■, ■■ ■■■■ ■
      
    

    
      “… I see the words ‘Teacher’ and ‘Lover.’ I think I see some letters, but I can’t understand what they mean.”
    

    
      “Call me.”
    

    
      “M—” 
    

    
      I tried to call her “my lord,” but I stopped, even though that was the most respectful way to address Raviel Ivansia.
    

    
      
        “And I warn you. Never call me ‘my lord’ with that mouth again. I’ll cut out your heart.”
      
    

    
      A conversation I’d never had came to my mind. It was as if I was peering into a dream from my past life. I was confused; I felt like I shouldn’t call her “my lord” no matter what happened.
    

    
      “… My lady.”
    

    
      “That’s much better.” Lady Silver Lily approached me.
    

    
      
        “What did you dream about?”
      
    

    
      Her red eyes bore into me. Her mouth was closed, yet I felt as if she was speaking to me. Her closed mouth seemed to be moving. It was too vivid to be a hallucination or a voice in my head.
    

    
      “You… were crying.”
    

    
      
        “And?”
      
    

    
      “You kept calling for someone. A man was tied up in front of you… I think he was the person you were calling for, but I don’t remember his name.”
    

    
      
        “What else?”
      
    

    
      “You were in agony as you stabbed the man with a rapier.”
    

    
      Why did I keep talking to someone who wasn’t saying a word? Why was Lady Silver Lily listening to me too? It was so strange, but the strangest part was that it didn’t feel awkward.
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily patted my head. “Very good.” 
    

    
      Her words echoed in my ears and slowly settled in my heart. I felt as if I had heard them somewhere—a very long time ago before I was even born.
    

    
      The image of a blue perfume bottle flashed through my mind.
    

    
      “Look.” Lady Silver Lily took out a card.
    

    
      “… What is it?”
    

    
      “It's proof that you worked hard for me. You can be proud of it.”
    

    
      The golden card had a great deal of writing on it.
    

    
      
        
          A Certain Returner’s Love
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: EX
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Love is like poison to a returner. No matter how hard you struggle, you cannot share the same time with the one you love, so a certain returner made a wish. “Please protect my lover’s memories.” The wish reached the Tower and came true.
      
    

    
      
        You share your lover’s time. When your lover goes back a day, you also go back a day. If you go back a day, your lover will also go back a day.
      
    

    
      
        This is the oath of eternal regression and marriage of time.
      
    

    
      
        May luck be with you both.
      
    

    
      
        ※It is only active when you and your lover love each other.
      
    

    
      I was speechless for no reason I could explain.
    

    
      “‘Please protect my lover’s memory.’” Lady Silver Lily laughed softly. “I don’t like this kind of proposal. I like the sound of your voice. Do you understand what I’m getting at? I’ll pretend I didn’t see this unless you tell me yourself. So come back, quickly.”
    

    
      My heart thumped.
    

    
      “I’ll kill you as many times as it takes. If showing you my scar will bring you back to me, I’ll do it over and over until you come back.”
    

    
      “Miss…”
    

    
      “So look at my scar and suffer. Look at it again. It has traces of you.” Lady Silver Lily stretched out her hands and grabbed my neck. “Know that you’re the only one in this world who can kill me.”
    

    
      Her hands were soft.
    

    
      “And I’m the only one who can kill you.”
    

    
      And then I saw it.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer's trauma.]
      
    

    
      I saw it over and over.
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level has dropped to 97%.]
      
    

    
      I watched Lady Silver Lily’s weep. She killed a certain man again and again. Every time I went back a day, I lived in her dream.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level has dropped to 96%.]
      
    

    
      We loved each other in our past lives.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level has dropped to 95%.]
      
    

    
      We were going to love each other in this life too—maybe even in the next life.
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level has dropped to 94%.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level has dropped to 93%.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level has dropped to 92%.]
      
    

    
      I hurt her. She cried silently where I couldn't see and when I wasn’t with her. If I remembered all of those…
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level has dropped to 91%.]
      
    

    
      
        We can love forever.
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level has dropped to 90%.]
      
    

    
      Again and again and again, I went to her. I opened the door, crossed the garden, and ran down the hallway.
    

    
      She had been born as the daughter of the Duke of Ivansia. Having a sad mother put her in a sad life. Her fiance had been chosen before she had been born, and she had devoted her life to him since she first drew breath.
    

    
      She was a white flower. She was the moon of Ivansia and the heir apparent of the duchy. For a brief period, she used to be known as the young lady of Ivansia too.
    

    
      “You’re here.”
    

    
      She was standing in the dark hallway like a lonely island in the middle of an endless sea of night. I could hear the waves lapping at her feet. To me, she wasn’t the heir apparent of the Duke of Ivansia nor the duke’s daughter.
    

    
      “Raviel.”
    

    
      The white flower smiled. “I’ve been waiting for you, Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      
        I’m in love with you.
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 111: The Way She Loves (3)

    
      I ran and took her into my arms. “Raviel.”
    

    
      A lot of words swirled in my head. I could apologize for leaving her an unerasable scar. I was really sorry. Maybe I could say thank you. I was grateful for her faith in me and for waiting for me and, above all, for someone like me.
    

    
      But that wasn’t what I wanted to say. This wasn’t the first time I’d apologized to her or thanked her.
    

    
      Tonight was the night we met again. I wanted to tell her the words that I had never said but could offer her only once. My first and last were what I wanted to offer Raviel Ivansia. And that was why I took her hand.
    

    
      “Let’s get married.”
    

    
      Raviel slowly nodded. “I’m known by many names. I received the name Silver Lily from His Majesty, and I dedicated myself to the empire as the heir apparent of the Duke of Ivansia. But I’ll leave my name, Raviel, untouched so you can use it.”
    

    
      Our kiss was deep.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The two of us woke up at dawn. The sky outside the window was pale blue. I turned my head to the side because I heard someone breathing, and there Raviel was, looking at me without saying a word.
    

    
      I looked back at Raviel and reached out and took her hand. Her cool fingers locked with mine. She was beautiful. We shared each other’s breaths, intertwined our fingers, and pressed our foreheads together.
    

    
      “You’re a genius, Raviel.”
    

    
      Every meeting at dawn was to discuss a secret love affair, and every whisper carried a secret message of love. The people who spent the dawn together were those who loved each other.
    

    
      “It’s amazing how you used my penalty to recover my memories,” I whispered. “Really, that was amazing. I never would’ve thought of that if I were you.”
    

    
      “You have a tendency to hold others’ pain sacred.” Raviel’s fingers brushed past my earlobe. “You’re amazing too. How in the world did you persuade the Tower? Even to Constellations, the Tower is like an unchallengeable manager. I knew how you have a way with words, but I never thought it would work on the Tower, too.”
    

    
      “Well, to be honest, I don’t really remember. The memory is blurry, like a dream. Maybe when you meet the Tower’s masters, the memory is veiled like mine.”
    

    
      “The fact that you succeeded doesn’t change. My lover is quite competent.”
    

    
      “And my lover is a genius.”
    

    
      “That’s an undeniable fact.”
    

    
      We rubbed our foreheads together. We could admire each other without a single bit of pretense. That made me very happy.
    

    
      “When are we going to get married?”
    

    
      “Are you rushing me?”
    

    
      “I think you’re a little mean,” I grumbled.
    

    
      Raviel laughed softly. It was breathtaking. An electric thrill shot up from my spine and struck my head. No music was as beautiful as Raviel’s soft laughter.
    

    
      “I should break off the engagement with His Highness first.”
    

    
      “Ah…”
    

    
      She was right.
    

    
      Raviel nodded. “His Highness and I are engaged, so it would be legally difficult to marry you right now.”
    

    
      “Well, actually, I don’t mind if we aren’t married legally. A small ceremony together is enough for me.”
    

    
      “I mind.” Raviel stroked my cheek. “This is the world I live in. I’m loyal to this empire and I care for it. My world and country should acknowledge my marriage. Even if you’re a commoner here, you’re my lover, so all of the people in this world must bless you.”
    

    
      “Oh, but isn’t it a bit difficult to expect that from them…?”
    

    
      “It’s okay, Gong-Ja,” Raviel calmly refuted. “I’ll kill anyone that doesn’t bless you.”
    

    
      What should I do? She was too cool. Once again, I fell in love with her. I wanted to do it again.
    

    
      “Okay.” I nodded. “Let’s get married in your world. But I have a condition too.”
    

    
      “Tell me.”
    

    
      “When you break off the engagement with the crown prince, it shouldn’t be your fault. I won’t forgive those who spread ignorant gossip about you.”
    

    
      If anyone pointed a finger at my lover, I would break off their finger. Should anyone badmouth her, I would cut out their tongue. And if anyone slandered her, I would kill them. I wasn’t joking. I would give them a taste of hell.
    

    
      “It should be obvious to anyone that this is the crown prince’s fault. Raviel, you’re dumping him, not getting dumped.”
    

    
      “Oh, are you telling me to insult the next emperor? You know, I’m the future Duke of Ivansia, who works in the shadows for the country.”
    

    
      “Yes, I am.”
    

    
      “That’s easy.”
    

    
      We took a moment to kiss. My life became a little more colorful.
    

    
      “Do you have a plan?”
    

    
      “Of course. Who do you think you are asking? Every time His Highness has a secret meeting with Goldencup, a document is added to the drawer in my office. There are already hundreds of them in that drawer. I’ve prepared all of the evidence and the witnesses. If I take this matter to court, I’ll definitely win.”
    

    
      What should I do? She was too cool. Once again, I fell in love with her.  I wanted to do it again. 
    

    
      “There’s really no need to go to court, actually. The imperial family wouldn’t want this kind of matter to be brought up in public. I just need to bring the evidence and ask for an audience with His Majesty.”
    

    
      “When do you plan on going to the palace?” I leaned in closer to her.
    

    
      “As soon as possible.” Raviel quietly brushed my bangs away. “Gong-Ja, marrying me makes you the consort of the Duke of Ivansia. The imperial family will personally bestow you a title.”
    

    
      My heart pounded.
    

    
      “During formal occasions, I’ll refer to you as my consort. You’ll call me ‘my duke.’ Is that okay?”
    

    
      “It’s a feudal society. The head of the Ivansia family is you, and I’m merely a foreigner here, Raviel. Don’t worry. I’m just following the laws of the empire. I don’t care about it at all…”
    

    
      “I’m glad to hear that, though I knew that it would be okay. Let’s try it out now. Call me ‘my duke’.”
    

    
      I froze up.
    

    
      “What? Are you embarrassed? You are embarrassed. I knew you would be. I’ll go first.” Raviel smiled, her eyes curving like crescent moons. “My consort.”
    

    
      My heart… I could feel my saliva clinging stickily to the entrance of my throat. I slowly tried to speak, but I failed to form the words. Only after my upper lip slipped off my lip several times, did I finally manage to make a sound.
    

    
      “… M-my duke.”
    

    
      Raviel blinked. Silence settled over us. My lover silently stared at me with those red eyes of hers. How should I put it? She looked like someone who had seen a hedgehog’s paw. In short, I had no idea what this expression meant.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Say that one more time.”
    

    
      “… My duke.”
    

    
      “One more time.”
    

    
      “Mmm, my duke…?”
    

    
      Raviel’s eyelashes fluttered and her shoulders bunched slightly.
    

    
      
        What is this reaction? Could it be? Maybe? Maybe. No, that wouldn’t happen even if the world were to collapse.
      
    

    
      At first, I didn’t notice because of her poker face, but it didn’t take long to realize.
    

    
       “Raviel, are you feeling embarrassed right now?”
    

    
      “Umm…” Raviel groaned. “My man is too damn adorable…”
    

    
      Embarrassment was very contagious.
    

    
      
        Fuck.
      
    

    
      My face felt hot and my lips parched. But my head was working fine. It should have been counterattacked with “Raviel, you’re the cutest person in the world.” That would’ve been payback for my defeats against Raviel so far, but I couldn’t bring myself to actually do it. I felt like I was going to die from embarrassment.
    

    
      Instead, I decided to compromise. Rather than making a unilateral attack, I flirted back, calling this match a draw.
    

    
      “My duke.”
    

    
      Maybe Raviel figured out my plan because she said, “… My consort.”
    

    
      “My duke.”
    

    
      “My consort.”
    

    
      “My duke!”
    

    
      “My consort…”
    

    
      “I love you.”
    

    
      “I love you.”
    

    
      “My duke…”
    

    
      “My consort.”
    

    
      It went on until dawn became morning.
    

    
      —Fuck… You’re such a bastard… the Guardian muttered. Despite what he said, he kept his back turned to me to protect the privacy of my duke and me. Look at you: a pair of wackos all lovey-dovey… Fuuuuucking hellllllll. Do you know how desperately I was screaming at you when you buried yourself in the butler’s role? Huh? But as soon as you came to your senses, you didn’t even thank me and just started flirting with your lover! I’m just a wallflower, aren’t I? Maybe it’s really time for me to find eternal peace.
    

    
      
        [Shiny offers consolation to the Sword Emperor.]
      
    

    
      
        —Ah, now you’re the only one I have now, Shiny!
      
    

    
      The ghost and the sword were building a mysterious friendship.
    

    
      
        I’m sorry and I’m grateful to both of you too.
      
    

    
      But now, I wanted to love my love a little more.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      While loving my love, I chewed over my goal at this stage: stop this world’s apocalypse. The primary cause of the apocalypse was my duke’s heirloom, the fragment of the holy sword, and the wish that went out of control.
    

    
      The danger of this world being destroyed by the demon would disappear if I retrieved the sister sword, but that wasn’t the only reason why the world met its doom.
    

    
      I still remembered the invasion on the last day. The Ruin-Harvesting Cow, the Eternal Plains Warhorse, and the Immortal Happiness Preacher—through the cracks in the sky, the Constellations from different worlds sent their apostles. They would come again without a doubt. It was clear based on the fact that I was yet to receive a message telling me that I’d cleared the stage.
    

    
      My duke had awakened into an incomplete Constellation by piercing her heart with the sister sword. A Constellation was the representative and protector of their world; in other words, this world used to have a barrier, albeit incomplete, but now my duke hadn’t stabbed her heart with the holy sword, so her awakening as a Constellation was also negated. It meant that there was no Constellation in this world now.
    

    
      “I’ll set the wedding date for a month from now.”
    

    
      “That’s exactly ten days from the day I first came here,” I murmured.
    

    
      “Yes. I chose that on purpose.”
    

    
      My duke deliberately set the wedding date on the day this world would have been destroyed. She meant to deny the world’s end and make it our starting point. How valiant of her.
    

    
      “It puts us on quite a tight schedule. We’ll only be able to have the wedding in a month if everything goes well.”
    

    
      “Can you give me an example of what must be done?”
    

    
      “The first task is to break off my engagement with the crown prince. And the second is to inherit my father’s title,” Raviel casually explained. “It’s difficult to marry you as just the heir. There would be the legal hassle, and having a commoner as my fiance would start annoying gossip in high society. It’s better to become a duke before I take you as my consort. Once I become the head of this family, there are a lot of things I can do without a hassle.”
    

    
      “Raviel, I’m saying this because I still have a lot of the butler’s memories left, but, well… isn’t it difficult to become the head of a family without your father bequeathing the position to you? Not to mention that you’re inheriting the Duchy of Ivansia, the most powerful noble title in the empire. It’s not like you can inherit the duchy if—”
    

    
      “Yes. If I weren’t Raviel Ivansia, it would have been difficult,” Raviel calmly said. “But I’m Raviel Ivansia.”
    

    
      What should I do? She was too cool. Once again, I fell in love with her. I wanted to do it again.
    

    
      “The family’s vassals have already sworn their allegiance to me. The power to mobilize the family’s army is also mine. If Father doesn’t want to give up power, then the only way is to run to His Majesty and appeal to him.”
    

    
      Raviel placed a pile of documents on the table with a thump.
    

    
      “I have more than enough evidence to prove His Highness’s infidelity. His Majesty is as capable as the special forces he commands, so he would protect the dignity of the imperial family rather than staying loyal to my father, who has no real power.”
    

    
      “That sounds very loyal, Raviel. But aren’t you actually blackmailing His Majesty…?”
    

    
      “My consort.” Raviel gave me a serious look.
    

    
      I flinched at the sound of “My consort.” The two of us were calling each other “my duke” and “my consort” even when we were alone to get used to the new titles.
    

    
      “Yes, my duke.”
    

    
      “Your work lies in the Tower, not in this world. I understand if you don’t return to my world often, just as you know that I can’t give up my nobility.”
    

    
      I felt like a spouse working abroad…
    

    
      “However, there are times when I need you by my side, like at the beginning and end of the year. The events that we attend will always be political. You’re becoming the moon of Ivansia and will be revered as the most noble consort in this empire, after the empress. You have to get used to politics on some level.”
    

    
      “So… it’s possible to stay loyal to His Majesty and make a threat to the imperial family at the same time. It’s not a loss for the empire to have you as the Duke of Ivansia. They’re fortunate to have a capable noble like you, if anything.”
    

    
      “My consort catches on quickly. He’s capable, smart, and cool.”
    

    
      “Of course—you’re talking about your man, Raviel.”
    

    
      “I love you.”
    

    
      “I love you.”
    

    
      We took a moment to kiss. Life became a little more colorful.
    

    
      —Fuuuuuuckkkkkkkk… For some reason, the ghost’s cheeks became more and more hollow. Who was it? Who taught this wacko about love? Who called his fucking madness love… Why is this guy in love? If this guy hadn't fallen in love, I could still be happy…
    

    
      
        [Shiny points at the Sword Emperor sadly.]
      
    

    
      
        —Someone, please shoot me right now… I’ll gladly take the bullet…
      
    

    
      We had busy days ahead of us for the best happy ending—no, the best wedding.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 112: The Holy War (1)

    
      
        Romance Fantasy Rule: Love needs no rule.
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Life occasionally brought an unexpected gift.
    

    
      “Lady Goldencup, I have something to tell you.”
    

    
      “It’s been a long time since you called me Lady Goldencup. You always come with bad news when you do it. Let me guess what happened this time.” Lady Goldencup slowly lifted her teacup. “Do I have a half-sister that I don’t know about?
    

    
      “No, you don’t.”
    

    
      “I see. Then is my mother actually an illegitimate child of the late emperor? So I have some of the imperial blood and His Highness and I are star-crossed lovers?”
    

    
      “No, she isn’t.”
    

    
      “Or do I have a half-sister and a birth story that I don’t know? Am I full of gifts to be the protagonist of an awesome story?”
    

    
      “No, you aren’t.”
    

    
      “Then what is it, you dickhead?”
    

    
      “I’m getting married soon.”
    

    
      “Oh, marriage. It’s marriage. Marriage…” Lady Goldencup spat out the tea she was drinking, mainly on my face. The elegance from earlier vanished. “Marriage?”
    

    
      “Yes, I’m getting married."
    

    
      “Marrrrrieeeeedddd?”
    

    
      “Yes, I am.”
    

    
      “If this is a joke, it’s not funny. Butler, shall we go back to old times when I punched you in the face?”
    

    
      “It’s not a joke.” I wiped my face with a handkerchief. “I wouldn’t joke with you about something like this. I’m really getting married. There’s no point in trying to stop me, the wedding date is already set for a month from today.”
    

    
      “W-who are you marrying?”
    

    
      “Lady Silver Lily.”
    

    
      “Oh, what? So you were really bullshitting me.” Lady Goldencup sighed in relief. She seemed to believe that Raviel and I would never marry even if the world ended.
    

    
      Well, that kind of reaction was to be expected.
    

    
      “Do you think I’m lying?”
    

    
      “Yeah, I don’t just think it’s bullshit, it’s a steaming load of bullshit. If you want to prank me, at least come back with something that’s believable. I give you an F for your creativity.”
    

    
      “If it’s real, will you allow me to get married?”
    

    
      “Hahahaha! Yeah, yeah. You have my blessing, Butler, if it’s real. My butler marrying into the most prestigious family of the empire would be great news, honestly. It’d elevate my family’s class by like six levels at once.”
    

    
      “Then please put your seal here.” I showed her the documents I had prepared.
    

    
       “Huh? What’s this, Butler?”
    

    
      “This is the document to prove that you, as my master, permit my marriage. Once I have your seal, though, I’ll no longer serve you because I’d become the consort of the Ivansia family.”
    

    
      “Ha!” Lady Goldencup burst into laughter. “Y-you, the consort of the Ivansia family… Hahahaha! Why are you trying so hard to keep up this joke?  Wait, are you trying to write a novel or something? ’I, the butler, became the consort of the Ivansia family overnight?’ Hahahaha, that’s fucking hilarious—but I think the chances of me becoming the empress are higher.”
    

    
      After laughing for a while, Lady Goldencup’s smile took on a different color. “Well, it’ll definitely happen this time.”
    

    
      I remembered a part of the summary I read before entering this apocalyptic book.
    

    
      
        The female lead received another chance at life.
      
    

    
      I now had a rough idea of the story of Lady Goldencup before the Inquisitor would possess her.
    

    
      I buried those thoughts for now.
    

    
      “Can I have your seal?” I asked.
    

    
      “Oh, gladly. Now I have another story to talk about when we’re older. As a generous master, I can’t turn down this opportunity for a whole load of fun.” Lady Goldencup broke into a fit of laughter again.
    

    
      “Thank you. I’ll bring my fiance tomorrow so you two can meet.”
    

    
      “Yes, yes, Mr. Consort of Ivansia, the second brightest moon in the empire. Please have a happy time with your imaginary duke.”
    

    
      The next day, Raviel and I stood in front of Lady Goldencup.
    

    
      “She’s here, my lady.”
    

    
      Lady Goldencup’s jaw dropped to the ground.
    

    
      “I’m sure it’s not needed, but I’ll introduce myself again,” Raviel said, fanning herself. “I am Raviel Ivansia, the heir apparent of the Duke of Ivansia. His Majesty has given me the title of Silver Lily.”
    

    
      “Huh? Oh, yes, of course, I know, Lady Silver Lily…?”
    

    
      “I’m here to deliver the joyous news of your butler’s engagement to me. His allegiance is to you, so it would have been very difficult for this marriage to proceed without your permission, but you’ve granted it. Thank you."
    

    
      “Huh…?”
    

    
      “This is the wedding invitation.”
    

    
      Raviel tossed her the invitation. The edges were embellished with silver threads, and it bore a red wax seal carrying the Duke of Ivansia’s crest.
    

    
      Stunned, Lady Goldencup picked up the invitation.
    

    
      “Rejoice. You’re the first to receive an invitation, so I hope you appreciate what a great honor that is. Well, it’s for taking care of him until now.”
    

    
      “B-Butler…? This is all a joke, right…?”
    

    
      Raviel narrowed her eyes. “Rude. From today on, this man isn’t your butler. He’s my fiance. I do hope you don’t think that the Duke of Ivansia is lower than the Baron of Evanail. Treat my fiance with the respect he deserves from now on.”
    

    
      “D-Duke Consort…?” Lady Goldencup looked at me like her soul had escaped her body. Her gaze was so desperate. She was silently begging me to tell her not to call me by that title.
    

    
      “It was a great honor to serve you, my lady, but you should address me appropriately.” I bowed politely, and then I turned away. “Shall we go, Raviel?”
    

    
      Raviel shook her head firmly. “That isn’t what we agreed on. You should call me ’my duke’ in front of others.”
    

    
      “Ah, I’m sorry, my duke. I’m not used to it yet…”
    

    
      “My consort is utterly adorable. Though that is one of the reasons I love you.”
    

    
      “I love you too.”
    

    
      “I love you.”
    

    
      We left the room together.
    

    
      After a while, I heard screaming behind my back.
    

    
      “What the heeecccckkkk…!”
    

    
      As more magnolias fell, we grew closer to the day of our spring marriage.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      My lover, Raviel Ivansia, was someone who always kept her word. She had said the wedding would be in a month, and so it would be.
    

    
      “I confined Father in the family’s summerhouse,” Raviel said casually. “He still has a group of followers, but they’re negligible. I’ve finished negotiating with His Majesty and received his official recognition for my succession, so I’m already the Duke of Ivansia. I’ll now be called Duke Silver Lily, not Lady Silver Lily.”
    

    
      My father-in-law got confined overnight.
    

    
      
        Uh… Is this really okay?
      
       I felt subtly immoral because of the father-in-law I’d never met.
    

    
      Raviel looked at me. “You’re now the fiance of the Duke of Ivansia. You’re the highest consort in the empire, short of the imperial family. Aside from His Majesty, Her Majesty, and His Highness, there is no one in the empire you should bow to first—not in this empire, at least. Regardless of their status, all of the people of the empire should bow to you. You’ll be treated with the utmost reverence where the imperial family isn’t present,” she seriously explained.
    

    
      That was when I realized that something very big was going on. I had been treating the wedding like my love for Raviel—sweet and romantic—but it was more than that for Raviel.
    

    
      I had a feeling I already knew what that was.
    

    
      “But I’m just a commoner…” I said.
    

    
      “Of course those rags in high society will talk. Gong-Ja, social class in this world is like an unnecessarily long dress. It’ll bother you wherever you go, but I’ve taken all possible measures.”
    

    
      “What measures?”
    

    
      “Before the marriage, I’ll elevate your social class by putting you in the imperial chief steward’s family register.” Raviel handed a piece of paper to me. “He’s been faithfully serving the imperial family for a long time. He also has a noble title, and he’s known for pursuing honor all his life. Above all, he has no children.”
    

    
      
        Oh my god. Really. Ohhhh myyyyy gooodddd…
      
    

    
      “C-can you do that?”
    

    
      “I can do that if I want to.”
    

    
      Raviel was dealing with piles of documents as we spoke. Her quill never stopped moving. It was hard for me to tell what those documents were and what kind of political impact they would create.
    

    
      “I skipped unnecessary formalities. You just have to sign that document and you’ll be the imperial chief steward’s foster son.”
    

    
      My father-in-law, whom I had never met before, was confined, and I was about to become the foster son of someone I had never met either. Something I didn’t know about was happening where I couldn’t see, I belatedly realized as I signed the adoption document.
    

    
      A few days later, I was once again confronted with how significant it was to become the consort of the Duke of Ivansia.
    

    
      “Greetings to he who shall be the second brightest moon in the empire.”
    

    
      I walked around the academy just for a moment, but the young ladies and lords recognized me and politely went down on their knees; the news had spread to the academy too.
    

    
      “My respect to the Consort of Ivansia.”
    

    
      “Uh, okay…”
    

    
      “Congratulations on your engagement. May Ivansia’s glory be eternal.”
    

    
      “T-thank you.”
    

    
      When I did so much as walk past them, the young ladies and lords stopped chatting or whatever they were doing and they kept silent until I had completely passed by them. The academy’s guards and knights politely saluted when they saw me and even the teachers bowed without exception as if that were perfectly normal.
    

    
      I had experienced being surrounded by crowds when I became the Rank 3 Hunter or a star overnight, but… that was nothing like what I was seeing here.
    

    
      
        This is what social class is.
      
    

    
      I wasn’t a celebrity. They didn’t surround me and hold up their smartphones to take a photo of me. They simply kneeled.
    

    
      
        … This is amazing.
      
    

    
      They would probably only do it in front of me. Once I disappeared from their sight, they would exchange all kinds of nasty rumors and gossip about my lowly birth or the mysterious break-up of the engagement between the crown prince and Raviel—but no one dared to do it where I could hear.
    

    
      One day, a servant of the academy broke a water bottle and gasped. I happened to be passing by, so I tried to ask if he was okay, but he and the other five servants nearby kneeled at once.
    

    
      “M-my apologies!”
    

    
      “I’m terribly sorry!”
    

    
      “We beg for your forgiveness for his ignorance…! ”
    

    
      I was left speechless by how they naturally asked me for forgiveness—in other words, I was free to punish them instead of forgiving them. It left me paralyzed. This was crazy. Absolute madness.
    

    
      
        —What’s the matter? Of course it’s natural for them,
      
       the Guardian said, swimming in the air. 
      
        Your Tower is the odd one for having no official social hierarchy, honestly. You’ll see once you get to the fiftieth floor, but most Towers have a social hierarchy.
      
    

    
      He had said that after the fiftieth floor, it would mainly be about competing with Towers from different worlds.
    

    
      The Guardian picked his ear using his little finger and blew the earwax off of it.
    

    
      
        —Your duke’s family is supposed to be the most powerful family after the imperial family, right? That practically makes you a queen, Zombie.
      
    

    
      
        A queen…
      
    

    
      
        —Congratulations on becoming Cinderella, boy.
      
    

    
      The servants, trembling, had their faces pressed against the floor.
    

    
      Suddenly, Raviel’s words came to mind.
    

    
      
        “My world and my country should acknowledge my marriage.”
      
    

    
      
        “All of the people in this world must bless you.”
      
    

    
      That was what she meant. After just a few days, I was at the top of the social pyramid.
    

    
      
        This is… Raviel’s world. Then… how should I handle it?
      
    

    
      I shouldn’t be just Kim Gong-Ja or the Death King, a Hunter with a title. I had to act like the spouse of the highest-ranking noble in this country.
    

    
      I bent forward and picked up a piece of the broken water bottle and quietly placed it into the hand of the servant who had dropped it.
    

    
      “A necklace is closest to your heart. Place your mistake closest to your heart and reflect on your mistake. Don’t wait for me to forgive you. Forgive yourself when you think it’s time. Do you understand?”
    

    
      “Yes, yes, I will…!”
    

    
      I turned and walked away.
    

    
      On the evening of the same day, Raviel said, “You made a thoughtful response, my consort.”
    

    
      I sliced ​​my steak with a knife and fork, learning table manners as I had dinner. Raviel was using her knife and fork slowly from the other side so that I could watch and learn.
    

    
      “Umm… Hmm… Did I do a good job?”
    

    
      “It was flawless. If you just forgave them, people would have said ‘The duke’s consort can’t be strict with the ones below him because of his lowly birth. How is he supposed to manage the ducal family like that?’ If you were to reproach them harshly, a rumor would circulate about you becoming arrogant after rising through the hierarchy overnight.”
    

    
      Either outcome would have been a mess.
    

    
      “People would talk badly about you whether you forgive or reproach them. In a time like this, the incident itself isn’t important, how you resolve it is. You did well by creating a beautiful story.” Raviel smiled. “What happened today has already spread throughout high society. Those with pure curiosity will admire your heart, and even those sly serpents out there will admit your wisdom. I thought you were a layman in politics. What magic did you use, my lover?”
    

    
      “… I just thought of you, Raviel.” My knife sliced into the egg yolk, the color of a chick. “I learned that you were working hard in places I can’t see or know about.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      “Thinking about how hard you were working for me naturally made me put myself in your shoes.” 
    

    
      I just thought about what would be the best move for my spouse.
    

    
      “If I forgave the servant, people would think of me as a generous consort; if I reproached the servant, I would be thought of as strict—but I thought becoming a wise consort would help you the most.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “My generosity and strictness don’t make you generous or strict.”
    

    
      The candles on the table slowly melted.
    

    
      “But my wisdom makes you a wise person too because choosing a wise spouse means that you’re an equally insightful person.”
    

    
      Raviel wiped her mouth with a white napkin. “You thought of me.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Gong-Ja, you already helped me. The people of this world will never know, but you’ve saved this world from doom. You’ll continue to save it in the future. Isn’t it okay for you to act as you please a little bit?”
    

    
      “No.” I shook my head firmly. “I’m going to be with you for my entire life. My 
      
        entire
      
       life. I don’t want to obsess over what I’ve done for you; I don’t even want to think about it. What I want is to give you a lot more—something more precious than anything I’ve done for you already. I hope that meeting me is the greatest thing that’s ever happened to you. I hope that being with me is your greatest joy. I want to be your greatest meaning in life.”
    

    
      “… You aren’t just luck or happiness.” Raviel stood up from her chair and slowly approached me. She bent forward. “You’re my miracle.”
    

    
      Our lips met.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Not everyone surrendered to the name of Ivansia.
    

    
      "I am! Against! This marriage!”
    

    
      Lady Goldencup came to me every day and complained. While the crown prince was summoned by the emperor, Lady Goldencup protested to me—she was unable to confront Raviel directly.
    

    
      “Didn’t you already stamp the document?”
    

    
      “It’s invalid. Invalid! I thought that was a joke! ”
    

    
      I shrugged. “Regardless of what you thought, the documents are perfectly legal.”
    

    
      “Urghh… Ugggghhhh! ” Lady Goldencup chewed her fingernails. “Weird. This didn’t happen last time… Is this the butterfly effect I caused? No, that’s unlikely… Ahhh, Dear Ruin-Harvesting Cow, what is going on…?”
    

    
      “What do you mean?” I asked, pretending I’d never heard of the Ruin-Harvesting Cow.
    

    
      “… It’s nothing! ” Lady Goldencup gritted her teeth. “Forget it. I’m sure this is all Silver Lily’s doing!”
    

    
      “That’s 
      
        Lady
      
       Silver Lily to you. She’s soon to be the Duke of Ivansia, so show some respect.”
    

    
      “Urgh, Butler, I really hate you! I’ll never forgive you!” Lady Goldencup gave me a glare and stomped out of the room.
    

    
      She slammed the door so hard that the hinges squeaked, expressing her opposition to this marriage place. Lady Goldencup was probably going to be the biggest obstacle to the wedding. I wasn’t worried at all, though.
    

    
      Ten days were left before the wedding.
    

    
      “Mr. Death King!” Someone who was dressed in Lady Goldencup’s clothes opened the door again. “I think I became the female lead of this apocalyptic book!”
    

    
      I smiled at him from my chair. “Mr. Inquisitor.”
    

    
      “Yes, Mr. Death King!”
    

    
      “In ten days, Constellations from different worlds are going to invade.”
    

    
      The colleague who used to be my biggest problem had now become the best support I could ask for right now.
    

    
      “Please prepare for a holy war, SSS-Class theologist.”
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      The Inquisitor was the title of the first-generation Hunter who had been active since the Tower’s early days. Many people had rushed into the Tower, ruining countries before they could be built. However, the blonde psychopath resolutely hunted down all the extremists and stabilized the Tower.
    

    
      “I perceive Constellations as otherworldly deities!” the religious wars specialist said with a bright smile. 
    

    
      He currently managed all of the religions of Earth under the name of the Pantheon. 
    

    
      “Simply put, a deity is a law! For example, there are the laws of physics from our world, Earth. The laws of physics are like the Windoxs operating system that’s installed on every device, so there’s nothing special about it! And it really isn’t special in our world either!”
    

    
      “Uh, there are nuclear weapons and guns, right?”
    

    
      “As I said, the laws of physics are fundamental everywhere! So nuclear weapons and guns are things that can pop up in any world if their technology is developed enough!”
    

    
      However, the Inquisitor explained that in places where magic and miracles were common, it was difficult for technology to develop based purely on physical laws, so nuclear weapons and guns may be developed much later. Still, it wasn’t impossible for them to be invented in another world.
    

    
      Well, there was in fact an apocalyptic book that was destroyed in a nuclear war. The genre of Space Iron Knight’s Epic, now our twenty-third floor, was also science fiction…
    

    
      Was Earth the weakest of the worlds? I could understand that since magic and Skills were not common before the Tower rose out of nowhere, but it still felt strange to hear that my home planet, Earth, was weak. Was this what patriotism felt like? No, what was support for my home planet called?
    

    
      “But, as you said, it’s true that guns and nuclear weapons are as powerful as they are! If you launch barrages of attacks using those two, you can easily defeat most Constellations’ apostles!”
    

    
      “I see.” Raviel tapped the corner of her mouth with the tip of her fan. “Since the laws of physics are everywhere, that means that they’re all affected by physical forces.”
    

    
      “That’s correct! It’s natural that someone who’s a non-physical entity can’t exercise physical force in any way, and if they’re physical entities, it’s also reasonable for a physical attack to work on them! But the question of effectiveness remains—they may take the impact fully or reduce it somehow.”
    

    
      The Guardian looked impressed.
    

    
      
        —Huh, that guy is pretty smart.
      
    

    
      
        Does it sound plausible to you, Mr. Sword Emperor?
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah, that’s why the Constellation Murderer could crush Shiny using his aura. And I only trained my sword, but I didn't get pushed around. After all, that boss of the Black Dragon Guild was able to roast Preta with laser beams. Physical force is based on very powerful laws.
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny nods sadly.]
      
    

    
      
        —You could say that a Constellation’s class is determined by how closely they adhere to or deviate from the laws of physics.
      
    

    
      I wondered what that meant; fortunately, the Inquisitor had an explanation forthcoming:
    

    
      “The part about reducing the physical impact is surprisingly important! It means that although it follows the laws of physics, it isn’t completely bound to them! And you may wonder how that’s possible—”
    

    
      “I guess it’s because each Constellation has their own laws, and the apostles use their Constellations’ laws to oppose the laws of physics.”
    

    
      “Oh! You catch on quickly! I guess that’s expected from the Death King’s spouse!”
    

    
      “You’re stating the obvious,” my duke answered.
    

    
      I was confident that her adorableness alone made this small tactical meeting worthwhile.
    

    
      
        —Zombie, focus. This is the moment that will decide whether this world will be destroyed or not, you know.
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny jumps up and smacks you in the back of the head..]
      
    

    
      
        Wow, I pity you guys for not knowing the beauty of love.
      
    

    
      
        —Oh, drop the bullshit already, Zombie.
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny looks at you like you’re a rotten fish.]
      
    

    
      
        Shiny, you don’t have eyes.
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny tells you to look at the jewel attached to her sheath.]
      
    

    
      I did what she said, and the jewel’s color turned somewhat opaque.
    

    
      
        Okay, I’ll restrain myself.
      
    

    
      
        —And concentrate.
      
    

    
      I will, I answered.
    

    
      
        1. Each Constellation has their own laws.
      
    

    
      
        2. Their apostles follow their Constellation’s laws.
      
    

    
      “For example, what kind of laws do they have? Can you give us an example?” I asked.
    

    
      “Hmm! For example, there is a Constellation called Babbit.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor further explained that Babbit was also called the God of Love.
    

    
      “This Constellation interprets everything in the world as romance. In a world ruled by Babbit, power and wealth are meaningless! A person’s strength is determined by their romantic force.”
    

    
      “Romantic force? What’s that?”
    

    
      “It’s faster to show you!” The Inquisitor made a hand seal. “Divine Formula: Emotional Spirit.”
    

    
      Light spread out from the Inquisitor’s hands. It wasn’t just white but reddish... a little pink. It rose from his hand in a thick, perfume-like fog. 
    

    
      “Haha! It’s temporary, but I manifested Babbit’s holy ground here! Try anything, Mr. Death King!”
    

    
      “Mmmm…” I looked around awkwardly. 
    

    
      It was late at night. The Inquisitor, Raviel, and I were in her villa to discuss tactics for the invasion that would start after ten days. 
    

    
      “… Aside from the pink fog, not much has changed,” I murmured. 
    

    
      It was then that the Inquisitor tripped on my foot. “Excuse me!” 
    

    
      I lost my balance and somehow ended up grabbing Raviel’s wrist. Both of us fell to the floor with Raviel on her hands and knees above me as if she were making a move in bed.
    

    
      Raviel looked down at me. “Gong-Ja, displaying our love like this in front of others is inappropriate.”
    

    
      “Uh, uh… Uh, no! No! No, Raviel! I didn’t mean to grab you…!”
    

    
      “Hahaha.” The Inquisitor beamed. “It’s the scene you often see in romance novels!
    

    
      “Mr. Inquisitor, this is…?”
    

    
      “In Babbit’s holy ground, every action leads to the development of romance! When someone falls, they don’t just fall down. People around them fall together! For example, if Mr. Death King is wearing a dress shirt and drinks water, there’s a ninety-five percent chance that he’ll spill the water and his shirt will become transparent! And it’ll be inevitable for the people around him to feel their hearts flutter when they see that!”
    

    
      Oh my god. What kind of Lovecraftian horror was that?
    

    
      “In short, the world on a holy ground is reinterpreted and people are brainwashed. The same goes for the great library we were in just a moment ago! The Indoor Librarian interprets a world as a book and we’re forced to be its characters.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor made the hand seal again and the pink fog on the floor disappeared. I crawled out from under Raviel, my face flushed.
    

    
      “We will defeat those who have their own laws with laws that we can use,” the Inquisitor declared with a wide smile. “That is how I see this holy war against the Constellations!”
    

    
      “Hmm, then how should we handle it? We have ten days.”
    

    
      “I first need to know which Constellations we’re dealing with! As you can probably guess from what I’ve said so far, the way to deal with them varies depending on the laws of the Constellations in question!”
    

    
      “He has a point. It’s extremely important to know the enemy before going into a war.” Raviel chewed the tip of her fan.
    

    
      The Inquisitor nodded in agreement. “Yes! So exactly which Constellations’ apostles are invading this world in ten days?”
    

    
      “Would you be able to tell which Constellations they are?”
    

    
      “Absolutely, if you have their real names! I can look them up using my Skill, Pantheon!”
    

    
      I looked at the young man in front of me—no, he was possessing Lady Goldencup, so was that more accurate to call him a young lady? Anyway, I remembered what I knew about him.
    

    
      When I was fighting Preta on the thirteenth floor, I had been screaming “Me, clairvoyant!” a lot. At the time, the Black Witch had said that the Inquisitor was also knowledgeable about religions of different worlds, although it was mainly possible because of his Skill.
    

    
      
        Alright.
      
    

    
      “…Would it be possible to infer their real names using their titles?”
    

    
      “It’s possible if they’re famous!”
    

    
      If that was the case…
    

    
      “They’re the Ruin-Harvesting Cow, the Eternal Plains Warhorse, and the Immortal Happiness Preacher.”
    

    
      “Ruin-Harvesting Cow is Mutia. Mainly oversees destruction and recreation. Her power is simple but powerful.” The Inquisitor rubbed his chin.
    

    
      “How does that Constellation fight, usually?”
    

    
      “She can freely use very strong physical force! She uses her physical force to destroy a wide area or dismantle the bonds that hold things together… Oh, I guess it’s possible to reassemble the bond and create a golem. It’s very rare, but she can use her power on time since time is also physical!”
    

    
      As expected, it looked like Lady Goldencup, the female lead of this apocalyptic book, was given a second chance using Mutia’s power. The apostle of a Constellation from a different world had been here all along.
    

    
      
        Is that why the Indoor Librarian chose this world as an apocalyptic book?
      
    

    
      To put that in the Indoor Librarian’s terms, this book had already been tempered by another Constellation, giving him the opportunity to intervene. Was that how that was? Or was it because there were no Constellations in this world as Raviel said?
    

    
      
        The former reason seems more like him than the latter.
      
    

    
      “The Eternal Plains Warhorse is Mahos’ title. He governs duels and war. His power is innovative but strong too!”
    

    
      “Is it something like, people won’t be able to refuse a challenge for a duel in his holy ground?”
    

    
      “Yes! He can also spread battle fever so those who catch it won’t fear dying in battle! Or, with his help, people can gain insights into tactics! Oh, it’s also possible to use his power the other way around. By banning war itself, he can force peace on the people inside his zone. The usage of power like this is also an extremely rare case!”
    

    
      “He oversees both war and peace… that sounds a little strange,” I muttered.
    

    
      Raviel smiled softly. “What is so strange about it? Peace is nothing more than the state in which war has ceased, so it’s natural that he can force both war and peace.”
    

    
      “Once again, you understand perfectly!” The Inquisitor smiled from ear to ear. “But I’m not sure about the Immortal Happiness Preacher’s real name! It seems like that Constellation isn’t very famous!”
    

    
      
        An unknown Constellation… Not being famous means the Constellation is weak, so maybe that’s an advantage?
      
    

    
      Shiny trembled.
    

    
      
        [Shiny requests that you ask him if he knows about the Goddess of Protection.]
      
    

    
      
        Shiny… You told me to focus on the meeting…
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny says that is a very important matter!]
      
    

    
      
        What is wrong with you…?
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny adds that it is solely for the purpose of determining the accuracy of the Inquisitor’s information about the Constellations.]
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny declares that she has no selfish intentions whatsoever!]
      
    

    
      “… It’s slightly off topic, but do you know anything about the Goddess of Protection?”
    

    
      “Ohh.” The Inquisitor smiled. “Goddess of Protection is Hwia’s title! As the name suggests, she primarily oversees protection and immortality! She’s quite a powerful deity, but my Skill Pantheon states that she has lost her power for some reason.”
    

    
      
        [Shiny says the Inquisitor is a true expert and can be trusted!]
      
    

    
      Raviel frowned. “Gong-Ja, why is that sword suddenly shining like that? It’s hurting my eyes.” 
    

    
      “Hold on. I’ll wrap it up…”
    

    
      
        [Shiny screams and asks you to stop.]
      
    

    
      So I—and only I—could confirm that the Inquisitor’s information was accurate thanks to the former Constellation, Shiny.
    

    
      Raviel rested her chin on the tip of her fan. “This is difficult… There is one enemy of each type and three enemies in total.”
    

    
      “Each apostle can borrow a different amount of their Constellation’s power, so it’s more complicated than that!”
    

    
      “Still, we have some general information about our enemies. Thank you for sharing.”
    

    
      “Haha, saving this world will also benefit the Tower! It’s more efficient to help you!”
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      “Yes! And my Divine Formulas can be used to borrow the power of most deities I know the real names of! With the addition of your strengths, we’ll surely find an answer!”
    

    
      At the mention of “your strengths,” Raviel and I looked at each other intently and spoke at the same time.
    

    
      “It’s love.”
    

    
      “Love.”
    

    
      There were probably many people who were better at fighting than us, and we were definitely not the smartest in the world. But the one thing we could be confident of was that our love was stronger than anyone else’s.
    

    
      “… Huh?” The Inquisitor tilted his head. “Strange. Mr. Death King, seeing the two of you all lovey-dovey together makes my heart tingle and ache a bit. I’ve never felt like this before. What could it be?”
    

    
      “You’re having a heart attack.”
    

    
      “I also heard that my immersion level has increased! What do I do about that?”
    

    
      I sighed quietly. “…First of all, please be careful about that immersion level.”
    

    
      We were going to get nowhere if Goldencup consumed the Inquisitor before the holy war. I had explained this to Raviel already.
    

    
      “The love I just mentioned has another meaning besides the one you think of generally,” Raviel said.
    

    
      “What would that be?”
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but I can’t share that. Let’s say it’s a kind of secret weapon.”
    

    
      “Hmmmmm. I won’t be able to take all variables into account while planning our strategy…”
    

    
      “Let’s discuss the basic strategy without it. It’ll be okay. As I wield significant influence in this world, I can place a considerable amount of security wherever I want at the wedding hall. I can also borrow His Majesty’s special force…”
    

    
      “Oh, how strong are they?”
    

    
      Raviel and the Inquisitor sat across from each other and continued their conversation.
    

    
      
        It works.
      
    

    
      Though one of them now was different on the inside, they used to be love rivals. Seeing them harmoniously working together to prepare for the imminent battle gave me a strange sense of optimism.
    

    
      
        This will absolutely work!
      
    

    
      And the Guardian had to throw a wet blanket on it.
    

    
      
        —Gong-Ja, wake up. You can’t take three apostles lightly.
      
    

    
      
        How serious is it, roughly?
      
    

    
      
        —One and half Pretas on the twelfth floor are trying to knock down your front door.
      
    

    
      That was a very innovative unit of measurement.
    

    
      
        Preta used to be a Constellation, and we’re dealing with apostles. Shouldn’t an apostle be weaker than a Constellation?
      
    

    
      
        —She was one of the most low-level Constellations. Based on your Tower’s rank system, I guess her level would be roughly D.
      
    

    
      
        Even when she was on the twelfth floor?
      
    

    
      —Yup, the Guardian bluntly replied. He picked at his ear. Well, since it’s you, I’m not worried. No, should I say that I’m not worried because it’s you two.
    

    
      He glanced at Raviel. Since he had spent a long time with me, he had probably guessed what the secret weapon Raviel mentioned was. I had an idea too. Therefore, I didn’t think we would fail to stop the invasion.
    

    
      
        —But, Zombie, you want to clear the stage with zero casualties, don’t you?
      
    

    
      
        Yeah, I do.
      
    

    
      —If that’s the case, you’ll really have to rack your brain. Let’s say that smart boy and your spouse will take care of the tactical part. You’d better develop your personal fighting skills as well. The Guardian looked down at me with his arms crossed. Now that I think about it, your Hunter Class is also D, right? You don’t plan on staying at that level forever, do you?
    

    
      Of course I wasn’t.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Ten days passed by quickly.
    

    
      “It’s finally the wedding day!”
    

    
      In the empire, wedding ceremonies were held in the evening. Marriage was the union of the sun and the moon; it was said in the empire that nothing represented a wedding better than the evening sky, where the light of the two celestial bodies blended together. The clearer and redder the sunset was, the better wedding day that was. Today was one of those days.
    

    
      “You look marvelous today, Your Grace!”
    

    
      Surrounded by servants, I was experiencing a strange feeling. Five servants were fussing over me like beetles on a tree, dressing me up. They constantly threw cringe compliments like, “How can he be so handsome!” and, “Her Grace is so lucky!”
    

    
      I was about to lose my mind.
    

    
      “Well, thank you for everything. I’m really grateful, but can you please tone it down a bit with the compliments…?”
    

    
      “No, no!” the servants resolutely responded. “You should be the best-looking groom in the empire, at least for today! Even if frugality and humility are virtues, you shouldn’t pursue them right now! The only virtue you should pursue today is beauty!”
    

    
      Ah, I was no stranger to this kind of moment… It was the same as when the Black Witch and the other leaders of the Five Guilds were making a fuss about my photoshoot… Of course, some things were different from back then.
    

    
      “Congratulations on your wedding, Your Grace,” an old gentleman with a handsome beard said as he stepped into the dressing room.
    

    
      I was confused because I didn’t know who he was.
    

    
      Seeing my reaction, the old gentleman smiled bitterly. “I’m your foster father. I hold a minor position and do some chores for the imperial family. I’ve heard a lot about you from Her Grace, the new Duke of Ivansia.”
    

    
      “Oh…”
    

    
      Oh my god. This was my father whom I had never met before!
    

    
      “N-nice to meet you. Umm, so, uhhh…”
    

    
      “Please feel free to call me father. Don’t worry, I know that you don’t think of me as your father and I’ll never use my status to disturb the ducal family.” The old gentleman bowed politely. “I plan to retire after this wedding. She was very considerate, haha—I have nothing to worry about after my retirement.”
    

    
      I sighed. How much effort had Raviel put in for today? I couldn’t even begin to fathom it.
    

    
      For the first time in my life, I said, “… Father.”
    

    
      “Yes, the soon-to-be Moon of Ivansia.”
    

    
      “I have no ties to high society and I am a layman in politics, so I’m not up to date with what the empire is like now. So I would like to ask what the people of the empire say about this marriage.”
    

    
      “It can be summed up as a series of shocks,” the old gentleman politely informed me. “The marriage of the duke of Ivansia is no less important than that of royalty, so preparing it within a single month is supposed to be extremely difficult. And she broke off her engagement with His Highness and then inherited her father’s title, but either way…”
    

    
      He trailed off because it was becoming quite noisy outside the dressing room. I could hear the guests murmuring.
    

    
      “… Either way, it would have been impossible if Her Grace hadn’t been able to persuade His Majesty.” The old gentleman stroked his beard and smiled. “Your Grace, your spouse is a truly capable woman. It’s a blessing for the empire that she’s loyal to His Majesty. Even though we became father and son just for today, if I may, I would like to say…”
    

    
      The old gentleman narrowed his eyes and began to emanate energy so powerful that it was almost comparable to the Sword Star.
    

    
      “Judging from how Her Grace made use of my other position and the security arrangements for the wedding, I don’t think today will go very smoothly.”
    

    
      As soon as the last word left the lips of the imperial chief steward—who was also the captain of the Imperial Special Force—the murmurings outside the dressing room turned into screams.
    

    
      
        —Zombie, get ready.
      
    

    
      I looked out the window.
    

    
      
        —They’re here.
      
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Ruin-Harvesting Cow has appeared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Eternal Plains Warhorse has appeared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The apostles of the Immortal Happiness Preacher have appeared.]
      
    

    
      In the red sky, where the light of the two celestial bodies blended together, the sunset crumbled away and the enemies all of us had been waiting for appeared.
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      The wedding venue erupted into chaos.
    

    
      “
      
        Aaaahhhh!
      
      ”
    

    
      “Dear Lord, what is that…”
    

    
      The sunset sky cracked like a glass window, blood dripped from the gaps. I looked up at the sky, using my aura to enhance my eyes.
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Ruin-Harvesting Cow has appeared.]
      
    

    
      There was a girl holding a giant hammer.
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Eternal Plains Warhorse has appeared.]
      
    

    
      A general riding on a pegasus.
    

    
      
        [The apostles of the Immortal Happiness Preacher have appeared.]
      
    

    
      A group of children were doing an odd dance, hand in hand.
    

    
      “O-oh my god…”
    

    
      The wedding’s guests looked at them in terror. The cracked red sky was incomprehensible already, but then these mysterious beings came out of the cracks. The guests had every reason to panic. 
    

    
      “They’re here.”
    

    
      Only Raviel, the Inquisitor, and I were prepared to fight. Raviel was in command.
    

    
      “Assemble the special force to protect the guests! Let those who belong to the Divine Dragon Knights gather in one place too! My vassals, evacuate the guests!” Raviel shouted to the confused guests and, above all, to her vassals, as both my bride and the duke of Ivansia.
    

    
      The people, though startled, were spurred into action.
    

    
      Being called out by name had a strange power to awaken them from their confusion. It was even stronger if the person who wielded this strange power was the second highest-ranking noble in the empire.
    

    
      “Blue Lion Knights, get into your lines.”
    

    
      “Your Grace, what in the world are those—”
    

    
      “Forget about your questions. Stay alert and pay attention to the enemy’s movements. You are the finest knights of this empire. If you plan on embarrassing yourselves, return your knighthood to the empire! Do you understand what you need to do?”
    

    
      “U-understood!”
    

    
      Raviel’s rapid-fire orders instantly established order in the wedding venue. Even soldiers and nobles whom she could not normally command obeyed her orders. They didn’t know why the sunset sky cracked or the unidentified apostles showed up, but they instinctively felt that the only way out of this chaos was to follow her.
    

    
      “Can you find out their abilities?” she asked.
    

    
      “Yes! Please wait a moment!” The Inquisitor made a hand seal; white light burst out from his hand. It rose into the sky like a beam of light and instantly swept across the apostles of the other worlds. “Analysis complete! First of all, that lady with the giant hammer over there is—”
    

    
      The Inquisitor couldn’t finish his sentence. The beam of light he’d emitted had apparently been perceived as a provocation and the blond apostle holding the hammer jumped out of the sky, striking down with her huge metal hammer.
    

    
      The ground literally turned upside down. People screamed, but the tornado that the hammer’s passage created tore their voices away. The red and white flowers, which had been brought from the southern part of the empire to decorate the wedding, were thrown chaotically into the air. The white flowers in full bloom flew everywhere, and the apostle’s eyes burned red.
    

    
      
        —Raviel Ivansia!
      
    

    
      Those eyes and that voice were familiar.
    

    
       
      
        —I’m not letting you have anything!
      
    

    
      Surprisingly, the apostle looked exactly like Lady Goldencup.
    

    
      “L-Lady Goldencup…?” one of the guests stammered.
    

    
      “Why does she look like that?”
    

    
      Although not as famous as Raviel, Goldencup was also a celebrity, so many people recognized her. Appalled, some of them looked back and forth at the apostle and the Inquisitor.
    

    
      “This isn’t good,” the Inquisitor muttered. “That’s probably Lady Goldencup’s real form.”
    

    
      “Real form?”
    

    
      “To put it simply, it’s like pawning your soul to the devil. In return for borrowing the Constellation’s power, she sacrificed all of her abilities, her appearance, and her memories! Ahhh… Perhaps that young lady really had a wish that she wanted to achieve even if she had to sacrifice everything. Interesting…”
    

    
      The person the Inquisitor was so intrigued by was swinging her hammer with full power.
    

    
      Her swing sent people flying left and right. The knights who knew martial arts gritted their teeth and managed to endure; they were still confused, but they realized at least that the apostle, who resembled Lady Goldencup to an unnerving degree, wasn’t friendly.
    

    
      “S-stop her!”
    

    
      “Protect the guests!”
    

    
      “Move as instructed!”
    

    
      Having a clear enemy rallied the knights. The knights here were elites, some of the best in the empire, and Raviel had invited them as guests for this moment. They rushed forward, swords at the ready. Their movements were refined.
    

    
      
        —Yes, you only listen to Raviel Ivansia too,
      
       Goldencup scoffed.
    

    
      Dozens of knights threw themselves at her all at once.
    

    
      
        —I'll destroy everything rather than let that woman have them.
      
    

    
      Dozens of swords loaded with aura struck her at the same time, but they bounced off without leaving even a scratch on Goldencup’s skin.
    

    
      “What…?” the knights muttered, perplexed. Goldencup was unscathed.
    

    
      There were some knights who recovered quickly and swung their swords again, but it was no use. Once again, none of the swords could get past Goldencup’s skin. Their aura only managed to burn Goldencup’s clothes.
    

    
      
        —Lady Ruin-Harvesting Cow!
      
       Goldencup swung her hammer. 
      
        Please grant me your blessing!
      
    

    
      Her hammer crushed a knight like a watermelon, splattering his blood everywhere. Before the drops could hit the ground, Goldencup had swung her hammer once more.
    

    
      “W-wait—”
    

    
      Her hammer smashed another head. Explosions of blood erupted over and over in the ongoing massacre. The knights, despite the deaths of their comrades, desperately searched for Goldencup’s weakness, but none of their swords could wound her skin.
    

    
      “Everyone, be careful!” the Inquisitor shouted. “That apostle is under one of Mutia’s blessings, the Unscathed Body! She can’t be injured. Haha, to be exact, it can reduce physical damage to her by 99.9 percent! Anything that isn’t at least strong enough to tear off the top of a mountain won’t inflict significant damage on her! Please try harder!”
    

    
      
        —Raviel Ivansiaaa!
      
    

    
      The knights were flustered.
    

    
      The old gentleman who became my foster father for this day—the imperial chief steward and head of the Imperial Special Force, the strongest gentleman in the empire, stared at the Inquisitor in disbelief.
    

    
      “Tear the top off a mountain? Who would be able to do that? That’s outrageous!” he protested.
    

    
      “Yes, you’re right. It’s extremely difficult, but if you don’t do it, you die!” The Inquisitor smiled beautifully.
    

    
      If I were to capture that smile in a photo, I felt like I could forget that people were being hammered into meat paste right now. Crazy psychopath.
    

    
      “She’s a monster on her own.” Raviel sighed. “But another one is coming.”
    

    
      She was right. It was unclear if that apostle was the soul or the real form of Goldencup, but she was just one of the enemies we had to fight. In fact, she might even be the easiest enemy to deal with.
    

    
      
        —You pitiful people.
      
       The general riding a pegasus slowly descended with the sunset behind him. 
      
        Blame that poor girl. Because of the person who resides in that girl’s original body and that young man, you will all be trampled under our horses’ hooves. You ought to mourn.
      
    

    
      The general looked at Goldencup, then at the Inquisitor, and finally at me. It was impossible to see the general’s expression because he was wearing a helmet that covered most of his face.
    

    
      
        —Warriors who follow the warhorse.
      
       The general raised his flag up high and a speck of the red sunset seeped into it. 
      
        Awaken.
      
    

    
      Translucent ghosts manifested around the general. Dozens, hundreds, thousands… There looked to be as many as ten thousand ghosts.
    

    
      Everyone was at a loss for words. Even when people had gotten caught by Goldencup’s hammer and been flattened like pancakes, the guests had still held onto their wits and had resisted. However, a large army of ten thousand people appearing from the bright red sky was way beyond what they could cope with.
    

    
      “Ru-run away…” someone croaked.
    

    
      “Run away!” someone else echoed.
    

    
      
        —Charge.
      
    

    
      With just one word, the general silenced their voices.
    

    
      A tidal wave of ghosts poured toward us. They were armored like soldiers from ancient times, but their spears weren’t rusty.
    

    
      The wedding guests who were trying to escape were stabbed in the back.
    

    
      “Pl-please don’t kill me!”
    

    
      “Aaaaaaahhhhh!”
    

    
      The massacre turned redder as the guests collapsed, bleeding. Their blood stained the white flowers red. This place was supposed to host the most luxurious wedding in the empire, but now it was hell on earth.
    

    
      “… Mr. Inquisitor,” I said. I realized suddenly that I sounded very cold. “What are the abilities of that apostle?”
    

    
      “I just completed my analysis. Hmm. One of Mahos’s blessings, 
      
        Holy Battlefield
      
      , is active right now,” the Inquisitor answered as he made a hand seal.
    

    
      Just as the character window was only visible to my eyes, the Inquisitor seemed to have something visible to only him.
    

    
      “The 
      
        Holy Battlefield 
      
      affects a large area. It has the amazing power to allow summoned people to use their abilities like they could during their prime! Each and every one of those ghosts is an elite among elites and loyal to Mahos!”
    

    
      “… We just don’t have enough.” Raviel lowered her fan. “We’re too outnumbered. Mutia’s apostle can’t lose in a one-on-one battle, and Mahos’s apostle is extremely effective in group battles. We’ve been backed up against a wall.”
    

    
      
        —La.
      
    

    
      
        —La, lala, la. La.
      
    

    
      The last apostles began to move.
    

    
      
        —La.
      
    

    
      
        —Lala, la. Lala. La.
      
    

    
      
        —Lalala. Lala. La. La.
      
    

    
      The apostles in the form of children sang. Their song reached down to the ground as they danced in a circle; the faster they danced, the louder their song became.
    

    
      
        —La.
      
    

    
      
        —La, la. Lala.
      
    

    
      The wedding guests—and not just one or two of them—who were running away from the ghosts suddenly fell over. They fell unconscious and flopped over like puppets whose strings had been cut.
    

    
      “Oh.” The Inquisitor quickly made another hand seal. The light he emanated also enveloped Raviel and me. “Haha, this is really not good! Hmm. It’s a type of psychological attack. When you hear that song, you’re forcibly buried in your happiest memory. Unless your willpower is exceptionally strong, you can’t resist it!”
    

    
      The apostle wielding a hammer was immune to physical attacks. The apostle on a flying warhorse specialized in large-scale warfare. The apostle of happiness violated the mind.
    

    
      “… Seriously, this is all kinds of terrible,” I mumbled.
    

    
      “Yes! If we only had the apostle who specializes in one-on-one fights, we could handle her. Even if we were forced into a large-scale battle, there are tactics we can use. When psychological attacks are the problem, we can form a small number of elites with strong willpower. But fighting all three kinds of battles at once is very difficult!” The Inquisitor smiled brightly. “Mr. Death King.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Can I trust that you will win?”
    

    
      The wedding venue was already drowning in the red sunset. The song’s notes fell relentlessly from the sky, and the dead massacred the living on the ground.
    

    
      The captain of the special force fought until the end, but died. Goldencup stomped on the old gentleman’s head and glared fiercely at us, hammer in her hand.
    

    
      
        —Raviel Ivansia!
      
       she screamed.
    

    
      Raviel was wearing a black dress. At first glance, it looked like a dress for a funeral, not a wedding, but this was the empire’s custom. The person who was to be head of their family after marriage wore black clothes, and their spouse wore white clothes. So Raviel wore a black dress, and I was in a white tuxedo.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja.” Raviel looked back at me. “I should have told you sooner.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “That tuxedo suits you very well.”
    

    
      I smiled. The Constellations’s apostles had invaded the world, and all of the guests had been massacred. However, Raviel took this moment to compliment my wedding tuxedo, which meant that she didn’t accept this as her end.
    

    
      That was right. We were never giving up on our marriage.
    

    
      “Raviel, you’re the most beautiful person in the universe.” I held my bride’s hand, feeling the soft texture of her lace gloves.
    

    
      I heard heavy footsteps. It was probably Goldencup, running toward us. Soon, her hammer would crush us. As the ground shook, I said, “I promised you that I would never kill myself without your permission, Raviel. Even if the moment comes and I have to die, I will accept death only after I have done my utmost.”
    

    
      “Yes, you did.”
    

    
      “Please allow me to die now.”
    

    
      “I allow it.”
    

    
      That one sentence from the person I loved made me invincible.
    

    
      
        —Raviel Ivansiaaa!
      
    

    
      The moment Goldencup swung her hammer, I took Raviel into my arms so that I would die even 0.1 seconds sooner than her. Raviel understood my motives and didn’t resist. The two of us locked our fingers together.
    

    
      The huge hammer soon hit me.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      I died like always.
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer's trauma.]
      
    

    
      I watched what I always witnessed.
    

    
      
        [Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
      
    

    
      But it wasn’t the same regression as always.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      When I opened my eyes, Raviel was there, holding my hand. As soon as our eyes met, we realized that we didn’t have to explain what we had been through; we shared the same time.
    

    
      Just as we did right before we died, our fingers were still locked. She and I were no longer lonely regressors.
    

    
      “Let’s plan our strategy.”
    

    
      We were invincible because we were together.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 115: The Black Marriage (1)

    
      “Dear Lord, please help me.”
    

    
      A girl prayed, and she was answered.
    

    
      “Dear Lord, please help us.”
    

    
      Because that happened, a boy who had been by the girl’s side as her butler and childhood friend, offered a prayer as well. That, too, was answered.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “We first need to change the seating arrangement,” Raviel whispered. “Now that we know where the apostles appear, we can place the special force and the knights there.”
    

    
      While preparing for the wedding, I learned that the bride and groom had enormous power. We could make our wedding guests sit wherever we wished. If we wanted to, it was even possible to have two enemy nobles sit at the same table. Of course, our reputation would be ruined and people would badmouth us, but was that really a big deal? Our priority at the moment was to destroy the apostles of the Constellations from different worlds.
    

    
      
        If I could duplicate blessings too, things would have been much easier…
      
    

    
      Unfortunately, my Skill, I Want To Be Like You, couldn’t be used to copy the blessing Goldencup was under.
    

    
      —Zombie, I told you. The Tower is very strict in strange ways, the Guardian said. He seemed downright excited that I couldn’t weasel out of this fight. You’re also under multiple blessings right now. The one from the God of Beauty, and another one from the God of Serpent. You had blessings while fighting Preta too.
    

    
      
        Yes, those blessings are treated separately from my Skills.
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah, these blessings from Constellations are technically buffs given using their Skills. That’s just how it works, so what can you do about it? Well, if you have a problem with it, you could go attack the Constellation that gave her the buff and get killed by the Constellation.
      
    

    
      Alright, alright, I grumbled. Seriously.
    

    
      Using a word like “buffs” made it sound like some kind of computer game, but I had to face reality, not a game.
    

    
      The Inquisitor brought my focus back to that raw reality.
    

    
      “If there’s an apostle who’s good at psychological attacks, the number of wedding guests should be reduced even further than it is now, especially if the apostle’s blessed ability is to recreate their happiest memory!”
    

    
      The candle flame crackled and illuminated the Inquisitor’s face.
    

    
      The Inquisitor, Raviel, and I were gathered in Raviel’s dressing room, which was now our secret meeting room, and put our heads together. A layout of the wedding venue and the list of guests were placed on the table.
    

    
      “The deadliest poison in the world never makes people hurt. It makes them happy! Not many people can escape the Immortal Happiness Preacher’s poison of happiness!”
    

    
      “… The problem is this.” Raviel touched the guest list with her long finger. “The smaller the number of guests is, the more difficult it becomes to deal with the Eternal Plains Warhorse. This apostle summons an army of ten thousand people. More guests means more people will be subject to the psychological attacks, but we’ll be helplessly outnumbered if we reduce our numbers.”
    

    
      “Hmm, that’s a valid point. This is difficult…”
    

    
      Raviel and the Inquisitor were lost in thought while the candle slowly burned out.
    

    
      “Please leave that to me,” I said.
    

    
      They both turned to look at me.
    

    
      “Do you have any good ideas, Mr. Death King?”
    

    
      “Yes.” I nodded.
    

    
      As I explained my plan, Raviel and the Inquisitor’s expressions changed.
    

    
      “… I see.” Raviel had a look of admiration on her face. “My consort has a lot of connections. If we formulate a strategy based on your plan, we shouldn’t have any problems.”
    

    
      Just as I had no pretenses in my respect for her, Raviel didn’t hesitate to praise me. Though I was a little embarrassed.
    

    
      “But there is a condition.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Please allow me to wear black clothes too, Raviel.”
    

    
      Raviel pursed her lip. In the empire, only those who would become the head of their family could wear black clothes on their wedding day. It wasn’t a color that I, the duke consort, could wear, but I had to.
    

    
      “It’s not because I want to become the head of the family, it’s just that…”
    

    
      “No, you don’t have to explain. I have known since my past life that my consort isn’t greedy for political power.” Raviel shook her head. “I was just concerned about the traditions of the empire, but they shouldn’t be the reason I ignore my consort’s wishes. I’ll prepare the clothes myself.”
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      The three of us met each other’s eyes and nodded. It was just a coincidence, but the candle on the table swayed at the exact same moment.
    

    
      We were ready.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The fateful evening arrived, and the nobles, some of whom were considered the most powerful in the empire, began to arrive at the wedding venue.
    

    
      It had been around a month since the marriage was announced. Although it had all happened so fast, no noble was bold enough to refuse an invitation to the Ivansias’ wedding. No matter how much they badmouthed Raviel behind her back, they had to smile in front of her.
    

    
      Might made right.
    

    
      “The wedding’s seating arrangement seems strange,” the old gentleman, the imperial chief steward and my foster father, mentioned in the groom’s dressing room.
    

    
      Even the nobles were obviously confused when they entered the wedding venue. They could understand it being an outdoor wedding, rather than being held in a temple, since the union between a noble and a commoner wasn’t well received.
    

    
      “Why have you gathered all of the knights and combatants in one place? Besides, this arrangement… Pardon me, but it seems like you and Her Grace are expecting a battle. People who can fight are placed at the front, and ordinary nobles are assigned seats at the rear.”
    

    
      “I’m not sure what you’re talking about,” I responded naturally as servants bustled around me, dressing me up.
    

    
      Stroking his beard, the old gentleman gently laughed. “Please pardon my rudeness. But it looks like you placed all of the useful pawns at the front and put the bothersome burdens aside.”
    

    
      “I’m sure my duke has her reasons.”
    

    
      “And you also have a sword on your belt.”
    

    
      “Yes, I enjoy practicing martial arts. I’m about to be the moon of Ivansia, I shouldn’t look weak. And besides, a gang of thugs may appear and cause trouble at the wedding, so I have to be fully prepared.”
    

    
      “I see. A contingency…” The old gentleman smiled bitterly. “I understand. Then, I will tell that to the colleagues who came with me. Haha, I can’t believe that this is why Her Grace chose me to be your foster father…”
    

    
      He bowed and left the dressing room, probably to tell his subordinates to prepare for battle.
    

    
      So far, it was going as planned.
    

    
      The more people who could remain calm in an unexpected situation, the better.
    

    
      Raviel was already moving her people in the shadows.
    

    
      —There are those who harbor grievances about the marriage, so they’re going to launch a terror attack at the wedding.
    

    
      The groundless rumor spread quickly but quietly. Not everyone would believe the rumors, but nobles were beasts at heart; planting an alert in the back of their minds was guaranteed to be effective.
    

    
      “Aaaahhhh!”
    

    
      I saw the results sooner than I expected.
    

    
      They’re here. I shook off the servants and ran out of the dressing room.
    

    
      The voice that only the Inquisitor and I could hear in this world rang out.
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Ruin-Harvesting Cow has appeared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Eternal Plains Warhorse has appeared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The apostles of the Immortal Happiness Preacher have appeared.]
      
    

    
      The same sunset sky as the one I had seen yesterday cracked like a glass window. Through the cracks, the three Constellations’ apostles appeared.
    

    
      “Oh my god…”
    

    
      “Dear Lord, what is that…”
    

    
      The guests stood up hesitantly, but upon closer look, it was clear that their reactions were a bit different from before. The knights and the other combatants instinctively gathered together, holding their weapons. On the other hand, the nobles who didn’t know how to fight were looking around warily, ready to escape at any time.
    

    
      And, most of all, my response was different.
    

    
      “Mr. Inquisitor!”
    

    
      “Yes, Mr. Death King!” the Inquisitor immediately replied. He’d been waiting in front of the dressing room. “I’ll get on your back now!”
    

    
      “Okay!”
    

    
      “Divine Formula: Teleportation!”
    

    
      This was the Divine Formula the Inquisitor used when I first realized he was a psychopath. At the time, the Demon King of Autumn Rain and the Goddess of Protection had given us a test that had divided us against one another.
    

    
      Our destination was the bloody red sky, behind the apostle with the hammer, Lady Goldencup.
    

    
      —Huh? W-what!? Goldencup looked back at me in bewilderment. 
    

    
      My holy sword clashed loudly with her hammer.
    

    
      The gravity was dragging me from my lofty position, sending me plummeting back to the ground. 
    

    
      “One more time!” I shouted.
    

    
      “Hahahaha, okay! Divine Formula: Teleportation!” the Inquisitor joyfully shouted.
    

    
      The next moment, we were behind Goldencup again. Her back was wide open, so I swung my sword as hard as I could.
    

    
      —Ugh! Goldencup blocked my attack again, but only just. Two ambushes in a row were too much for her and she lost her balance.
    

    
      She had originally planned to descend straight from the sky, but our interference had turned it into an uncontrolled plunge.
    

    
      —I don’t know what kind of trick you used, but it’s no use! Goldencup yelled. The wind tousled her blonde hair as she fell. I’m unstoppable! Nothing can hurt me now! The Ruin-Harvesting Cow gave me an invincible body!
    

    
      “Did you sell your soul because you didn’t want to get hurt!?”
    

    
      —Why do you care? Goldencup screamed. Everyone only looks at Raviel Ivansia! That annoying bitch—all she did was to be born into a good family, but she’s so pompous and acts as if she understands all of the sorrows in the world! I’ll kill you and take everything that bitch has!
    

    
      Her desires couldn’t be more ugly, but I didn’t laugh at Goldencup. No matter how much we tried to gild it, humans were ultimately driven by their ugliest desires. I knew because I had experienced it myself… but that also gave me the right to answer her.
    

    
      “You should have known that many people in the world are far worse off than you, Lady Goldencup!” I hefted the holy sword. “People know the pain they have experienced! So when another person screams in pain, you can sympathize with them because you can feel how lonely they are! People’s origins don't matter! Everyone who screams in pain is my kin!”
    

    
      —Ha, you’re shitting me! Who lives like that? Goldencup sneered at me as she fell. You can’t even hurt me! I’m indomitable, indestructible, and immortal!
    

    
      The wind blew against my face as we descended.
    

    
      If she could change from a single word, she would have already been a different person. Words were powerless; actual power was needed to help the ones screaming. That was why the doctrine of the shadow’s followers was the sword.
    

    
      “Shiny!”
    

    
      
        [Shiny answers your call.]
      
    

    
      “Become Sympathy!” I ordered.
    

    
      
        [Yes, Hero.]
      
    

    
      Black cloudy energy flowed out of the holy sword, instantly contaminating it with filthy black energy.
    

    
      My opponent’s ability was powerful yet simple:
    

    
      
        “That apostle is under one of Mutia’s blessings, the Unscathed Body! She can’t be injured.”
      
    

    
      But I had a way to counter it—the sword I obtained in Teacher’s world, the Goddess of Protection’s second ability: Sympathy.
    

    
      
        —Those whom I cut feel pain, but they’re never wounded or die. My ability is woundless pain.
      
    

    
      “Sylvia Evanail!” I cried out Goldencup’s real name and struck her with my sword. “I’m going to kill you!”
    

    
      —Ha, Goldencup scoffed. She didn’t even seem to plan on dodging my blow. The look on her face was telling me to bring it on. She had absolute confidence in the blessing she received. Try that if you ca—
    

    
      Goldencup’s sentence was cut short by a piercing scream.
    

    
      
        —Ahhhh!
      
    

    
      My sword went right through her heart. It drew no blood and left no injuries, as if the sword didn’t exist—but the pain was there.
    

    
      
        —Ugh, uh… ugh…? Aaaahhh! Ahhh!
      
    

    
      Goldencup howled in pain. The wind from her meteoric descent couldn’t muffle the bloody screams ripping through the red sky.
    

    
      “Mr. Inquisitor!”
    

    
      The Inquisitor and I were rapidly approaching the ground. I stabbed Goldencup in the heart once more, and then, right before we fell to the ground, shouted, “Now!”
    

    
      “Divine Formula: Teleportation!” the Inquisitor immediately yelled.
    

    
      He used the Divine Formula multiple times. With every teleportation, our fall became slower; after the last time, we landed safely on the ground. Goldencup, however, did not.
    

    
      The ground shook as if a small meteor had fallen. A cloud of dust rose over the impact zone. Unlike the last try, Goldencup’s landing had turned into an uncontrolled fall, and no one was harmed by her hammer—there was only an apostle convulsing from the pain of being stabbed in the heart.
    

    
      I adjusted my grip and slowly walked toward Goldencup. “Does it hurt? It’s going to hurt even more.”
    

    
      Goldencup recognized my footsteps and flinched and gasped as she staggered to her feet.
    

    
      —H-help me! Goldencup begged the minions of other Constellations, ignoring me. All of us are under the treaty! I-it’s the contract! Lady Mutia won’t take kindly to you ignoring me like this! Even your Constellations won’t agree!
    

    
      —Hmmm, the general on the pegasus mused. Strange. It’s… not a Constellation. That is more like a fragment of a Constellation. It’s hard to explain how he got his hands on such an item.
    

    
      The general slowly raised his flag.
    

    
      
        —It doesn’t change the fact that it’s an obstacle that has to be subdued. Warriors who follow the warhorse, awaken.
      
    

    
      Thousands of ghosts appeared. In the red light, they looked like killers covered in blood. Screams of shock erupted from all over the wedding venue when the guests witnessed the absolute might of the enemy general’s ability.
    

    
      
        “The Holy Battlefield affects a large area. It has the amazing power to allow summoned people to use their abilities like they could during their prime! Each and every one of those ghosts is an elite among elites and loyal to Mahos!”
      
    

    
      But I had a way to deal with it.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja,” Raviel called out, coming up behind me. I looked back and saw Raviel holding something in both hands. “Put this on.”
    

    
      It was a black cape. Raviel wrapped it around me as if it were a scarf, covering up the white tuxedo I wore. The Ivansia family crest was embroidered on it with silver thread.
    

    
      Meanwhile, the ghost army came closer and closer.
    

    
      “Y-Your Grace!”
    

    
      The wedding guests, even the knights, looked at Raviel in panic. Unlike the last try, they were in formation and had a strategy, but the march of the ghosts was terrifying in itself.
    

    
      “What should we do? Please give us orders—”
    

    
      “Just shut up for a minute,” Raviel flatly responded as she finished putting the cape on me. She didn’t seem worried about the ghost army. She looked at my outfit and nodded. “The cape looks good on you, too.”
    

    
      “Thank you for allowing me to do this. I had to keep this at least.”
    

    
      “I understand. See the ending you want.”
    

    
      “I will.” I smiled and turned away.
    

    
      A huge number of ghosts were running toward me.
    

    
      
        “The Holy Battlefield affects a large area. It has the amazing power to allow summoned people to use their abilities like they could during their prime!”
      
    

    
      I slowly raised the black sword and said, “Monster Legion Reincarnation.”
    

    
      My shadow spread across the ground like the coming of dusk.
    

    
      
        [Activating the Skill Monster Legion Reincarnation.]
      
    

    
      The evening sky was red from the sunset, and the horizon was pitch black from my shadow.
    

    
      
        —What…!
      
    

    
      The general, who had been confidently riding his pegasus toward us, stopped, and so did the ghosts that followed him. They had charged with the certainty that they would easily slaughter us, but they were now blocked by the shadow that ate the ground.
    

    
      “Master,” a part of the shadow intoned. “We’re at your service.”
    

    
      Preta kneeled in front of me. Her appearance was different from usual. It wasn’t her usual delicate form of Estelle; wastewater flowed out of Preta, covering her in a coat of dark red sludge. She looked like the Demon King of Autumn Rain that I had faced before.
    

    
      
        “It has the amazing power to allow summoned people to use their abilities like they could during their prime!”
      
    

    
      Behind Preta stood martial artists dressed in black robes. Each looked different; they were born from all walks of life and led a life of their own, but they were now one in black.
    

    
      “Greetings to the Young Demonic Heaven!”
    

    
      They were the proof of my life.
    

    
      In my black cape, I said, “Please fight for me.”
    

    
      The cult members who follow the doctrine of shadow offered me their bao quan salute as one.
    

    
      “Yes, Lord Young Heaven!”
    

    
      It was time to start the war.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 116: The Black Marriage (2)

    
      The shadows were everywhere, their black robes fluttering in the wind. Even when they noticed the ghost army in the distance, they were not the least bit surprised because they already lived and died in a world overrun with 
      
        jiangshi
      
      . Ghosts couldn’t scare them.
    

    
      “You look pretty good today, Lord Young Heaven,” the Ghostfire Demon King said in a leisurely voice. He was one of the Four Demon Kings of the Heavenly Demon Cult, and had also fought the Shaolin Temple’s abbot in the last Great War of Good and Evil. “You even powdered your face. It’s like you’re about to get married.”
    

    
      I nodded. “I am getting married.”
    

    
      “… Pardon?”
    

    
      All the cultists’ heads turned in unison. They were the martial artists of 
      
        murim 
      
      with the strength of their prime which seemed to have amplified their hearing through their qi.
    

    
      “I’m getting married today,” I plainly informed them.
    

    
      Silence fell upon the area. The cultists looked at each other, and then at me. They observed me intently to determine whether I was serious or not. I gave them a decisive answer by simply nodding.
    

    
      “L-Lord Young Heaven,” the Ghostfire Demon King stammered. “L-Lord Young Heaven is getting married!”
    

    
      The cultists lost it.
    

    
      “Our Lord Young Heaven is getting married!”
    

    
      “The supreme ruler of the Demonic Heaven is getting married!”
    

    
      “It’s not even an engagement! It’s a marriage!”
    

    
      The cultists went wild, forgetting about the ghost army approaching them. They cried out and shouted; my marriage seemed like something they had to urgently announce to the world.
    

    
      “Who’s your bride?!”
    

    
      “Over there.” I pointed politely with both hands. “The one over there with the silver hair is my spouse to be.”
    

    
      Over there, Raviel was comforting the distressed guests. Her profile was as cool and dignified as always. When the cultists laid eyes on her, their jaws dropped to the ground. 
    

    
      “She’s beautiful…”
    

    
      “Y-yeah, she’s pretty.”
    

    
      “Our Young Heaven certainly aimed high.”
    

    
      “Young Heaven, how much qi has your spouse accumulated?”
    

    
      As expected from the martial artists of 
      
        murim, 
      
      the first thing they were interested in was her martial prowess. 
    

    
      “Mmm, my spouse doesn’t know how to use martial arts.”
    

    
      The cultists boggled at me. Disgruntled whispers, tinged with defiance, soon spread throughout the venue; they were unable to accept this marriage.
    

    
      “Still, she’s supposed to be the spouse of the Young Demonic Heaven…”
    

    
      “Isn’t it a bit problematic if she doesn’t know how to use martial arts at all?”
    

    
      “Authority comes from power…”
    

    
      “We, the Blood Demons, cannot acknowledge this marriage!”
    

    
      “I forgot to tell you this. My spouse is a duke, the second most powerful in this empire after the emperor,” I added.
    

    
      The cultists started chattering again.
    

    
      “That’s a different story…”
    

    
      “It’s not like she has to learn martial arts. Isn’t that right?”
    

    
      “Yes, power isn’t just about physical strength…”
    

    
      “Congratulations on your marriage, Lord Young Heaven!”
    

    
      In many ways, they were innocent.
    

    
      Not all of the shadows were cultists—Preta, for instance. The child was once called the Demon King of Autumn Rain and feared by the entire world, but she had been blankly opening and closing her mouth ever since she heard that I was getting married.
    

    
      “M-Master, you’re getting married?”
    

    
      “Yeah, I am. It happened,” I answered.
    

    
      “Impossible. You’re a world-class weirdo— Oh, no, I’m sorry. There’s nobody in this universe who can match your uniqueness, but someone actually wants to marry you?“
    

    
      
        Preta, you… You’ve been calling me Master all along, but you think of me as a weirdo…
      
    

    
      I sighed. I could feel another scratch on my heart. 
    

    
      “It turns out there really is. We can talk all about it at the reception, so focus on the battle now.” 
    

    
      “Uh, ah. Yes. Understood, Master. What kind of enemies are we dealing with…?”  
    

    
      “Apostles came from different worlds to conquer this one,” I said. “They’re also trying to ruin my wedding.”
    

    
      As soon as I finished speaking, the air around the cultists tensed. The Blood Demon King, the captain of the Blood Demon Unit, ran his hand over the hilt of his sword. On the other hand, the Ghostfire Demon King, the captain of the Requiem Unit, smirked.
    

    
      “Interrupting the wedding of the Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult…” The Moonlight Demon King, who led the Deceased Shadow Unit, tossed his hair.
    

    
      The Sword Demon, the captain of the Execution Unit, stretched his neck. “Gosh, so they’re idiots.”
    

    
      Lastly, Preta drew the sword which had sent me to my death hundreds of times, the demonic sword that released dark red laser beams. 
    

    
      “I see. I was thinking that I and the others had regained our original strength because you had another awakening… but it’s because of a Constellation’s blessing. I’m guessing they’re the Constellation’s minions.” Preta’s eyes were on the ghost army in the sky. 
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “May I ask which Constellation they’re mooching off?”
    

    
      “Mahos. I heard that his title is the Eternal Plains Warhorse.”
    

    
      The corners of Preta’s mouth twisted. “They’re idiots who know nothing but fighting.”
    

    
      That sneer had the arrogance of the time before she fell to me. 
    

    
      The enemies numbered ten thousand, but there were only around one thousand of us. However, the cultists were chatting as they prepared for battle. Preta slowly raised her sword. We had the advantage. No one on our side thought we were at a disadvantage—none of us.
    

    
      “Master, command me. What do you want me to do?”
    

    
      “Wipe them out.”
    

    
      “As you wish.”
    

    
      Preta brandished her demonic sword and the bloody red sunset was bisected by a laser beam that was redder than blood.
    

    
      Words could not dare describe the laser beam’s power and the awe it inspired.  
    

    
      The ghosts caught in the red laser beam screamed and disappeared. It even almost got the general leading the ghost army.
    

    
      —
      
        What is this…? This doesn’t make sense. A Constellation...? How can he order around a Constellation when he’s not even a Constellation…?
      
       The general stared at me in shock.
    

    
      “Kick their asses!”
    

    
      The cultists let out wild roars.
    

    
      “They’re small fries! We don’t even need to recite our prayer!”
    

    
      “Which asshats are interfering with our Young Demonic Heaven’s wedding!?”
    

    
      “Our wedding gifts to the Young Heaven shall be the heads we take! Do you all understand? I’ll kill any brat that brings less than five heads today!”
    

    
      “Hahaha! Did you hear that, Execution Unit? You should all bring at least ten heads!”
    

    
      “This is the problem with the ignorant…”
    

    
      Some were angry, others roared, and a few clicked their tongues in disapproval. The ghost army was still far away, but the distance was meaningless to them. Around a thousand shadows performed the lightness art at once.
    

    
      —
      
        Huh?! Stop them!
      
       the general shouted, panicking.
    

    
      The ghost army was also made up of elites. They raised their shields and formed a seamless phalanx. The lines of spears were so dense that they looked like a hedgehog. 
    

    
      “Idiots.” The Ghost of the Autumn Rain sneered. “The fodder is making itself easier to be swept away.”
    

    
      The red laser beam tore through the sky again. 
    

    
      The ghost army’s tight formation made them easily swept away, leaving a gaping hole behind that the surviving soldiers hastily tried to fill. However, the cultists were highly experienced fighters. They would never miss an opportunity like this one.
    

    
      “Kyahahaha!” 
    

    
      “Bite their heads off!”
    

    
      The cultists lunged like animals. The legion of shadows and the army of ghosts collided. 
    

    
      With their qi unleashed, the cultists butchered the ghosts. Unlike the last battle of the Great War of Good and Evil, the cultists didn’t bother to recite the prayer of 
      
        Whish
      
      . 
    

    
      No one said why, but I could guess that it was because this wasn’t a great battle for them, or even a fight. It was a simple hunt. The cultists slaughtered the ghost army like mere beasts.
    

    
      The ghost army didn’t have the strength to surmount the shadows’ arrogance. When the cultists brandished their swords, the army’s formation broke. When the ghosts’ shields and spears were broken as well, the followers stabbed into the cracks and struck down the ghosts with the ends of their own broken spears. 
    

    
      It was a massacre.
    

    
      
        —Regroup by squadrons! 
      
      the general shouted, waving his flag.
      
         Do not panic, warriors! There’s no need! Follow your decurion—
      
    

    
      Someone landed nimbly on the tip of the general’s flagpole.
    

    
      “Hey, there.”
    

    
      It was the Sword Demon King, the most foulmouthed of the Four Demon Kings. The Sword Demon had his back against the sunset, hiding his face in the shadows.
    

    
      “So the word is that you’re the reason that my Young Heaven can’t get married.”
    

    
      
        —You… 
      
    

    
      “You motherfucker, just die already.” 
    

    
      His sword flashed. One, two, three. The trajectories of the three strikes intertwined like a spider web. One strike severed the general’s right arm, the next cut his chest, and the third attack ripped the flag.
    

    
      The apostle of the God of War’s apostle vomited blood. Even that was brief—right after that, the Sword Demon King delivered his final sword strike on the general’s neck. The general’s scream went flying away with his head. 
    

    
      “Gotcha.” The Sword Demon jumped off the flagpole and snatched the general’s head out of the air. “Oh, no. I can’t lose something as precious as this. Man, did you see that, you brats! I’m the Sword Demon King, the captain of the Execution Unit! We, the Execution Unit, are the first to secure a wedding gift for our Young Heaven!”
    

    
      “Shit.”
    

    
      “Of all the people here, why is that bonehead the first…?”
    

    
      I could hear “Fuck” from all over the place. The other cultists were upset about losing their chance to be cool to the Sword Demon King. Was there a strange sort of competitiveness even though they were in the same cult? 
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Eternal Plains Warhorse has been annihilated.]
      
    

    
      The general’s head then dispersed into particles of light in the Sword Demon’s hand. The general’s headless body and his ghost soldiers crumbled to dust moments later. They were all gone. 
    

    
      “Huh? Huh?” The Sword Demon King looked at his now-empty right hand, flustered. After a moment, he gave me a blank look. “Umm… Ummmm… Does the thought count as a gift, Young Heaven?”
    

    
      I chuckled. “I’ll count it as half a gift.”
    

    
      
        —La. La.
      
    

    
      It was then that the apostles of the Immortal Happiness Preacher began to sing. 
    

    
      
        —Lala.
      
       
    

    
      The children held hands and danced in a circle in the sky. With each step they left in the sunset sky, another melody was added.
    

    
      “Nnngh.”
    

    
      “Urgh.”
    

    
      The cult followers frowned. Some of them tried to counter the song by drawing up their qi, but it ended in failure because the AOE buff ended after the apostle of the Eternal Plains Warhorse died.
    

    
      “Ah…” Preta let out a weak sigh of despair. The black wastewater that had covered her quickly slipped away. She glared at the Sword Demon King and clicked his tongue. “That idiot… He’s on our side, but he’s certainly not helpful. I’m sorry, Master. Unless I’m in my prime, I’m vulnerable to psychological attacks like this one… Umm… the fight…”
    

    
      The reason Preta’s speech was becoming drawn out was that she was falling asleep. Like her, the cultists who had been rampaging across the battlefield a moment ago collapsed down one by one. The same was true for the guests who were following Raviel. The humans were helpless in the face of the lullaby sung by the apostles of dreams.
    

    
      “Please hold on a moment, Mr. Death King.” The Inquisitor made a hand seal. “I’ll create a barrier!”
    

    
      “No, don’t.” I grabbed the Inquisitor’s hand. 
    

    
      The Inquisitor tilted his head. “Mr. Death King? Unless we do something about it, we’ll also fall victim to the apostles’ song.”
    

    
      “Maybe so. But if I’m right, we and Raviel will be fine.”
    

    
      “Hmm.” The Inquisitor smiled and stopped creating the hand seal. “Okay. I’m sure you have a good reason.”
    

    
      The sunset reached its peak.
    

    
      
        —La. La, la.
      
    

    
      
        —La, lala. La.
      
    

    
      The blazing sunset shone down on the children, their shadow stretching all the way to the horizon. It kept moving farther away before coming close again. At times, it also shrank, only to grow bigger once more.
    

    
      
        “It’s a type of psychological attack. When you hear that song, you’re forcibly buried in your happiest memory.” 
      
    

    
      The wedding venue became quiet. The cultists were sitting on the ground and leaning on each other’s shoulders, dozing off. Some guests were lying down, sleeping. Was everyone immersed in their own happiness?
    

    
      But three people were still left to speak aloud. 
    

    
      “Whoa. You were right.” The Inquisitor looked back and forth at me and Raviel and stroked his chin, amused. “As Mr. Death King said, the three of us are fine. I feel a little sleepy, but I’m pretty much normal. What wonder have you pulled off this time, Mr. Death King?”
    

    
      The Inquisitor wasn’t the only one who was curious about the current situation. The apostles of dream slowly stopped dancing and cocked their heads at me in confusion. 
    

    
      
        —They are strange humans. 
      
    

    
      
        —They do not sleep. Do you not dream?
      
    

    
      
        —Do you not have any happy memories?
      
    

    
      “No.” I shook my head and then slowly looked around at the wedding venue. “It’s not like that.”
    

    
      There was Preta, who was sleeping softly. The cultists were leaning on each other, also sound asleep. I had the life I took in, and the proof of Teacher’s life was around me. 
    

    
      I had many reasons to be unhappy. There were countless reasons, actually. No one would blame me even if I said my life was unfortunate. I had been burned to death, committed suicide thousands of times, and witnessed my colleagues killing each other out of suspicion. There were times when I had to give up my life dozens of times to take one step forward. I had my neck bitten off by a corpse, and I had to let go of the person who told me I was beautiful.
    

    
      “This is my happiest moment.”
    

    
      The person I loved was here. One reason to be happy mattered to me more than hundreds of reasons not to be happy. 
    

    
      “I don’t know if you know this, but today is my wedding. It might have been different on another day, but it’s difficult to find someone happier than I am today. You guys chose the wrong date to invade this world.” I shrugged. “... Though I doubt you’ve ever been unhappy in your life. Every day is happy for you, Mr. Inquisitor.”
    

    
      “Oh, I see! I’m definitely always happy! I really can’t fool your eyes, Mr. Death King. Hahaha.” Then the Inquisitor whispered, “
      
        Divine Formula: Teleportation.
      
      ”
    

    
      The next moment, the Inquisitor and I were teleported behind the apostles. Unlike the other apostles, the Immortal Happiness Preacher’s apostles didn’t know how to fight. The childish beings didn’t attack when they saw us, they simply stared up at my face. 
    

    
      
        —You are a strange human. 
      
    

    
      I braced myself and swung my sword.
    

    
      
        [The apostles of the Immortal Happiness Preacher have been annihilated.]
      
    

    
      We returned to earth using the Divine Formula again after defeating all of the alien beings that had invaded this world. Actually, not all of them yet. 
    

    
      I adjusted my grip on the holy sword and turned to where the apostle with the huge hammer stood, still panting. When our eyes met, she flinched, despite the distance.
    

    
      “I’ll kill you and take you in,” I slowly said. “This is your last chance to fight back. ” 
    

    
      
        —T-take me in…?
      
    

    
      “You don’t need to understand it now. You’ll find out sooner or later.” I aimed my sword at the apostle and called her by her real name. “Come at me, Sylvia Evanail.”
    

    
      Goldencup’s shoulders trembled.
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      Goldencup prayed desperately. 
    

    
      
        —L-Lady Ruin-Harvesting Cow, please… Please grant me a new blessing!
      
    

    
      When humans were cornered, the world around them became smaller, and their perspective narrowed. At times like this, humans could either run away or blindly cling to someone. Goldencup was no different.
    

    
      
        —In exchange… Yes, I will offer what’s left of me to you! No, I’ll plunge this world into pandemonium, just as you wish! Ruins! Violence! Destruction! Aren’t those to your liking, Lady Mutia?! I’m good at wreaking havoc!
      
    

    
      I took a step, making Goldencup gasp and panic even more. Stumbling backward, she looked up at the bright red sunset as if her salvation was about to arrive.
      
         
      
    

    
      
        I’m good at it! Lady Mutia! That is the one thing I’m really good at!
      
    

    
      But there was no salvation or a response.
    

    
      
        —This…
      
    

    
      Her prayer quickly turned into sour resentment.
    

    
      
        —This is a breach of the contract!
      
    

    
      I took another step closer.
    

    
      
        —You said you’ll give me the power to weave a new destiny! So why?! Why is there a crazy bitch in my body?! Give it back! Give me back my body!
      
    

    
      “Oh, there is a slight error in what you said,” the Inquisitor said brightly. “If you’re referring to me, I’m sorry, but I’m a man! It would be more accurate to call me a crazy son of a bitch. Hmm. I suggest you use ‘maniac’ instead of ‘crazy son of a bitch,’ by the way. You should use that to refrain from cursing in the future. Healthy body in a healthy mind, Miss Evanail!”
    

    
      Lady Goldencup—no, Sylvia Evanail burst into a rant.
    

    
      
        —Fuck you! This is wrong! Yes, it’s wrong! It’s a breach of the contract. I deserve to be the empress. I’m going to become even more remarkable than Raviel Ivansia just as how it’s meant to be! It’s the fate I’ll create! So… it’s a breach of contract... I am…
      
    

    
      With another step, I narrowed the distance enough to make it impossible to ignore me, forcing her to look away from the sky.
    

    
      
        —Ugh! You freak! 
      
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      Sylvia swung her hammer, which collided with the holy sword. Deflecting each frantic strike, I easily closed the remaining distance. She grew increasingly impatient as I blocked her attacks. It was easy to break her spirit. 
    

    
      
        —Ah.
      
    

    
      The moment Sylvia swung her hammer too widely, I cut her wrist.
    

    
      
        —Aaaaaaaah!
      
    

    
      Naturally, she wasn’t injured. There was no blood, red stains, or any evidence of a wound. Nevertheless, she still lost her grip on her hammer and screamed as if she was being torn apart.
    

    
      
        Thuuud!
      
    

    
      The hammer fell to the ground. 
    

    
      
        —Ah, uh… Ugh… 
      
    

    
      I went down on one knee to meet Sylvia’s eyes. The dust that the hammer had kicked up covered both our knees. “Make a choice.”
    

    
      
        —C-choice?
      
    

    
      “You already lost your place in this world. Even if you run away now, you’re no longer Lady Goldencup. You’re merely a Constellation’s apostle.”
    

    
      —…
    

    
      “I’ll give you a chance.”
    

    
      Sylvia glared at me while applying pressure to her wrist.
    

    
      “If you want to stay as your Constellation’s servant, be my guest. I’ll let you go. But if you still have lingering feelings for this world and want to stay here and accomplish more, then give up the blessing you received.”
    

    
      
        —Why?
      
    

    
      “And let me kill you.” I pointed my sword at her. “You saw the fight just now. I can summon those I kill with all their memories intact. Sylvia Evanail, if you surrender, I’ll summon you to this world so that you can live as Lady Goldencup once again.”
    

    
      —…
    

    
      “Yes, your life won’t be the same as before. Antagonizing my lover, Raviel Ivansia, in any way is prohibited. Apart from that, you’re free to live as you please. If you want, go marry the crown prince or something.”
    

    
      
        —Why…
      
    

    
      “People should be allowed second chances.”
    

    
      Purple was blending into the red sunset. In the empire, weddings were held from the start to the end of sunset. I probably had about less than thirty minutes left.
    

    
      
        —How can I trust you? W-what if you make me your summon and then treat me like a slave? I won’t be able to resist in any way.
      
    

    
      I looked at Sylvia. “Why were you and your butler chosen to be possessed?”
    

    
      
        —Huh?
      
    

    
      “Your memories, your body… You gave everything to your Constellation to make your wish come true, which cost you your place in this world.”  
    

    
      Anyone could take and replace her empty spot. This was probably the reason the Indoor Librarian had been able to send me and the Inquisitor into this world. 
    

    
      “It’s understandable why you have lost your place in this world, but have you ever wondered why your butler is gone too?”
    

    
      Sylvia’s eyes widened. 
    

    
      “I don’t know the full story either, but I did become the butler once. I was even completely immersed in his life. What I realized then was that he gave you everything, Sylvia Evanail. Taking that into consideration, I assure you that you would never be happy even if you became the empress of this empire.”
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      “You weren’t trying to become the empress because you loved the crown prince. You just wanted to be better than Raviel. Would your life have really turned out well if you became the empress?” 
    

    
      I shook my head. 
    

    
      “You’re quite capable, but you aren’t better than Raviel. You neither have the power of Raviel’s family nor the charisma to control crowds like she does. Even if you had become an empress, people would have compared you to Raviel and looked down on you.”
    

    
      —….
    

    
      “For your entire life.”
    

    
      Supposing the butler had watched his master suffer all her life, he would have surely thought, 
      
        If Lady Goldencup hadn’t become empress, she would have been happy.
      
    

    
      “The butler I know would willingly sacrifice everything to save you. That is what I think.”
    

    
      
        —My butler regressed?
      
    

    
      “No, you made a wish for yourself, but he didn’t. He instead prayed for you to get a second chance in life, not him.”
    

    
      
        —What are you talking about?
      
    

    
      “Do you remember your butler’s name?”
    

    
      
        —Of course. His name is… Huh?
      
    

    
      Sylvia’s eyes narrowed. She couldn’t say the name. After a while, her frown disappeared. Taken aback, she blankly looked into space. 
    

    
      
        —Wait, this can’t be happening… 
      
    

    
      I calmly watched Sylvia. 
    

    
      Yes, the butler had never been called by his name. Not even Sylvia had ever called him by his first name even though he was her one and only butler and childhood friend. They didn’t have any need for formalities when they were alone in a room, but even then, she still only called him “Butler.”
    

    
      
        “Butler.”
      
    

    
      Raviel had also never called the butler by his first name. She had all the information of the empire at her fingertips, so there was no way she wouldn’t know about Lady Goldencup’s close butler.
    

    
      
        “Butler.”
      
    

    
      The person I possessed, Lady Goldencup’s butler, had been erased from this world because he had given everything to the Constellation. I had reached a complete immersion level as the butler before, but even I didn’t know his name. I couldn’t remember it, and that was how it was supposed to be. 
    

    
      The fire in Sylvia’s eyes died one spark at a time. 
    

    
      
        —Then, what…? My butler is gone forever?
      
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      My guess was that this world had been rewound three times. First, Sylvia made a wish to Ruin-Harvesting Cow that she wanted to restart her life, and the Constellation granted it.
    

    
      In her second life, Sylvia beat Raviel and became the empress. Afterward, the butler prayed to another Constellation that he wanted to turn back time. 
    

    
      It was unclear which Constellation had granted the wish, but because the butler sacrificed everything for Goldencup, time had been rewound once again. Everyone was returned to before Lady Goldencup married the crown prince—a time when nothing had been decided yet.
    

    
      Finally, Raviel prayed to the Goddess of Protection’s fragment and accidentally triggered a time loop, trapping the world in an eternal loop of ten days.
    

    
      That was how it all came to this moment. 
    

    
      “We’ll never get to know the butler’s name. Never.”
    

    
      —…
    

    
      “He’s gone, after all. We’ll never know how the butler felt as he served you or the reason he sacrificed everything to rewind time. Still, I’m sure he would have wanted you to live a different life. I want to grant his wish.”
    

    
      —…
    

    
      “Sylvia Evanail, someone whose name you won’t ever get to know sacrificed himself just for your sake without you even knowing. He loved you and wanted to be with you more than anyone else, but he gave up everything he had.”
    

    
      That was the way that the nameless butler had loved her.
    

    
      “Live again.”
    

    
      It wasn’t too late.
    

    
      “Just like he wanted.”
    

    
      Sylvia’s mouth opened and closed, but no words left escaped her lips. Her hands and head trembled. She was shaking really badly. Her life was already cursed, so how bad could it be to know that someone wanted her to live again? 
    

    
      Her head slowly drooped, no longer having the strength to look straight ahead. Slowly, light leaked from her; she gave up the Constellation’s protection. 
    

    
      “Okay.” I raised my sword high after I turned Sympathy into Idol again.
    

    
      Under the blazing sunset, the long shadow of my sword was cast on the ground. My shadow swung it, matching my movements.
    

    
      
        [The apostle of Ruin-Harvesting Cow has been annihilated.]
      
    

    
      The sun set completely. All the apostles from different worlds were defeated. The threats to this world were gone now.
    

    
      
        [The stage has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      The Tower confirmed as much. The Inquisitor and I were probably the only people in this world who could hear its voice. 
    

    
      
        [The twenty-fifth floor has been cleared today.]
      
    

    
      It was the Tower’s voice.
    

    
      
        [Announcement] 
      
    

    
      
        [The twenty-fifth floor has been cleared today.]
      
    

    
      
        [Calculating the number of champions…]
      
    

    
      
        [The calculation has been completed.]
      
    

    
      
        [Announcing the three champions.]
      
    

    
      Everyone who had been lost in their dreams due to the apostles’ lullaby—Preta, the Heavenly Demon Cult’s followers, and the guests—slowly woke up one by one. 
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh…
      
      ” 
    

    
      “What in the world happened…?” 
    

    
      A system window appeared above them.
    

    
      
        
          The Quest Clear Contribution List:
        
      
    

    
      
        First Place: Death King
      
    

    
      
        Second Place: Inquisitor 
      
    

    
      
        Third Place: None
      
    

    
      I looked at the window in silence. The only two Hunters whom the Indoor Librarian had sent were me and the Inquisitor, yet the Tower showed three champions.
    

    
      
        None… 
      
    

    
      The name of this nonexistent third champion didn’t show up. 
    

    
      I stared into space for a while. Eventually, Raviel came to my side and held my hand. We leaned against each other, shoulder to shoulder. 
    

    
      Raviel slowly looked around at the guests. “He’s my spouse and shall be the duke consort of Ivansia.”
    

    
      The guests who had just woken up from their dream blankly looked at Raviel and me. 
    

    
      “Does anyone oppose this marriage?”
    

    
      No one could say anything. Some would have been disgruntled or even opposed it, but it was all in the past now. The mere appearance of beings from different worlds was already earth-shattering, but these people had also witnessed me defeating those beings. That was precisely why my bride had chosen this day to hold the wedding. 
    

    
      The guests remained silent to express their obedience to Raviel.
    

    
      She nodded. “Good. I now announce that he and I are husband and wife.”
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      The stage had been cleared. This world, the 
      
        Story of Sormwin Academy
      
      , was now officially part of the Tower, and Hunters could explore it. Still, they couldn’t do it freely. The Five Guilds would definitely screen their trips first, like how an ordinary Hunter had to obtain a permit to enter the Aegim Empire.
    

    
      In other words…
    

    
      
        Whoosh!
      
    

    
      Not long after the announcement of the cleared stage was made, white lights flashed. 
    

    
      
        Whoosh! Whoosh!
      
    

    
      Light burst out from different directions at the wedding venue; Hunters were teleporting in.
    

    
      “Death King! No, Kim Gong-Ja!”
    

    
      As the light subsided, I saw familiar faces. They were the leaders of major guilds that could travel between floors at will without a permit. One of them was the Black Witch, the Rank 2 Hunter.
    

    
      Huffing and puffing, she exclaimed, “How can you get married without telling us about it?! I oppose this wedding!”
    

    
      I remained silent.
    

    
      “You represent the Tower, Death King! The wedding should be held in Babylon, the first floor of our Tower, not here! It should be broadcast live around the world! This doesn’t count! This wedding doesn’t count at all!”
    

    
      She wasn’t the only one to speak out. 
    

    
      The Sword Star, the Rank 1 Hunter, cleared his throat.  “
      
        Ahem. 
      
      First of all, congratulations on clearing this stage, Death King. I mean it. You romanced the Duke of Ivansia quite fast. I know it's rude to say something like this here, but as your senior, let me just say—”
    

    
      “Don’t.” I shook my head. 
    

    
      The Sword Star became quiet, trying to ease up on his boomer nature by cutting his nagging short.
    

    
      “People in the Tower went crazy while you were clearing the stage, wondering why in the world you two fell in love. But I steadfastly took your side, Death King. Love at first sight is known only to those who have experienced it themselves. Don't worry. I understand. Leave the Black Dragon Master to me; I’ll talk to her.” 
    

    
      The Paladin looked composed as usual, but she was holding her nose slightly high for some reason. She seemed to subtly say that she understood how I perceived the concept of love. I wasn’t sure what she meant exactly, though.
    

    
      I looked back at Raviel, who looked impassive. However, because I loved her, I could see the sparkles of interest in her red eyes as she watched the group of newcomers. 
    

    
      “Gong-Ja. My love.”
    

    
      “Yes, my love…”
    

    
      “It seems a lot of introductions are in order.”
    

    
      She was right. It was a bit late, but it was the time for them to meet.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I thought it was natural for the groom’s and bride’s families and acquaintances to meet before the wedding. However, there were cultural differences here too. It was the other way around in the empire. 
    

    
      “Isn’t it natural?” Raviel tilted her head. “Many family members live far away in the countryside, but even they are invited to a wedding when such an event takes place. The night of the wedding is when the bride, the groom, and the members of both families finally get to meet each other.”
    

    
      “Ah, you’re right.” 
    

    
      I was convinced. Yes, marriage was also a union of families. Hunters had escaped from the outside world, so families were out of the question. However, it was different in the empire. A family’s will was much more important than an individual’s.
    

    
      This wedding of ours was more than a union between families. It transcended worlds. Raviel represented the empire, just as I represented the Tower. 
    

    
      “
      
        Haha
      
      …” The imperial chief steward—my foster father—smiled bitterly the whole time. “I never imagined things would turn out like this… I don't know how many pigeons I sent to His Majesty today. Now I’m not even sure what to write in my letters anymore.”
    

    
      “Yes, it’s understandable, but it was never our intention to confuse the people of the empire by showing up unannounced,” the Black Witch replied. She was extremely calm, seemingly having never huffed and puffed at me. 
    

    
      The people in power from the empire and the Tower sat side by side at the table. They were wary yet equally bewildered of each other. 
    

    
      “But I believe this is an accidental fortune, not misfortune. Those of us from the Tower got to arrive in the empire and meet all of you for the first time on this joyous occasion.”
    

    
      Still, they overcame their wariness and bewilderment to talk. 
    

    
      “You’re saying that you all are from another world, yes? This is not only an unusual phenomenon that will be difficult to explain to His Majesty, but it also cannot be easily announced to the public.”
    

    
      The Black Witch nodded. She seemed used to diplomatic meetings like this, aware of how to tread the line to be both polite and competent. “Yes, I fully understand the empire’s reasons. However, sir, you must have witnessed the invasion of beings from other worlds. If a person denies reality, reality will someday deny them in turn. That is the future I’m worried about.”
    

    
      “That is a good point.”
    

    
      “Thank you, sir. What we have to work on going forward is mutual understanding even if it takes five, ten, twenty years, or more.” 
    

    
      Both sides talked calmly. It was inherently difficult for people in power to come together in one place. However, our wedding made that possible. Raviel had control of the people in the empire, and I had the complete trust of the people of the Tower. Our marriage was a great blessing for both sides. The start of our married life couldn't have been better. 
    

    
      Sitting at the head of the table with Raviel, I reached under the table and grabbed her hand. She intertwined her fingers with mine as if it were the most natural thing in the world. This simple gesture was enough to reassure me.
    

    
      It was late at night, and the stars were bright. As people conversed beside the candlelights swaying on the table, I couldn’t help but find everything beautiful.
    

    
      “Raviel.”
    

    
      “Go on,” she whispered. 
    

    
      “There are some people I would like to introduce to you, Raviel.”
    

    
      “Other than those here?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Then I should meet them.” Raviel stood up from the head of the table. The people on the empire’s side all fell silent. “We have a long night ahead of us today. Take your time to talk it out. I’m going to go out for a moment and meet my consort’s people.”
    

    
      She was certainly the duke of Ivansia. No one could stop her from stepping out. If going out when one wanted was a sign of power, my spouse enjoyed omnipotence here. 
    

    
      I took Raviel to where all the Heavenly Demon Cult followers were sitting in groups.
    

    
      The Sword Demon King cackled as he raised his glass. “Oh, Young Heaven! You’re a newlywed now!” 
    

    
      All the cult followers were drunk from the alcohol provided at the wedding. When the Sword Demon King saw me, he stood up and tried to greet me, but I waved him off. The cultists offered their 
      
        bao-quan
      
       salute in their seats. 
    

    
      “Congratulations!”
    

    
      “I offer you my utmost congratulations, Lord Young Heaven!”
    

    
      “I like the booze here! It’s unique and tastes great!”
    

    
      “Long live the Demonic Heaven!!”
    

    
      “Wow, you two really look great together!”
    

    
      With almost a thousand cultists going wild, the wedding venue quickly became noisy. There was nothing I could do about it. 
    

    
      I smiled bitterly. “Sword Demon King, please come here for a moment.”
    

    
      “Huh?” The Sword Demon King blankly blinked, holding his glass. He looked like he hadn’t expected me to call him out.  
    

    
      The fellow drunken followers around him laughed.
    

    
      “See? I knew Lord Young Heaven would give him a good scolding someday! ”
    

    
      “That idiot always forgets to add ‘lord’ while calling Lord Young Heaven.”
    

    
      “Kick his ass, Lord Young Heaven!”
    

    
      The Sword Demon King put down his glass and approached hesitantly. The spirit he had when he had beheaded the general of the ghost army had completely disappeared. He shrank down like a child who had made a mistake. 
    

    
      “I-I’m sorry, Young Heaven. I was never the academic type, so I don’t really know how formal speech works. Still, I think really good of you… ”
    

    
      As the Sword Demon King went on with his excuses, I put my hand on his shoulder. “Raviel, this is the Sword Demon King.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “He’s the subordinate of my teacher. She was the leader of the Heavenly Demon Cult. From among the cultists, she selected four particularly outstanding people and called them the Four Demon Kings. He’s one of them.”
    

    
      “Oh.” Raviel carefully observed the Sword Demon King, who flinched in response. “He seems like a simple yet genuine man. His manner of speech is rough, and his demeanor is unwavering. This proves that your teacher didn’t judge people based on appearances. Considering she found a valuable individual in a rough and barren place, she must have been a noble person.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “My name is Raviel Ivansia. I’m the duke of the empire and the wife of the Young Heaven you serve. I hope we get along well.”
    

    
      “Yes, yes. Um… nice to meet... you?”
    

    
      I turned my head. “Moonlight Demon King.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Please come over here.”
    

    
      One of the cultists stood up and then bowed politely. “Yes, Lord Young Heaven.”
    

    
      A bizarre silence fell on the night sky. The drunk chattering died down. One by one, I called the Four Demon Kings, and they all greeted Raviel with utmost politeness. 
    

    
      Then, I called the person I believed should be introduced next. “Preta.”
    

    
      “Yes, Master.”
    

    
      “Come here.”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      Preta, who was sitting amid the cultists, stood up. She looked as if she had been waiting for my call. Her clothes were tidy. 
    

    
      “This is Preta. She was born as a nameless monster with the ability of a doppelganger. She could imitate what she had eaten. At first, Preta devoured animals such as frogs and snakes, but then accidentally ate a human, and…”
    

    
      Preta kept her head low. Her shoulders would occasionally tremble faintly. The bizarre silence continued in the venue as I told Raviel their stories and, by extension, my own. 
    

    
      I was quietly retelling my followers’ stories under the night sky. That alone was sacred.
    

    
      “And… Oh, yes.” I took off the holy sword from my belt. “This is Shiny.”
    

    
      “Shiny?” Raviel asked. 
    

    
      “Yes, her real name is slightly better than that. She’s the Goddess of Protection, but a bad guy fooled her and sealed her in the swords. I felt like her real name was like a waste on her, so I just nicknamed her Shiny. Well, she shines… very brightly…”
    

    
      “I see.” Raviel laughed quietly. “The nickname you gave is a bit cruel. It’s harsh. If it were up to me, I would have at least named her ‘Illuminaire.’”
    

    
      
        [Shiny has pledged her allegiance to your spouse!]
      
    

    
      Shiny quickly changed her mind about who she was loyal to.
    

    
      Finally, I introduced the Guardian, my partner. 
    

    
      “
      
        Mmm
      
      … I also have a friend you’ll probably never get to see or meet in any way. He’s in a bit of an unusual situation that prevents him from coming out in front of other people. He cusses like a sailor, about thirty times more than the Sword Demon King. But he’s very strong. He was the first to teach me how to use my sword and aura.”
    

    
      Smiling faintly, Raviel nodded. “He sounds like a great person to have in your life.” 
    

    
      Wearing a shabby martial arts suit like usual, the Guardian remained silent, his arms folded. Instead of talking like usual, he just looked at Raviel and me in silence.
    

    
      “If it weren’t for him, I probably wouldn’t have been able to endure my time alone.”
    

    
      “I see. Then it’s only right that I express my gratitude to that friend.” Raviel bowed, even though she didn’t see anyone in front of her. “I became happy after meeting Gong-Ja. If you, his friend, hadn’t helped him, my happiness wouldn’t have been possible. I’m grateful for all your help as it brought Gong-Ja here at this moment.”
    

    
      —
      
        He’s one heck of a wacko, so please take good care of him
      
      . 
    

    
      On his behalf, I said, “If that friend had heard you, he would probably have asked you to take good care of me because I’m a wacko.”
    

    
      “You have a wonderful friend.”
    

    
      I took a deep breath. “Raviel, they are my everything.”
    

    
      These were all the people I cared about. They had walked through the door to my heart and become my family. 
    

    
      Raviel grabbed my hand tightly. “My love.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Let’s dance,” Raviel requested, her eyes serious. 
    

    
      I could never say no to her whenever she looked at me like this. 
    

    
      “I’ve never really danced before.”
    

    
      “You would still have some of the butler’s memories left. Use them.”
    

    
      “What if I accidentally step on your feet, Raviel? I’d rather kill myself.”
    

    
      Instead of answering my question, Raviel bent down and took off her black shoes. A moment later, she stepped barefoot into the lawn. Her feet were white. Even though she had only taken off her shoes, she looked as light as the wind. 
    

    
      “Come on.” She gestured at me. 
    

    
      When I hesitantly took off my white shoes and socks, Raviel immediately took my hand and led me. One step. Two steps. She stepped on the flower petals on the lawn, turning the white magnolia and cherry blossom petals whiter.
    

    
      No one said anything. There was no music or chandeliers found in fancy ballrooms. In this prom, it was just us and the moonlight that had settled on the flower garden like frost.
    

    
      “See?” I smiled as I danced. “I’m a mess. I've already stepped on your feet three times. Dancing is really not my specialty. Are you planning to embarrass me to death?”
    

    
      “It’s okay. I’ll step on your feet just as much too.” Raviel stepped on my foot with all her weight. She then laughed mischievously. “We’re even now.”
    

    
      There was that smile that she showed only to me. She was my red jewel, my heart, and my music. 
    

    
      A moonlight chandelier shone down on our shadows.
    

    
      Our dance ball wasn’t about not stepping on each other's feet. Even if we did, we didn’t let go of each other until the end. Our dance was about smiling in the face of any misfortune, even if it was a faint smile, and then finding solace in each other’s eyes.
    

    
      Yes. I only belonged to Raviel, and she was mine only.
    

    
      We danced. The moonlight illuminated our surroundings, making up the ballroom for me and Raviel. With just the two of us, any world was our stage. Today we got married, and our next story would begin at a slightly higher stage. 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 119: The Hero (1)

    
      Fifteen days had passed since the meeting between the Tower representatives and the empire had taken place. A lot had happened in the meantime. 
    

    
      The Hunters and I had an audience with the emperor. Several secret agreements were made between the empire and the Tower, but I stepped aside from the turbulence of history being written so I could conclude an episode of my story. 
    

    
      “Shiny.”
    

    
      
        [Shiny answers your call.]
      
    

    
      In the bedroom that Raviel and I shared, a sword lay on a huge bed.
    

    
      “Swallow it.”
    

    
      The sword had once torn out my lover’s heart and trapped this world in an eternal ten-day loop. My holy sword released white light toward the very wicked Prayer.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection is absorbing her fragment.]
      
    

    
      The moment the white light reached Prayer, faint red energy bloomed from the sword. She immediately spewed a red mist of blood, seemingly trying to rebel against the white light that was trying to engulf her.
    

    
      
        [Prayer is startled.]
      
    

    
      
        [Idol persuades her sister.]
      
    

    
      The white light and the red mist tossed and turned, but the mist was a little thicker. When the red mist was about to overwhelm the white light, energy of a different color flowed out from my holy sword. 
    

    
      
        [Sympathy also persuades her sister.]
      
    

    
      The texture resembled black wastewater; the second sister sword I had taken under joined. The tide turned. The snow-white light and pitch-black wastewater ate away the red mist, which quickly decreased in size.
    

    
      
        [Prayer is appalled by her sisters’ betrayal.]
      
    

    
      
        [Prayer roars that she cannot serve a master other than Lefanta Aegim.]
      
    

    
      I said, “I can guess why Lefanta Aegim killed the Constellations.”
    

    
      The red mist stopped moving. It didn’t have eyes, but I glared at it as if I was making eye contact with Prayer. A calm tension settled between us.
    

    
      “I couldn’t understand it at all at first, but after experiencing this world, I learned that these so-called Constellations invade other worlds as they please, trying to rule them in a way they see fit. People have been living in their world even before the invasion, but these Constellations just ignore them.”
    

    
      The same could be said about the Indoor Librarian, even though he had different motivations. His interest wasn’t in ruling the world, but in observing people. Even the people who were doing well in their lives were designated as characters, and he voyeurized their stories. The Indoor Librarian was the same as other Constellations when taking into consideration his way of tailoring worlds to suit his tastes. 
    

    
      “It’s a nuisance.”
    

    
      In one word, that was a form of violence.
    

    
      “Lefanta Aegim used to be an emperor, so I’m sure he’s smart. He probably thought that killing the Constellations was a better plan than using them to gain power. There probably was a Constellation in this world too, and I'm pretty sure he killed them.”
    

    
      
        […]
      
    

    
      “But your master made a mistake.” I lowered the holy sword. “If a Constellation dies and disappears, another one is born in their place. The Demon King of Autumn Rain emerged on the continent where the Goddess of Protection was sealed. The Silver-Plated Heart had appeared in this world. I can tell you for sure that your master isn’t solving anything. He’s creating bigger problems instead!”
    

    
      
        [Prayer says Lefanta Aegim...]
      
    

    
      “Go ahead. Tell me I’m wrong.”
    

    
      The sword wrapped in red mist was silent.
    

    
      “Perhaps my life experience lacks depth compared to that of your original master. Yes, your master probably went through tremendous hardships and knows much more than I do. He may have taken on the karma of becoming the Constellation Murderer only after long contemplation and agony,” I said with sincerity. “But there is something I wholly believe: if he did something, he has to take full responsibility for his actions.”
    

    
      
        […]
      
    

    
      “Because your master went on a killing spree of Constellations, eternal winter arrived in another world. The martial artists who lived in that world turned into walking corpses. It’s an insult to them. Even if Lefanta Aegim has noble ideals, the consequences of what he did cannot be forgiven. He has to take responsibility.”
    

    
      The red mist slowly gathered, taking on the shape of a human being. The sword, now looking like a child bathed in blood, spoke.
    

    
      
        —My name is Prayer. I listen to people’s wishes. Lefanta Aegim prayed to me and said, “I’ll kill all Constellations so that they may never manipulate humans again.” His prayer was noble and grand, carrying a heavy weight. That is why I entrusted myself to Lefanta Aegim. What prayer do you have, human?
      
    

    
      I looked down at the child. “I won’t run away from anything. As long as I’m alive and able to reach my enemies with my sword, I won’t turn a blind eye to what is happening around me. I won’t make excuses; I’ll take responsibility for my actions. I won’t ignore things that I think are wrong and say, ‘That’s just how the world is.’”
    

    
      
        —Aaaah… 
      
    

    
      The red child looked up at nothing in particular.
      
         
      
    

    
      
        —The road to hell is paved with goodwill. All I can do is bless your goodwill and stay by your side in hell.
      
    

    
      It was a very solemn lament.
    

    
      
        —My ability is Trial. Anyone whose heart is pierced by me will have their wishes tested. They’ll have to prove to themselves if their wish is really sincere and still want to achieve it even if it costs them everything. My cursed ability makes them give up on their wishes.
      
    

    
      The child turned into the red mist again and dispersed.
    

    
      
        [Prayer pays respect to her new master.]
      
    

    
      
        [May you thrive in hell for a long time.]
      
    

    
      
        Swish.
      
       
    

    
      The mist was absorbed into my holy sword. 
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection’s presence has become stronger.]
      
    

    
      I could finally breathe with ease. 
    

    
      
        “Phew.”
      
    

    
      This was roughly the last thing I had to complete before moving on to the next stage. There were still many things the empire and the Tower needed to talk about, but those involved politics, which was my spouse’s field of expertise.
    

    
      When I came out of the bedroom, I encountered Raviel and a maid. My spouse, who had been waiting outside the door, asked, “Is it over?” 
    

    
      “Yes, Raviel. It’s all over. No more Constellations or fragments of Constellations can disturb this world, at least not for a while.”
    

    
      “Three Constellations formed an alliance and sent in their apostles, but they still failed miserably. I assure you that no fool would dare to plan an invasion even after witnessing your feat.”
    

    
      The maid standing next to Raviel had a sour look on her face, which was understandable. After all, she had invaded this world herself.
    

    
      “It sounds like that is targeted at me, Your Grace. Am I imagining stuff?” Lady Goldencup muttered. 
    

    
      Right now, she was known as the young lady who had wielded a hammer after letting a treacherous demon possess her body. She was the victim, not the perpetrator. 
    

    
      However, even just rumors of demonic possession would be enough to tarnish one’s reputation. This was a critical problem for Lady Goldencup, who wanted to marry the crown prince in the future. Hence, to restore her honor, she would be serving Raviel for a while. 
    

    
      Well, it seemed like Lady Goldencup was having serious second thoughts about the marriage now. 
    

    
      “You have sharp ears. Yes, I was talking about you. Repent day and night on your foolishness, Lady Goldencup. If I feel like you’ve repented enough, I’ll use my connections at the temple and restore your honor. Until then, shut up and work for me and my spouse.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh…
      
      ”  Lady Goldencup, who was wearing a maid’s uniform, bit her lip. 
    

    
      It was unfortunate for her, but she could never rebel against Raviel and me. The moment I deactivated 
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation, 
      
      Goldencup would immediately crumble. 
    

    
      After taking in the end of this story, I said, “I’ll head to the next stage, Raviel.”
    

    
      She met my eyes. “Yes, I believe it’s time. I do wish to explore a different world with you, but the empire needs me. Just as I have my own work, you also have yours. Go and run wild as much as you want, Gong-Ja. If you’re tired and miss my comfort, come back anytime. I’ll be here.”
    

    
      “Yes, but…” After a short pause, I added, “
      
        U-uh
      
      , the Tower’s twentieth floor is mine. I would like to build a house there just for the two of us, if you also want that.”
    

    
      Raviel smiled, reading my mind as if it were the most natural thing. “Oh? Is it going to be our main house? In my new home, I’ll get to be your spouse, not the duke of Ivansia. I’ll look forward to it.”
    

    
      She took out a handkerchief embroidered with silver threads from her pocket, opened my hand, and quietly placed it in my grasp. 
    

    
      This...
    

    
      “This is the handkerchief I carried around before. I had help and used magic to make the perfume last permanently on it. ”
    

    
      “Perfume?”
    

    
      Raviel stood on her toes and placed her lip close to my ear, whispering, “It’s the lily-scented perfume you smelled when you fell in love with me.”
    

    
      I was rendered speechless.
    

    
      “You said that you feel the hilt of your weapon every time you try to calm yourself. That’s an awful habit. Get rid of it. Whenever your heart is turbulent, smell my handkerchief instead of feeling the hilt of your weapon.”
    

    
      
        Aaaah…
      
    

    
      “Gong-Ja, it isn’t your misfortune or pain that makes you who you are. At least I hope it isn’t. Your memories of me, your love for me, and the happiness you feel when we’re together—I wish these will keep you as you are. Will you grant my wish?”
    

    
      “Yes.” I swallowed back the lump in my throat. “Yes, I will, Raviel.”
    

    
      “I love you.”
    

    
      “I love you too.”
    

    
      I planted my lips on Raviel’s, hoping this moment would last forever. But we soon detached from each other.
    

    
      “Send me back.”
    

    
      Light enveloped me.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The next time I blinked, I was in the Great Library of All Life and could see the Hunters waiting for me. 
    

    
      “Welcome back, Death King,” the Black Witch said on behalf of everyone present. 
    

    
      As soon as I saw her, I realized she was in a bad mood despite her warm welcome. Her eyebrows were very furrowed.
    

    
      “Uh, did something happen?”
    

    
      “I wish I could say that’s not the case.” The Black Witch sighed. “But, yes, something did happen. Something pretty serious too.”
    

    
      Now that I thought about it, it was a bit strange. There were only High Rankers around, including the Black Witch. Hunters such as the Chemist should have been present as well. 
    

    
      “Wait. Where are the others?”
    

    
      “We had something to talk about, so we sent them away. What we’re going to discuss should remain confidential. Well, our meeting is being broadcast live in the Tower, but still…” The Black Witch’s voice ominously quieted down to a whisper. 
    

    
      “What in the world is going on?”
    

    
      “
      
        Haha.
      
      ” The Inquisitor laughed. No longer wearing the dress from the last stage, he was now dressed in his usual priest’s uniform. “If I were to sum up the problem at hand in one sentence, I would say that you’ve succeeded too much, Mr. Death King!”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “Think about it. In the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
      , you’ve shown genuine devotion to your teacher! Your respect for martial arts
      
         
      
      and how you comforted the cultists made the hearts of many Hunters swirl with emotions. After the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       was cleared, thousands of martial artists from the outside world started entering the Tower every day for a while!”
    

    
      The Paladin added, “Someone is filming the video being broadcast live in the Tower and is spreading it to the outside world. Actually, we allowed it to spread. Death King, your success makes a great advertisement on its own. We had no reason to stop this.”
    

    
      The Countess fanned herself. “It looks like we may have taken it a little too lightly, though.”
    

    
      “By ‘we took it lightly,’ you mean…” 
    

    
      “I’m talking about the influence a man—no, an icon like you, Kim Gong-Ja, has.”
    

    
      What was she talking about? I couldn’t understand what was happening, so I looked at my fellow Hunters, who all appeared serious. 
    

    
      The Inquisitor, who always smiled regardless of whether the atmosphere was serious or not, responded, “113,654.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “That is the number of people who entered the Tower 
      
        yesterday 
      
      alone!”
    

    
      I didn’t understand what the Inquisitor said. It took me a moment to realize that he had emphasized the word “yesterday.” 
    

    
      “Just yesterday?”
    

    
      “Yes! The Tower only gets that many new residents when a war breaks out or if a country in the outside world falls. However, there has been no fighting recently except for small-scale local warfare! 
      
        Hahaha
      
      , no country fell either! Even though the world is at peace, so many people entered the Tower!”
    

    
      “Here’s the flier obtained from the outside world.” The Countess handed a piece of paper to me. 
    

    
      My face was drawn like a presidential candidate on an election campaign poster. Written below it was, 
      
        Crown the King of Death! Head to Utopia!
      
    

    
      “This mention of the King of Death is…”
    

    
      “It’s obviously talking about your title, Death King. Fliers like this are being distributed in countless areas. Before you misunderstand, this wasn’t our doing at all. We definitely didn’t do this behind your back. People out there are doing this on their own.”
    

    
      I didn’t know how to react.
    

    
      The Paladin smiled bitterly. “As you may already know, using flyers as a promotional tool is very rare. Do you get what I mean? Death King, flyers are used only when people who don’t use the internet need to be informed.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “I’m talking about people in areas where the internet isn’t readily available, such as poor countries and regions under conflict or controlled by warlords.  Countless poor people and refugees are entering the Babel Tower. They abandoned their countries, nationalities, and the lives they had in the outside world. Just like we did in the past,” the Paladin said.
    

    
      The Viper crossed his arms. “Those people put on a black hat or a black top when entering the Tower. They say they want to join the Heavenly Demon Cult… Frankly, they joined the Tower because of you.”
    

    
      “It’s not just the poor and refugees who are swarming in here,” the Black Witch said. “A lot of wealthy people are also coming in. Scientists, sociologists, and even professors who have joined the Tower with their colleagues are volunteering to help create a new society within the Tower.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      The Five Guild leaders looked at me.
    

    
      “Kim Gong-Ja, you didn’t just conquer the Tower’s stages. In the outside world—no, everywhere—people want heroes who are courageous even in the face of difficulties, respectful to humans, and committed to his loved one,” the Black Witch added. “No one sets a bigger fire in people’s hearts than a good-willed hero who dedicates his life to protecting these qualities.” 
    

    
      She then took out her smartphone and showed the screen to me. “You’ve become our beacon.”
    

    
      On the screen was the hologram always floating in the very center of the Babylon Plaza.
    

    
      
        First Place: Sword Star
      
    

    
      
        Second Place: Death King
      
    

    
      
        Third Place: Black Witch
      
    

    
      
        Fourth Place: Inquisitor
      
    

    
      
        Fifth Place: Countess
      
    

    
      
        Sixth Place: Viper
      
    

    
      
        Seventh Place: Babel Linguist
      
    

    
      
        Eighth Place:  Broadband Communicator
      
    

    
      
        Ninth Place: Paladin
      
    

    
      The Tower had given me second place in the Hunter Ranking. I felt as if my heart was going to beat out of my chest. 
    

    
      “Death King.” The Black Witch took the smartphone away and looked straight into my eyes. She was more serious than I had ever seen before. “Are you ready to become our king?”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 120: The Hero (2)

    
      King…
    

    
      The corners of my mouth curved into a smile. After all, it was said that some people's instinctive reaction was to smile when they encountered unexpected situations. I looked around, meeting the eyes of the Black Witch, the Inquisitor, the Viper, the Paladin, and the Countess one by one. 
    

    
      “You’re kidding, right?”
    

    
      “Of course…” the Black Witch began.
    

    
      I was hoping to hear “Of course, I was just joking,” but what she said next was completely different from what I expected. 
    

    
      “... we don’t plan to just establish a monarchy in the Tower out of the blue. Death King, you may not know this, but the others and I really put a lot of effort into building the Tower’s system… We created it after a series of trials and errors.”
    

    
      “We’re trying to actualize the ideal anarchism in our own way,” the Inquisitor remarked. “
      
        Haha
      
      , a guild in the Tower is actually a type of union—”
    

    
      “Stop. Telling Death King these things now won’t help him,” the Paladin interjected. “Being our king is just a symbolic gesture, but a symbol has power. That is the power you have right now, Death King. A hundred thousand people enter the Tower a day because they believe in your name and character.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Not even the Black Dragon Master was able to accomplish such a feat. You are the first Hunter of the Tower to have this unprecedented amount of power!” 
    

    
      Only then did I realize that the Paladin was more excited than usual. She was always composed; the only time she had ever raised her voice was during the incident on the twelfth floor. Everyone had forgotten about it by now, but back then,  they had all been lost in their mistrust and tried to eliminate each other. Now, she was having trouble holding her composure again. 
    

    
      It wasn’t just her. Except for the Inquisitor, all of the Five Guild leaders had a strange air around them. The guild leaders were working hard to keep the small flame of excitement from turning into a burning frenzy. However, their excitement was clearly evident when they looked at me.
    

    
      “In the past, we couldn’t handle this kind of population influx because there wasn’t enough food. But now that we’ve secured enough land and trade routes... we can feed the newcomers even though it may be difficult.”
    

    
      “Above all, we have experience,” the Countess said. “I’m not bragging, but all the guild leaders here have been through chaotic and difficult times. The Paladin used to be a nomad because of her country’s fall. The Black Dragon Master is an orphan from a country devastated by a civil war. The Inquisitor and the Viper suffered at the hands of the mafia and gangsters since childhood. I was born in the poorest village in the world.’”
    

    
      “That’s right,” the Black Witch murmured. “We’re the only ones in this world who can deal with this kind of crisis. It’s impossible for any country in the outside world, but we can do it! We overcame greater mayhem than this!”
    

    
      I watched the guild leaders’ heated discussion. They had abandoned the old world and fled to this new one. Even after rising to the top, they still didn’t give up their desire to build a new world.
    

    
      The Black Witch clenched her fists. “Death King, we can do it. Let’s accomplish what no country in the outside world has been able to do. These people were kicked out of their land and left with no choice but to run away here. Let’s create a world where they can live with some peace of mind!” 
    

    
      This was their ideal and dream. 
    

    
      “We know what it’s like for a society to fail, so we can avoid making failures.”
    

    
      The Paladin had fled from a certain country in South America.
    

    
      “We’ve lived through people being divided in wartime, so we know how to prevent a civil war.”
    

    
      The Black Witch had survived the Black Sea region, which was engulfed in war.
    

    
      “We know what violence looks like and how to make it work in our favor.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor had been raised among an Eastern European mafia family, and the Viper had grown up in the Triad in the Central Plains of China. 
    

    
      “We’ve experienced what poverty is, so we can beat it.”
    

    
      The Countess had been born in a poor village in India.
    

    
      “Let’s show them, Death King,” the Black Witch said. “Let’s show the people that we can make the world a little better!”
    

    
      At that moment, I realized that I was the one who had changed the guild leaders. Nothing like this had ever happened before. In a world where the Fire Emperor had been taking everything for himself as the Rank 1 Hunter, the Tower was still just the Tower. It was the refuge for those who had lost hope and the paradise for criminals and death row inmates.
    

    
      Even before my regression, I had never seen the Black Witch talk about a new world with her eyes sparkling. In all her magazine photos or even in any interviews, her eyes had always been cold. However, she had changed because of me.
    

    
      My heart pounded hard as I thought of the world that Teacher had dreamed of.
    

    
      “Please… tell me what I should do,” I said in a quiet voice. 
    

    
      I could change the world.
    

    
      “I knew you would say that.” The Black Witch smiled softly, looking at me with trustworthy eyes. “You just have to be yourself, the same person you’ve always been. That’s the most important thing. Getting used to politics is something we can help you with step by step.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hahahaha.
      
       If you think about it from a messed-up perspective, this can be misinterpreted as us monopolizing the real power and using you just for your pretty face, Mr. Death King!”
    

    
      “Well, I won’t deny that. But I also want to hand over this position to someone else as soon as possible. Do you know how many violent crimes are happening every day?”
    

    
      “Oh, crimes disguised as religious acts are also very common! In the past ten days, twenty-one terrorist attacks planned by extremists have been discovered before they were put into motion!”
    

    
      “Let’s stop talking about this. It just makes us look more miserable…”
    

    
      
        Hmm… The most important thing is for me to be myself. If so…
      
    

    
      With that thought in mind,  I looked around. “Sir! Mr. Librarian! Where are you?!”
    

    
      My voice echoed through the huge library. From behind a bookshelf the size of a house, a small shadow peeked out its head—the Indoor Librarian. I hadn’t seen him in a long time.
    

    
      “What are you doing over there? Why not come over?”
    

    
      “B-but… But... ” The Indoor Librarian’s lip trembled. “A minikin like me shouldn’t dare even look you in the eyes! I’ll befoul your sight. Please treat me like a non-existent speck of dust floating in the library...”
    

    
      “Oh, stop with this nonsense already. Just come over here.”
    

    
      “
      
        Eww. Ugh. eww…
      
      ” The Indoor Librarian floated toward me in self-loath, his long sleeves fluttering exactly like the ears of a discouraged Maltese puppy. “Please, go on…”
    

    
      “Please show us the book that would serve as our next stage.”
    

    
      “What kind of apocalyptic book do you want?”
    

    
      “The fairy tale.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian closed his mouth. 
    

    
      Without heeding anything, I went on. “Out of the apocalyptic books given to us, there is only one fairy tale. I would like that one.”
    

    
      
        “Hmm.
      
       What a strange coincidence.” The Indoor Librarian was now grinning, no longer acting like a Maltese puppy. “Okay. This is the apocalyptic book you spoke of.”
    

    
      One of the books that had been hovering around the Indoor Librarian flew into his hand. When he opened the book, its information popped up.
    

    
      
        
          Our Victim
        
      
    

    
      
        Genre: Fairy tale
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty level: A
      
    

    
      
        Required challengers: More than 2 people
      
    

    
      
        ※Serialization is currently discontinued.
      
    

    
      
        Description: In this world, humanity has successfully created a utopia, but maintaining it requires a special power source—the painful screams of innocent, sinless children.
      
    

    
      
        Although it is unfortunate, one innocent child can guarantee seventeen million people’s perfect happiness, making it obvious that the child should endure such suffering. Thanks to highly developed torture techniques and life-sustaining care, it’s possible to delicately extract one child’s screams for five years. Efficiency, baby!
      
    

    
      
        Reason for discontinuation of serialization: It has been 118.000 years since the foundation of their utopia. The utopia has run out of innocent children and has stopped functioning. 
      
    

    
      Yes, this was the apocalyptic book I was looking for. This book had been on my mind ever since I first saw it. 
    

    
      “Everyone, I would like to choose this apocalyptic book as the next stage,” I said.
    

    
      The guild leaders turned around. “Huh?”
    

    
      Among them, the Black Witch cocked her head in confusion. “A fairy tale? I’m sorry, Death King, but I remember that fairy tale in particular doesn’t have many resources or territories. On top of that, the difficulty level is also measured A. Do we really need to try clearing it?”
    

    
      “Yes, we do.” I looked into the Black Witch’s eyes. “So far, we’ve been choosing an apocalyptic book based on how useful it would be to the Tower. The martial arts manuals stored in the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       will strengthen the Tower’s combat prowess, and exchanges with the world of science fiction will greatly advance our technology.”
    

    
      
        Twenty-First Floor: 
        
          Great Library of All Life
        
      
    

    
      
        Twenty-Second Floor: 
        
          Heavenly Demon Chronicle
        
         (Genres: Murim, Fusion)
      
    

    
      
        Twenty-Third Floor: 
        
          The Space Iron Knight’s Epic
        
         (Genre: Sci-Fi)
      
    

    
      
        Twenty-Fourth Floor: 
        
          Diary from the Dawn Mountain Lodge
        
         (Genres: Mystery, History)
      
    

    
      
        Twenty-Fifth Floor: 
        
          Story of Sormwin Academy
        
         (Genre: Romance)
      
    

    
      
        Twenty-Sixth Floor: 
        
          Festival City Apocalypse
        
         (Genre: Sports)
      
    

    
      
        Twenty-Seventh Floor: 
        
          Epic in Bakery Street
        
         (Genres: Cooking, business fiction)
      
    

    
      Those were the apocalyptic books we had cleared so far. I had stayed on the twenty-fifth floor for fifteen days after clearing the 
      
        Story of Sormwin Academy
      
      . During that time, other Hunters cleared the twenty-sixth and twenty-seventh floors. All of the Hunters with titles had been working together to clear the stages. Now, only the twenty-eighth, twenty-ninth, and thirtieth floors remained.
    

    
      However, I had a plan of my own for this upcoming expedition. If things went as I hoped, the twenty-eighth floor would practically become the last apocalyptic book we had to work on.
    

    
      With that plan in mind, I said, “It’s not just resources or technology that are useful to us, Mr. Inquisitor. You said it yourself that the population of the Tower is increasing by nearly a hundred thousand people per day.”
    

    
      
        “Mhm.”
      
    

    
      “What we need now is someone to bring everyone together.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor blinked. “I agree, but that is why we want to crown you, Mr. Death King. You will become that symbol for the Tower. We’ll create a position that suits you as soon as possible! It’s going to be a cool position like a guild union leader or a council president!”
    

    
      I shook my head. Some people could have been tempted by such titles. After all, it sounded as if whoever had it sat on the throne of the Tower.
    

    
      “A deception like that won’t work.”
    

    
      “Oh, what do you mean by deception?”
    

    
      “Everyone here needs to win the people’s support, not just me. I’m not the one who really rules the Tower right now. It’s all of you. Only when you all have the people’s support will the Tower come together as one.”
    

    
      The room quieted down.
    

    
      The Inquisitor smiled. “That makes sense. But you know what, Mr. Death King? We have committed a very grave sin in the name of putting an end to the chaos in the Tower. We did some incredible things, and we’re still doing them. Unfortunately, we have absolutely no moral justifications!”
    

    
      “The Inquisitor is right,” the Black Witch murmured. “We’ve committed too many sins to become someone’s beacon of hope.”
    

    
      I shook my head. “You can start doing good from now on. No, I strongly encourage you to do good.” 
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “We are one team. I can’t root out religious problems like Mr. Inquisitor can. I won’t be able to handle the problem of gangsters like Mr. Viper has been doing. I won’t do a better job than you guys when it comes to politics, economy, social order, or anything else.  I’m not trying to be humble. It’s just the truth.” 
    

    
      But I was confident in my ability to unite these talented individuals.
    

    
      “I’ll never betray you. You can trust me. If you guys get into a conflict, I’ll mediate it. I’ll make sure you all get to discuss matters If you need to. Please trust me. Let us join forces.”
    

    
      The guild leaders remained quiet.
    

    
      I held up 
      
        Our Victim.
      
       “As you said, this apocalyptic book doesn’t have abundant resources or fertile land. But a sacrifice that shouldn’t be tolerated has been made. By clearing this world, we can show the world what kind of people we are.”
    

    
      This expedition would be our opening move. It would show everyone how we were going to run the Tower. We wouldn’t turn a blind eye to sacrifice. Rather, we would face every problem head-on even if that meant tackling insurmountable difficulties along the way. 
    

    
      We were going to show the world who we truly were.
    

    
      “Only then can we ask the Tower’s residents to trust us.”
    

    
      “I see. This will make them trust the government, huh?”
    

    
      “Yes.” I looked at the guild leaders one by one. “It just so happens that this apocalyptic book requires more than two challengers. Miss Black Dragon Master, Mr. Inquisitor, Miss Countess, Mr. Viper, Miss Paladin... Please fight with me.”
    

    
      My colleagues—the most brilliant all-star members in the Tower—would be joining me in the next expedition to the apocalyptic book.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 121: The Hero (3)

    
      After hearing my request, my fellow Hunters remained silent for a long time. Maybe they were looking back on their past, stained from their purges.
    

    
      “You’re asking us to walk on a really difficult path,” the Black Witch said slowly. She almost sounded as if she was lamenting. “People can become competent leaders if they work hard. If they try really hard, they can make the best decisions for their people without abandoning their moral compass. However, it’s almost impossible to have someone who is both competent and moral in power. It’s just too difficult… Too difficult.”
    

    
      “Someone told me that the road to hell is paved with goodwill.” I held out my right hand toward the guild leaders. “Then the road to heaven has to be covered in malice.”
    

    
      Countless people would be jealous of us. Many would probably cause trouble just for fun. Those who were greedy for power would fight among themselves or even instigate residents in their favor. There were countless people who would do something like that. 
    

    
      Malice was poisonous because it was common.
    

    
      “But that doesn’t mean we should give up. Let’s show a better world to the people who gave up on the outside world and ran away here.” 
    

    
      I didn’t want them to shake my hand; I wanted them to hold it just like a sports team huddle. 
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Although the Black Witch hesitated, the Inquisitor was the first to gently place his hand on mine. “Sure, why not? A government’s moral justification has a powerful appeal, and the Death King is the only one who can plate us with that golden morality of his. It would be a shame to miss this kind of opportunity!”
    

    
      The Viper laid his hand on the pile. “Now that I’m the successor to the Righteous Faction, the old man always nags and asks me to remember its principles or something. Well, I might as well use this chance to do what he says, at least once. I’m in.” 
    

    
      “Hmm.” The Paladin also placed her hand above everyone else’s. “I’ve been using my Skill even before we began the conversation.”
    

    
      She was talking about her Lie Detector.
    

    
      “None of the people gathered here uttered a word with a foul intention. Above all, I know that your upright heart was your sole driving force in the Heavenly Demon Chronicle and the Story of Sormwin Academy, Death King.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “I believe in your sincerity and your true love. Most of all, I believe in who you are. All revolutions fail. I’ll at least offer my life and soul so that our revolution will be remembered as the most beautiful failure.”
    

    
      The Countess put her hand on the huddle. “I can’t keep up with you romanticists. I’ll just follow the trend and hope my investment won’t end up in the gutter. Please do your best, people.” 
    

    
      Finally, the Black Witch hesitantly placed her hand over. “I can’t promise much. I won’t be able to guarantee that I can make this work or stop using the means I usually resort to, but… fine.” Her black gaze briefly stayed on every one of us. “If we fail and one of us has to die... I’ll be the first to lay down my life. That much I can promise you.”
    

    
      “Then I’ll make one more promise.” I smiled. “I won’t let any of you die. Not now, not ever.”
    

    
      The Black Witch smiled bitterly, but she didn’t withdraw her hand. “That’s an outrageously empty promise…” 
    

    
      All six of us put our hands together.
    

    
      “Well, good!” The Indoor Librarian smiled, spinning in the air. “Death King, Black Witch, Inquisitor, Countess, Viper, Paladin, I designate the six of you as the characters in Our Victim! When you open your eyes, you’ll find yourselves in a world where the apocalyptic book is in the process of serialization discontinuation. Please be careful. This will be very different from all the other apocalyptic books you’ve experienced so far!”
    

    
      When the Indoor Librarian opened the book, light streamed out from it and landed on our hands, soon enveloping us.
    

    
      “The difficulty level of this apocalyptic book is A! Unlike last time, I can’t bestow many blessings on you. The Constellation of this world is alive in this apocalyptic book, reigning it. You’ll become the invaders when you enter. The Constellation will naturally be hostile toward you.” The Indoor Librarian smiled softly. “Death King, the Constellation will view you as their mortal enemy!”
    

    
      
        Enemy?
      
    

    
      Before I could even understand what that meant, a light blinded me. I didn’t really have to try to understand what the Indoor Librarian had said, though. 
    

    
      The world turned white, and before we even opened our eyes and met the new world.., I heard a sharp voice in my head. It sounded like an emergency message.
    

    
      
        [The Immortal Happiness Preacher has detected an invasion.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Immortal Happiness Preacher warns you all.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Immortal Happiness Preacher wants to exterminate the invaders.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Immortal Happiness Preacher declares war on you all!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Immortal Happiness Preacher hates you in particular.]
      
    

    
      Our Victim was the fairy tale where the Constellation that had invaded Raviel’s world was ruling. 
    

    
      ***
    

    
      In stories about a hero and a demon king, the demon king always let their guard down, never revealing their full power from the beginning and sending their fodder subordinates to deal with the warriors first. The hero, who was weak at the beginning of the story, became stronger by defeating those enemies until they finally confronted the demon king.
    

    
      
        —I’ve been waiting for you. You dare to oppose my master!
      
    

    
      The Constellation of this fairy tale was different, showing us their fangs from the beginning. 
    

    
      Among our group, the first to sense the crisis was my holy sword.
    

    
      
        [Shiny has detected the presence of her sister sword!]
      
    

    
      The holy sword on my waist trembled, seemingly trying to warn me about an incoming crisis. Although my vision had yet to clear,  Shiny quickly gave me more information.
    

    
      
        [Shiny has confirmed that the characteristics of the Immortal Happiness Preacher and Sacrifice match!] 
      
    

    
      
        [The Immortal Happiness Preacher is Sacrifice, the fourth sister sword left by Lefanta Aegim!]
      
    

    
      Right after Shiny’s warning, the world around me cleared up, revealing a blue sky. The Hunters and I were falling, plummeting toward the ground. I only realized it now since, immediately after being summoned to this world, we floated in the air for a moment. However, gravity quickly pulled us back to the ground.
    

    
      
        Whooooshhhhh!
      
    

    
      As the wind brushed past my forehead, I could feel my blood rushing to my head. We were falling head first toward our deaths.
    

    
      Just before the wind could scatter our group in all directions, the Inquisitor grabbed my arm, deftly wrapped his legs tightly around my waist, and made a hand seal. 
    

    
      “Mr. Death King, grab my right foot and never let go! Divine Formula: Teleportation! ”
    

    
      As instructed, I clung to his right foot. 
    

    
      In the next second, the Inquisitor appeared right next to the Black Witch. “Black Dragon Master.”
    

    
      “Yeah, give me your leg!” The Black Witch grabbed the Inquisitor’s left foot as if it was her own.
    

    
      “Haha.” The Inquisitor’s light laughter blended with the wind. 
    

    
      I felt like the gravity that had been weighing us all down suddenly became light for a moment.
    

    
      “Divine Formula: Teleportation!” 
    

    
      The Inquisitor gathered the Countess, the Paladin, and the Viper one by one. We clung to the Inquisitor like little pigs clinging to their mother. 
    

    
      Embarrassed by this situation, the Viper squawked. “Hey! Why am I last!”
    

    
      “It’s because you’re the most useless of us all, Sect Master! Even if we lose you, it won’t be a significant loss!”
    

    
      “You fucking preacher!”
    

    
      With all five of us clinging to him, the Inquisitor no longer had the room to move his hands to make seals.  To make matters worse, there was not much time left either. Even at this moment, the ground was getting closer by the second.
    

    
      While waiting for all of us to gather, the Black Witch yelled, “Good job, kid! Everyone, say you agree to become the subject of my Skill! Hurry! Hurry!”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      “I agree!”
    

    
      “Alright!”
    

    
      “You have my consent.”
    

    
      “Fuck yes!”
    

    
      “Teleportation!”
    

    
      Our group was immediately teleported. Unlike the Inquisitor, who had to make a hand seal to use his ability, the Black Witch’s Skill was activated simply by physical contact. This was the very Skill that I had relied on when dealing with the Demon King of Autumn Rain. 
    

    
      We landed safely on the ground.
    

    
      
        —I’m not letting you go! Sing, my apostles!
      
    

    
      But it wasn’t safe down here at all either.
    

    
      Beyond the horizon, hundreds of thousands—maybe even millions—of child-like entities stood. Every one of them was identical to the apostles who had invaded Raviel’s world. They were now surrounding us in rows.
    

    
      
        —La.
      
    

    
      And they sang.
    

    
      
        —La, la.
      
    

    
      
        —La, lala.
      
    

    
      
        —La.
      
    

    
      An acapella of a million alto and soprano melodies harmonized, their whistling forming the instrumental. 
    

    
      The children happily danced in a circle. With each step they took, the ground shook slightly. 
    

    
      
        Thump, thump, thummmpppp.
      
    

    
      
        —La.
      
    

    
      The difficulty level of this apocalyptic book was A. The entire world was hostile to  Hunters, and its ruler didn’t let her guard down. From the moment we entered, the world already began trying to destroy us with all its might.
    

    
      
        “Ugh!”
      
    

    
      The fellow Hunters hurriedly drew their aura up, but it wasn't enough. Less than a minute after arriving in the apocalyptic book, we were already under an all-out attack. A vehement wave of joyful drowsiness hit us fiercely, proving to be difficult to handle with our aura alone.
    

    
      “Miss Countess!” the Inquisitor shouted. “Give me money, please!”
    

    
      “Damn it. My bank account is going to close down…!”
    

    
      “Yes, but that’s better than having your head crack open!”
    

    
      “Fifteen percent compound interest!”
    

    
      “I won’t take it unless it’s free!”
    

    
      “Well, that’s nonsense.”
    

    
      “Nisha!” the Paladin screamed.  
    

    
      At first, I didn’t know what Nisha meant. However, when I saw that Paladin’s eyes were on the Countess, I realized that Nisha was the Countess’ real name. 
    

    
      “Shut up and take out your wallet before I kill you!” 
    

    
      “Ugh. Damn it! Withdrawal: Infinite!” 
    

    
      The Countess took out a pouch with a golden snail pattern from her chest and untied it.
    

    
      
        Chinnnng!
      
    

    
      Countless gold coins spilled onto the ground. 
    

    
      “User Change: Inquisitor!”
    

    
      “Hahaha, thank you!” The Inquisitor quickly made a hand seal. “Divine Formula: Devotion!”
    

    
      White light burst out of his hands and enveloped the pile of gold coins, which turned into dust and disappeared. In return, our aura was strengthened to an absurd degree.
    

    
      “Divinity Transfer: Psychological Attack Immunity and Aura Enhancement! Targets: the Countess, the Inquisitor, the Black Dragon Master, the Paladin, and the Viper. The duration is undecided for all targets. The gold will never let you go. The Divine Formula Incantation is completed!”
    

    
      “Kyaaaaaaaah! My money!” the Countess screamed.  
    

    
      Gold coins continued to pour out of her pouch, but as soon as they came out in the open, they turned into light and evaporated without a trace. 
    

    
      She was in so much panic that her cat ears popped out from her hair. “My money! Nya! No! My money! My money is more precious than my blood! I feel as if I’m bleeding!”
    

    
      “Haha, would you like some of my blood?” the Inquisitor offered. 
    

    
      “Forget it! Just remember that the Tower goes bankrupt the same day I become broke! Do you understand? Unless you want to eat scrap porridge tomorrow morning, get moving already!” 
    

    
      The fall from the sky, and the acapella of a million children—these crises had come one after another without a moment of rest, but we successfully overcame them. Only then were we able to take a good look at the main culprit behind this mayhem.
    

    
      
        —Tsk. I guess you’re skilled enough to take control of Idol, Sympathy, and Prayer. After all the trouble I went through to hide my presence and launch a surprise attack…! 
      
    

    
      The Constellation—a girl covered in dark red blood—was trembling in the air. Like Prayer, her entire body was red. However, her shade was a little darker. 
    

    
      
        —But it’s no use! Leader of the traitors, my loyalty to Lefanta Aegim will never fade. I’ll kill you and destroy you so that you won’t be a hindrance to the grand path that my master walks!
      
    

    
      I see. I took out the holy sword. 
    

    
      Raviel had stabbed her heart with the Goddess of Protection’s fragment to turn herself into a Constellation. This meant that even if Sacrifice used to be a mere Constellation’s fragment, she still had the potential to become a new Constellation herself. After all, she had evolved from a fragment of the Goddess of Protection into the Immortal Happiness Preacher.
    

    
      
        —My apostles! Get rid of them!
      
    

    
      And Sacrifice was still loyal to Lefanta Aegim. Unlike her other sister swords who had been powerlessly absorbed into my holy sword, Sacrifice gathered all her strength and attacked me as if she had anticipated my arrival. 
    

    
      That was the whole story behind the full-scale attack just now.
    

    
      I looked straight ahead, holding the holy sword. An army of hundreds of thousands were coming from all directions. Instead of shouting or thrusting their weapons, the apostles sang and danced. However, this was more threatening than any other shout and more lethal than any weapon.
    

    
      We were six people against countless enemies.
    

    
      “Miss Countess.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “You still have coins to spare, right?”
    

    
      This was the best moment for me to shine.
    

    
      The Countess blinked. “What?” 
    

    
      “Please let those coins fly on this stage. Monster Legion Reincarnation,” I muttered.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 122: Utopia (1)

    
      
        
          Monster Legion Reincarnation
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: SSS
      
    

    
      
        Effects: You are able to summon those you killed as monsters. The deceased won’t retain their original abilities. However, if you wish, the deceased will retain their memories and appearance. If not, they will be summoned as monsters such as goblins, orcs, zombies, and skeletons.
      
    

    
      
        ※However, you can summon your legion only once a week.
      
    

    
      That was the Skill I frequently used. The important part here was being able to choose whether I wanted the deceased to retain their memories and appearance once I summoned them. In other words, I could choose to summon them as brainless husks who didn’t look anything like they used to back when they were alive, just like I did right now.
    

    
      
        Roarrrrr!
      
    

    
      My shadow covered the entire ground and white skeletons emerged from it. It had been a while since I last saw my five thousand skeletons, but seeing them didn’t bring me any joy. After all, they were proof of my death. 
    

    
      
        But I needed them now.
      
    

    
      Singing together, the apostles who followed the Immortal Happiness Preacher flocked to where I was.
    

    
      
        —La, lala, la.
      
    

    
      
        —Lala.
      
    

    
      The song they sang made whoever listened to it relive their happiest memories. Such an attack was difficult for even a well-trained warrior to resist. Even the Heavenly Demon Cult followers had fallen victim to it at the wedding.
    

    
      However, the skeletons roared as if nothing was amiss. There were merely five thousand of them, but they fiercely charged at an army of a million, not because they were particularly brave or because they were especially strong against psychological attacks.
    

    
      —Ah, I see, the Guardian said, floating beside me. Since they have no memories at all, psychological attacks just don’t work on them.
    

    
      Right. The song sung by the apostles of Immortal Happiness Preacher was clearly powerful. However, this power only worked on humans with memories. For summons with no memories at all, it was no different from an ordinary song. 
    

    
      
        —La…
      
    

    
      
        Screeeeeeeeee! Screeee!
      
    

    
      And ordinary songs had no power to hurt anyone. The summons swung their daggers, bit with their teeth, and scratched the apostles, slaughtering them. Dozens of apostles were swept away by the minute. In terms of combat prowess, they couldn’t be more powerless. 
    

    
      The Constellation bit her lip as she watched the battle from the sky. 
    

    
      The song of the apostles resonated from all around me, but I could hear every single sound the Constellation made. It was probably because she talked telepathically, so I could hear her voice in my head.
    

    
      
        —Resistance is futile…! I can just outnumber you!
      
    

    
      I had a response at the ready. “Yes, you’re right.”
    

    
      Even if the apostles couldn’t put up a good fight, there were still a million of them. They could wreak havoc just by using their numbers advantage. That was why the Immortal Happiness Preacher ambushed us with confidence. 
    

    
      “But you already told me how to defeat you.”
    

    
      
        —What? 
      
    

    
      The Constellation responded, probably because she read my lips.
    

    
      “The size of an army isn’t the main issue at hand. Every army has its weaknesses. The moment you revealed that you and your apostles don’t know pain and just exist just to spread happiness…”
    

    
      The skeletons were outnumbered, but they were yet to be subdued. They wouldn’t last for too long, maybe another minute or two. But that was all we needed. 
    

    
      “Your weakness is as good as exposed.” I held the holy sword tightly. “Black Dragon Master.”
    

    
      “Speak up! I can’t hear you over the song!”
    

    
      I made my voice heard by strengthening it with my aura. “Please deploy your mirrors in the air.” 
    

    
      The Black Witch immediately came to my side, already having her six mirrors hovering around her, just like I asked. She said, “Done. But what are you trying to do with my mirrors?”
    

    
      “Do you remember when we fought the Demon King of Autumn Rain? When the demon king shot laser beams, you reflected them several times with your mirrors to weaken them. You also used them to strengthen our attacks. I’m going to do something similar now.”
    

    
      The Black Witch understood my plan. “Are you going to shoot your aura like a laser beam? Not a bad idea, but are you sure you can fire a laser beam as powerful as the demon king? If the output isn’t powerful enough, it would be impossible to amplify it using my mirrors.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry about the output. Please just focus on spreading my aura in as many directions as possible.”
    

    
      “I’m not sure what you have in mind… Okay. Try it.”
    

    
      Her mirrors flew in the air, positioned in the east, west, south, and north. When light shone on one mirror, it was immediately reflected in another. The light was so powerful, it enveloped the wilderness we found ourselves in.
    

    
      This will do. I nodded and released my aura into the sword.
    

    
      
        Whoosh!
      
    

    
      My bloody red aura flowed down the sword and blazed up.
    

    
      
        I can’t physically overpower them like Preta did. I don’t have the enlightenment like when Teacher cut the winter in half. 
      
    

    
      But I could fight like I was invincible if these apostles were my enemies and these Hunters were my allies.
    

    
      
        “What happens if I can swing my sword with only hunger?”
      
    

    
      That was the martial arts I inherited.
    

    
      
        “You can cut down someone who has never starved in one strike. Half of the martial artists of the Righteous Faction will be reduced to corpses in one strike.”
      
    

    
      The apostles who knew nothing but happiness could never match my strength. I swung my sword at the mirrors that the Black Witch had up in the sky.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts, 
      
    

    
      
        First Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Starvation Death 
      
    

    
      The Demonic Heaven’s ultimate art was unleashed through my red aura, which then bounced around the mirrors. One, two, three, four, five, six… Each time it bounced, the red aura split the wilderness and the army into two.
    

    
      
        Swoooooshhhhhh!
      
    

    
      Compared to the demon king’s laser beam and Teacher’s slash, it was much weaker, laughable even. However, despite this, the apostles of happiness disappeared when the red aura simply grazed them. 
    

    
      The Constellation looked down in shock. 
    

    
      
        —What…? 
      
    

    
      She was bound to be taken aback. My single attack vaporized thousands, perhaps tens of thousands of her apostles instantly. Until a little while ago, the wilderness was full of the apostles, but the areas clawed by the red aura had been ravaged clean.
    

    
      And, of course, I wasn’t going to be done with just one attack.
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master, let’s keep going! Please keep changing the positions of the mirrors!”
    

    
      “Oh my god… Yes, your martial arts completely counter the Constellation’s subordinates!” 
    

    
      She skillfully readjusted the positions of the mirrors despite her shock and realized that, regardless of how much aura I could use, it was enough to destroy the enemies just by brushing past them. In that case, it was important to reflect my aura as much as possible.
    

    
      “Don’t worry about me. Just keep attacking, Death King! I’ll adjust the mirrors!”
    

    
      The mirrors sharply cut through the air. The Black Witch was a person who took action immediately after deciding what her priorities were.
    

    
      
        Swooosh!
      
    

    
      I put my trust in the Black Witch and unleashed my aura again. Tens of thousands of enemies were wiped out when I was simply demonstrating the familiar martial arts. The joint attack of me and the Black Witch—the Ranks 2 and 3 Hunters respectively—unilaterally trampled the Constellation’s army.
    

    
      The Inquisitor used his Divine Formula to protect us from our enemies’ psychological attacks. “Hahaha! This is awesome! What a sight!” 
    

    
      The Countess poured an astronomical amount of money to back him up. “O-okay. Wipe them out as quickly as possible! My second emergency piggy bank is suffering!” 
    

    
      The Paladin was intently observing the battlefield to give timely instructions. “Viper! The enemies are straying that way! Take them out!” 
    

    
      The Viper took care of the small fries that escaped before the skeletons could stop them. “Alright! Damn, the demonic cult is taking away all the chances for me to look cool!”
    

    
      
        We can do it.
      
    

    
      There were only six of us—
    

    
      
        If we join forces, we’re invincible!
      
    

    
      —but the six of us overwhelmed an army in the size of a world.
    

    
      
        Look.
      
    

    
      The residents living in the Tower were probably gathered in the plaza right now, watching our fight. They would broadcast or record this scene, spreading to the outside world the footage of just six people defeating a million apostles. 
    

    
      
        Look! Get fired up. Witness how nothing is impossible in the Tower. See that the world can’t keep us down. Only we can forge our own destinies. Have hope.
      
    

    
      The Constellation’s face scrunched. 
    

    
      
        —You… You wicked and ruthless outcasts! What right do you have to invade the utopia I’ve created? There is no misfortune in this world! Not even an unfortunate memory!
      
    

    
      At the Constellation’s wave of hand, a holographic moment from the apostles’ past was projected in the sky. 
    

    
      
        —Lala.
      
    

    
      
        —La.
      
    

    
      The apostles didn’t live in houses. There was no need to form cities either. They knew no hunger, nor did they need to mine resources for daily necessities. The apostles took on the form of children and sang happily whenever, wherever.
    

    
      
        —Aaaaaaaaaah!
      
    

    
      But, at the heart of this world, an innocent child was being pierced with a sword. 
    

    
      
        —Aaaaah! Ah, aaaah! Aaaaaaah!
      
    

    
      I couldn’t figure out how the innocent child’s screams became power. Perhaps the sword in the child’s chest was creating some kind of law.
    

    
      —The world I’ve built is much more peaceful than your insignificant dumpster! the Constellation shouted as the child screamed. Don’t even think about criticizing me, you hypocrite invaders! I saw countless worlds as I followed my master, Lefanta Aegim. People screamed in every world. Hundreds of thousands! Millions! Tens of millions! Hundreds of millions!
    

    
      The sword named Sacrifice continued to cry out.
    

    
      
        —Meanwhile, only one person screams in my world. Just one! By sacrificing just one person, my apostles know no pain. While I commit one evil deed, you’re all turning a blind eye to hundreds of millions of evil deeds. How shameless of you all to mock my world, you vermin!
      
    

    
      I understood the Constellation’s perspective. She would have put a lot of thought into inventing such a device. Her intentions were rooted in goodwill. If this was how the road to hell was paved, this was the hell chosen by the Immortal Happiness Preacher.
    

    
      
        This world is just an extreme example.
      
    

    
      The challenges we would face while running the Tower were going to be no different from this one. If food or resources were to run out, we would have to sacrifice some residents as the people in charge of the Tower.
    

    
      The Constellation laughed because I was unable to say anything back to her.
    

    
      
        —Ha! Still, you have a conscience not to talk nonsense at least. If you don’t have anything to say, get lost! I will never accept someone like you as my new master!
      
    

    
      I took a step forward. “No, I have something to say.” 
    

    
      
        —You do? Ha, what could you possibly have to tell me?
      
    

    
      It was easy to say sacrifices weren’t right no matter what. However, ideals weren’t meant to be said aloud, but put in action. They were only effective when someone could take responsibility for what they proposed and had the ability to carry it out. I didn’t forget this.
    

    
      “I’ll kill you all.”
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      “I’ll kill you all and make you part of my legion.”
    

    
      The Constellation didn’t seem to understand what I said.
    

    
      
        —What are you talking about…?
      
    

    
      “Everyone I kill becomes part of my legion. If I want, I can summon you all with all your memories intact. I’ll kill all of you and then summon you so that you all can live in this world again.” I raised the holy sword. “You want to sing like you do now and live happily ever after in a world where you don’t have to feel or remember pain. I’ll grant you that wish.”
    

    
      —…
    

    
      “Those belonging to my legion don’t even need to eat anything to survive. I’ll give you the world you want.”
    

    
      It was simple. I was going to kill all of the million apostles. After doing that, I was going to summon them back to this world with their memories intact. Nothing would change.
    

    
      “I’m not just talking about you.” I was speaking to the countless Tower residents who were watching us right now. “There are evil criminals who just can’t be reformed. There are people who died despite wanting to continue living. From now on, I’ll be the one who punishes them.”
    

    
      
        —Punish them…?
      
    

    
      “I’ll kill and revive all of them as part of my monster legion. They’ll remain forever in my shadow and endure their karma forever.”
    

    
      The song that had been echoing on the horizon stopped. It had made the sky and the ground shook, so when it stopped, it silenced the whole world. 
    

    
      The Constellation looked at me with disbelief.
    

    
      
        —Lie… For all evil criminals and their victims…? A mere mortal can’t do that… 
      
    

    
      “Preacher, I can also create the utopia you boast about. My world doesn’t even need innocent children screaming.”
    

    
      Before entering this apocalyptic book, the Black Witch had asked me if I was prepared to become a king.
    

    
      “It’s simple.”
    

    
      Yes, if all worlds were hell, I could just become a slightly bigger hell.
    

    
      “My hell is better than yours.”
    

    
      This was the king’s path I chose to walk on.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 123: Utopia (2)

    
      The Immortal Happiness Preacher, whose entire body was stained with blood, bit her lower lip. She was shaking, as if she weren’t just ripples, but turbulent ocean currents. The Constellation was silent for a long time.
    

    
      Her army of apostles also stopped singing. The restless battlefield finally entered a short respite 
    

    
      Meanwhile, the Paladin approached me. “Death King, what do you mean by punishing all evil criminals?”
    

    
      The other Hunters behind the Paladin also looked at me. Their expressions ranged from puzzled, bewildered, or shocked. Their gazes, each carrying a different emotion, were on me. 
    

    
      “I mean it literally.” I calmly welcomed the way they looked at me. “I know that you purged many people while running the Tower. I’m sure you’re probably still doing it in secret.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “I can’t tell you to change the way you’ve been doing that just because it’s wrong. I don’t have the confidence or the actual ability to run the Tower better than you. But if you really need to kill someone in the future, just bring them to me.”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
      ” The Inquisitor tilted his head. After only cocking his head twice, he smiled brightly once realization dawned on him. “I see! Why haven’t I thought of this until now? That’s a really good idea, Mr. Death King!”
    

    
      The Black Witch frowned. “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “Think about it. Mr. Death King’s ability isn’t just about summoning the people he killed. He can give them their memories back! Then, we can use him as a walking prison!”
    

    
      The Inquisitor’s laughter echoed across the quiet wilderness.
    

    
      “His prison doesn’t require food or resources! Suppose Mr. Death King takes in a serial killer. All it takes to keep the killer from murder forever is for the Death King to command ‘Never commit murder again!’”
    

    
      The Black Witch’s eyes slowly widened, and so did those of the Countess and the Paladin. Although they were confused, they quickly calculated the benefits the Inquisitor presented. 
    

    
      “Use Death King’s Skill as a walking prison…”
    

    
      “Yes! 
      
        Hahaha,
      
       criminals will be quite terrified. And doesn’t it suit his title beautifully? He’s the king of death and shall incarcerate those who should die. Things can’t add up more nicely than this!”
    

    
      The Countess took out a fan and tapped on her lower lip. “If I were to present my opinion as the MA leader, this is not a bad idea. As you all may know already, the crime rate in the Tower is considerably higher than in the outside world. Our prisons are chronically overcrowded, and the costs of maintaining all those prisons are prohibitive.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor smiled. “You’re right. I certainly agree as the Pantheon leader!” 
    

    
      It was as if the Five Guild leaders were having an on-the-spot meeting. 
    

    
      “The purpose of prisons is to isolate criminals and prevent them from reoffending. However, no matter how excellent a correctional program is, it’s difficult to change convicts completely. As beautiful as a human heart is, it’s also complicated. But Mr. Death King can prevent them from reoffending completely!” 
    

    
      The Paladin hesitated. “I… I don’t know. I admit it’s efficient, but it still doesn’t sit right with me. Aren’t we putting too much of a burden on the Death King? He’s just one guy.”
    

    
      “Mr. Death King is already housing two thousand martial artists from the Heavenly Demon Cult and the Righteous Faction! Maybe there’s also summons we don’t know of! If his prison already contains two thousand people, any number beyond that is  meaningless.”
    

    
      The Paladin took a step back. “No, I’ll abstain from voting on this one.” 
    

    
      The Black Witch was staring at my face with various emotions in her eyes. “Are you sure it’ll be okay?”
    

    
      I sensed that she was regretting and feeling responsible for her choice of bringing me into the hidden side of Tower politics.
    

    
      “It’s okay,” I said with sincerity.  
    

    
      I was grateful. Even though I knew about the hidden Tower politics because I wanted to, she still felt responsible for me. She was a kind and noble person. There would come a day when I got to hear her real name.
    

    
      I turned my head and looked up at the Constellation. “What is your choice?”
    

    
      —…
    

    
      “If you want to keep fighting us, I won’t stop you, but the outcome of this fight won’t change. I’ll take control of your proud utopia.”
    

    
      The Constellation broke her long silence.
    

    
      
        —I’m not only the Goddess of Protection’s fragment, but also the Immortal Happiness Preacher with a million apostles under my command. If you take me in, all my apostles will also follow, so let me ask you—can you guarantee that you won’t use my apostles as your private soldiers and make them commit evil deeds?
      
    

    
      “I won’t do such a thing,” I said firmly. “Even when you invaded Raviel’s world, I only summoned the Heavenly Demon Cult’s followers. Since I killed those from the Righteous Faction, I could have summoned them too, but I didn’t because that’s wrong. Those people shouldn’t follow the Young Demonic Heaven’s command.”
    

    
      —…
    

    
      “Whether you have a million or ten million apostles, they can live happily in this world, like they always have been.”
    

    
      The Constellation in the form of a girl slowly lowered her head. When people are physically overpowered or defeated in logic, they become honest and blurt out their honest thoughts. 
    

    
      
        —Ah, Master Lefanta Aegim… 
      
      the Constellation muttered, her body gradually melting. 
      
        To meet you again…
      
    

    
      Blood fell from the sky and pooled on the ground, slowly hardening into the shape of a sword. Since the sword had no mouth, the Constellation was unable to finish what she wanted to say. She could only wait for the Tower to deliver the rest of her sentence.
    

    
      
        [Sacrifice awaits your choice.]
      
    

    
      
        [Sacrifice says that her ability is to convert someone’s pain into the happiness of others. The nobler and purer the person suffering is, the greater the happiness will be.]
      
    

    
      I walked toward the sword stuck in the ground and raised my holy sword to strike down the blood-stained sword.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection is absorbing a piece of herself.]
      
    

    
      The sword shattered. 
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection’s presence has become stronger.]
      
    

    
      At the same time, the apostles surrounding us also melted. The million children, spread beyond the horizon, collapsed. Even as they melted, they still smiled.
    

    
      
        Swoosh—!
      
    

    
      With their collapse, they released red water, turning the horizon scarlet in no time. 
    

    
      
        [The stage has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The twenty-eight floor has been cleared today.]
      
    

    
      The Black Witch looked down blankly at the shallow sea of blood that reached her calves. “Right. What you need to conquer a stage is information. If you know the enemy’s weaknesses, you can easily beat the stage. When we first landed in the middle of the enemies, I was searching for an escape route, but it all ended so quickly… ”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
       Wh-what happened?” The Viper was confused. He had been minding his own business without listening to me, fighting together with the skeletons to take care of the apostles. “Why did these guys suddenly turn into red paint? 
      
        Huh?
      
      ”
    

    
      The Paladin sighed. “I love how you never change, Viper…”
    

    
      “… What did you just say? Are you crushing on me?”
    

    
      The Inquisitor laughed. 
      
        “Hahaha.
      
       Well, that would be fun and all, but I don’t think so. The Watchmen League’s assistant leader has already been dating someone for a long time!” 
    

    
      The Viper opened his one eye wide. “What? Really? Who is it?”
    

    
      “I’m afraid I don’t have the liberty to answer that. Find out for yourself!”
    

    
      No one answered the Viper’s question. It seemed it was an open secret that everyone else knew. I was also curious, so I was tempted to open one of their character windows, but I held myself back because that would be too much of an invasion of privacy.
    

    
      The Countess came up and playfully slapped me on the back. “Hey, hey. That was absolutely amazing! We finished so quickly! I was prepared to pour money into this bottomless pit for at least a day! You’re indeed the Death King! You remember the first person who had an eye on you since you were a rookie, right?”
    

    
      The Countess was happy that we safely ended the ambush. I didn’t want to throw a wet blanket over her happiness, but I had no intention of taking a break here. From the beginning, this stage was just a stepping stone.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Miss Countess, but we aren’t done.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm? 
      
      What do you mean? We received the notification that the twenty-eight floor has been cleared.”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes, we cleared the twenty-eighth floor, but I’m going to make it to the thirtieth floor today.”
    

    
      The Black Witch had been blankly looking at the sea of ​​blood. The Viper kept clinging to the Paladin asking who on earth she was dating, and the Inquisitor had been contemplating his future moves. However, all of them now turned to me.
    

    
      The Black Witch was surprised. “Today? Really?” 
    

    
      She wasn’t doubting my abilities. She was just worried about me. 
    

    
      “Death King—no, Gong-Ja, you’re pushing yourself too hard these days. You haven’t had a single day off since you headed to the 
      
        Story of Sormwin Academy!”
      
    

    
      Well, it would certainly look that way to the Black Witch. Raviel and I had wreaked all sorts of havoc for fun, but only the two of us knew that. From other people’s perspectives, I really had been working non-stop.
    

    
      “You should take some time off, even if it’s only for a short period. Like any other beings, people are worn out by stress. If you don’t carefully plan out your work hours and balance them with your breaks, you’ll just collapse one day. I mean it. You may not know this because you’re still young...”
    

    
      I smiled. How someone could genuinely worry about others was very beautiful. 
    

    
      “You’re right. I’ve been overdoing it a bit.”
    

    
      “Right? So, let’s take a break from clearing the stages for a while... … .”
    

    
      “So, I’ll rest after I clear the thirtieth floor today.”
    

    
      The Black Witch pressed a palm on her forehead. “You’re not listening to me at all! Get some rest! Please!”
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master, the population of the Tower is increasing by a hundred thousand per day,” I said. “Even if ninety nine out of one hundred people who entered the Tower are good people, it’s bound that at least one newcomer is a criminal. That means that the number of criminals in the Tower is increasing by one thousand every day.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      Calmly, I added, “Ten criminals together can form a gang. One hundred can form a mafia family. When one thousand people come together, a warlord is born. A new warlord is showing up in the Tower every day, so we can’t just focus on conquering the apocalyptic books forever. 
    

    
      “We need to finish this as soon as possible and return to running the Tower. This is the right choice for us, the original residents, and the new people arriving at the Tower.”
    

    
      The Black Witch bit her lower lip. “If you… If you put it like that, then there’s nothing I can say to convince you otherwise…” 
    

    
      “Don’t worry.” I grinned and held out my fist to the Black Witch. “When I rest, I’m going to do it like there is no tomorrow. I don’t think anyone will take a break better than I do. When you see me taking a break with Raviel, you’ll be surprised, Black Dragon Master.”
    

    
      “I don’t really want to watch newlyweds acting all lovey-dovey…”
    

    
      “If it bothers you too much, please help me choose a ring later. It’s for Raviel, and I’m not very good at that.”
    

    
      The Black Witch sighed for a long time, still pressing a palm on her forehead. “Yeah… You better give her the prettiest ring in the world. Seriously, how did I end up coaching a kid like you from A to Z…”
    

    
      “And I’m always grateful for it.”
    

    
      “Forget it. When it comes to gratitude, I don’t want to hear it. Let’s stop talking about this. It’s embarrassing to do it in front of people. I knew this since I saw you dating in Sormwin, but you really don’t know what embarrassment is, don’t you…?” she grumbled, but she didn’t refute my plan any further. 
    

    
      She and the other Five Guild leaders also knew that it was dangerous if they didn’t return to managing the Tower soon. They were not only Hunters but also the top management of the Tower. It was time they wrapped up their days at the library.
    

    
      “Send me back.”
    

    
      
        Whoosh!
      
    

    
      We each returned to the library a moment apart. 
    

    
      The Hunters were gathered in the library. They would have watched the live broadcast of the six of us easily overpowering a million apostles, witnessing the overwhelming difference in power between us and them. Perhaps that was why the Hunters just watched us from a distance. The authority of the High Rankers was rock solid now.
    

    
      
        Good, good, 
      
      I thought.
    

    
      This was the outcome I had been hoping for. As a united team, we proved our Hunter Rankings through sheer skill, not political power. The Hunters wouldn’t be hasty in causing trouble, at least for the time being.
    

    
      There was one more person watching us—the owner of the great library, the Indoor Librarian. He looked at us with his chin resting on his palm. 
    

    
      “Welcome back and congratulations! I thought it would take a little longer to clear this stage, but the synergy you created together easily exceeded my expectations. I had no idea that you would quickly take over a world where a Constellation was still ruling.”
    

    
      Despite congratulating us, the Indoor Librarian was expressionless.
    

    
      
        I figured he would react this way.
      
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian loved stories. What he loved in stories were the characters’ hardships, adversities, unexpected difficulties, and innovative solutions. Overwhelming victory or defeat wasn’t to his tastes. 
    

    
      I knew how to make him do what I wanted. 
    

    
      
        Show me the character window.
      
    

    
      A system window appeared before my eyes.
    

    
      
        Name: Indoor Librarian
      
    

    
      
        Affection: 98
      
    

    
      
        Liked genres: Fusion fantasy, romance, mystery, adventure, horror, history, war, sports, SF, mythology, fairy tale…
      
    

    
      
        Disliked genres: None
      
    

    
      
        Liked characters: Characters, the Constellation Murderer, the Death King
      
    

    
      
        Disliked characters: None 
      
    

    
      
        Liked plot: Completed stories
      
    

    
      
        Disliked plot: Discontinued serialization
      
    

    
      
        State of Mind: 
        
          Well, the Demonic Heaven Arts is indeed the worst match for the Immortal Happiness Preacher. I guess she was unlucky. Tsk tsk. Fool. If she had predicted her disadvantage and asked for reinforcements from other Constellations, she would have put up a better fight than that.
        
      
    

    
      I nodded. 
      
        It’s there.
      
    

    
      My name was added to the list of the Indoor Librarian’s preferred characters, next to the Constellation Murderer. As the Librarian himself had stated, the Constellation Murderer was the character he loved the most. The fact that my name was registered alongside someone like that meant that I too reached a position comparable to that of the Constellation Murderer. 
    

    
      “Mr. Librarian.”
    

    
      He smiled, his sleeves fluttering. “Well, what apocalyptic book would you like to choose next? If you wish, I can give you my recommendation. The fairy tale was cleared so quickly, so what about going for a myth this time? It’s grand and dangerous, but outrageously good rewards also await. Or…”
    

    
      “The character you love the most is Lefanta Aegim.” I interrupted him. “How am I compared to him?”
    

    
      The Librarian stroked his chin. 
      
        “Hmm?
      
       Of course... It would be a shame to rank you two in any way. You and the Constellation Murderer have completely opposite characters! What can I say, 
      
        um… 
      
      The Constellation Murderer is a man who seems to be carrying all the misfortunes of the universe... On the other hand, Mr. Death King, you’re a bit like chocolate ice cream! You look gloomy and taste bitter, but you’re actually really sweet!”
    

    
      I decided not to dwell on whether the analogy was appropriate or not. I said, “I have decided on our next apocalyptic book.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “
      
        The Epic of Lefanta Aegim
      
      .”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian paused.
    

    
      “After clearing the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle, 
      
      we went to the snowy mountain by ourselves. You showed it to me.”
    

    
      At that time, the Indoor Librarian had said in front of the huge dragon corpse that his dream was to be killed by Lefanta Aegim. That was when he showed me a worn leather book that had been read dozens or hundreds of times, indicating how precious it was to him. 
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian was still probably carrying around 
      
        The Epic of Lefanta Aegim 
      
      in secret.
    

    
      The corners of the Indoor Librarian’s mouth lifted in a small smile. “Mr. Death King… ?” 
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “I know that you consider the Constellation Murderer to be your enemy, but 
      
        The Epic of Lefanta Aegim
      
       isn’t an apocalyptic book…  I can only introduce you all to apocalyptic books, which contain worlds that ended after their serialization was unfortunately discontinued. ” The corners of his mouth trembled faintly. 
      
        “The Epic of Lefanta Aegim
      
       is a story that is still being serialized. I should never intervene in it. I can’t grant your…”
    

    
      “But…” I stared at him. “...you want to see it, don’t you?”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “You told me that the Constellation Murderer is the best character you’ve met, and I’m comparable to him.”
    

    
      The owner of the Great Library of All Life was the Constellation who loved stories more than anyone else. That was why I knew he could never resist my offer.
    

    
      “Don’t you want to see your favorite characters on the same page?”
    

    
      The genre of the next stage I chose was a crossover.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 124: Utopia (3)
A harsh fate awaited those captivated by stories. It wasn't the fault of the people themselves; rather, the stories seemed to hold some sort of power over them, bewitching them and even driving them to madness. Stories and stories—people fell in love with all of them, ultimately devoting most of their lives to consuming them.
For them, reality was just a world that was incapable of being a narrative. It lacked dramatic twists or a shocking ending. People were just people; they could never be characters.
Disappointment with reality, contempt for humanity, and above all, adoration of stories were the reasons readers enthusiastically cheered when events that seemed taken out of novels took place in reality and real humans acted like fictional characters. Readers weren’t coldhearted. They were simply waiting for something exciting to happen in real life, something seemingly pulled out from a story. 
The ultimate reader was now standing before my eyes.
“C-crossover… between you… and Le-Lefanta Aegim?”
The man loved stories so much that he had built his own library.
“That’s certainly an attractive offer.”
The library he had built was as large and magnificent as a world. Moreover, it contained all ideas and principles of life, earning it the name Great Library of All Life.
“But I can only provide you with apocalyptic books. That is the ironclad rule I established. Every story has the right to see its own ending, so I should not hastily intervene...”
The librarian’s lips were trembling now.
He’s wavering. 
I observed him quietly. I was sure that the Indoor Librarian was going to take the bait. No realistic logic would be able to persuade him, but his desire for an epic crossover could drag him all the way to hell. It was an offer that he couldn’t refuse.
I shrugged. “Well, we can forget about it if you don’t want to see it. I’m just being generous, trying to give you a chance to see your favorite characters together. If you don’t want that, you don’t have to do it.”
The Indoor Librarian remained quiet. 
“But you really want to see it, don’t you?”
His expression drastically changed, revealing his obvious feelings. It agonized him that this crossover would otherwise be impossible, which was what tempted him to indulge in the desire to have this story as a fancy dessert.
The Indoor Librarian finally managed to say, “I… I made a contract with the Tower.” 
He breathed raggedly before adding, “Not all Constellations make contracts with the Tower, but only those who do can enter. That makes us tenants, in a way. In return for renting a floor in the Tower, we are given various restrictions.”
“What are your restrictions?”
“To only provide apocalyptic books to humans.” The Indoor Librarian waved his hand. With each movement, a book hovering around him fell to the floor. “And while an apocalyptic story can have various meanings, the Epic of Lefanta Aegim isn’t one of them.”
Those books were like the Indoor Librarian's guards. When the Hunters decided to attack last time, he had used the books’ power to subdue them.
“A contract is a contract. I cannot violate it at will. The Tower and its owner will be very angry with me, and I’d rather not have that. Well, tenants can’t exactly argue with their landlords, can they…?”
In other words, he was voluntarily disarming himself.
With dozens of his books now on the floor, the Indoor Librarian looked at me. “Well, just so you know, my combat prowess isn’t particularly great.”
I didn’t know what to say. 
“This is true for many Constellations. Although we have special abilities, most of us are surprisingly bad at fighting. I’m simply a feeble reader without my books. Um, so… Do you understand what I’m hinting at, Gong-Ja?”
I see. I understand.
“Yes, you can’t break the contract.” I approached the Indoor Librarian with big strides.
The Indoor Librarian meekly held his sleeves in front of his chest, nervously looking up at me.
“Unless you violated the contract due to an unfortunate circumstance.” 
I grabbed him by his collar and held him up in the air easily due to how light he was. Even though his sleeves were very long and thick, they hardly posed a problem.
“Ugh…!” he groaned. 
“Hand over The Epic of Lefanta Aegim, please.”
“Ah… ” His lips quivered harder. 
He was a Constellation, the owner of a world, yet he was being threatened by a single Hunter. Nonetheless, he didn’t fight back at all. 
“How rude… After all the goodwill and faith I’ve shown you, I never thought you would betray me like this! Ah, I feel bitter! This is why many stories warn their readers not to trust humans…” 
Thinking his acting skills were terrible, I chuckled and tightened my grip on his collar. The Indoor Librarian gasped. 
“Give it to me or I’ll kill you, you pervert.”
The Indoor Librarian's face slowly darkened as he looked up at me. We were acting, but he sensed sincerity in my voice. Of course, I was sincere. To deceive the Tower, the threat had to be true to some extent. 
“P-pervert? Gong-Ja, you’re too harsh...”
“You collect human hair and fingernails, and your lifelong dream is for Lefanta Aegim to kill you. What else would I call you? Do you really think it’s normal to want your favorite character to kill you?”
The Indoor Librarian fell silent.
“Oh, right. Now that I think about it, I’m also one of your favorite characters.” I smiled. “What do you think about your lifelong dream coming true right now?”
“Now?”
“Do you want me to kill you right here?”
With his back hunched, the Indoor Librarian cowered and trembled as if struck by lightning. A flow of envy and desire could be seen in his eyes as he looked up at me. With trembling hands, he slowly took something out from his sleeves. 
The Epic of Lefanta Aegim—it was the worn-out, hand-stained book that he had already read hundreds of times. Among his countless collections of books, he cherished it so much that he always carried it around. 
“I’ll give it to you...”  
The Indoor Librarian gave me his treasure, which he valued more than his life.
“Good.” 
I snatched The Epic of Lefanta Aegim with one hand while still gripping his collar with the other. 
The Indoor Librarian gasped. His face was now a chaotic mix of thrill and self-loath. 
The Epic of Lefanta Aegim
Genre: Unable to access with your current authorization level. 
Difficulty level: Unable to access with your current authorization level. 
Required challengers: Unable to access with your current authorization level. 
※Currently being serialized.
Description: Unable to access with your current authorization level. 
Without the Indoor Librarian’s permission, it was impossible to read a book of the great library. Intrigued by this, I looked down at the Indoor Librarian. “I can’t read it.”
“W-well, you can read apocalyptic books only because I allow it. All books stored here are prohibited for a reason, so humans can’t carelessly read them…”
“Then tell me the story yourself.”
Unable to refuse my demand, the Indoor Librarian began telling me about the life of Lefanta Aegim, the character he said he loved the most. “Lefanta Aegim, the Constellation Murderer, is from the same country as you.”
“What?”
“He was born in the same world, same country, and is of the same race as you. Not only are you two from the same country, but you also share the same name.”
That was something I hadn’t expected at all. 
The Indoor Librarian’s gaze fell to the floor as he continued, “The Constellation Murderer himself created the surname Aegim. It's a made-up word using another language from the western region of your world, not your native language.”
A western language? English? Ae, and gim…
“Does the name mean ‘I am Kim?’”
“That’s correct.”
Oh my god.
“Didn’t I tell you? Once is a coincidence. Twice is fate. Thrice is an inevitability. You and the Constellation Murderer have already crossed paths many times, so it won’t be wrong to say that fate connects you two.”
My eyes widened.
He’s from the same country as me?
So far, the only Hunter I had met from my country was a maniac who looked damn good with his ponytail. However, it turned out that even the Constellation Murderer was from South Korea. 
So that makes me the only sane Hunter from my country.
Just as I was unwittingly questioning whether my home country was okay, the Indoor Librarian added, “The Constellation Murderer was summoned to another world when he was only a high school student. Naturally, he went through quite a perilous adventure, but after being summoned, he awakened a supernatural ability that allowed him to get through that difficult world.”
“Wait just a sec. Hold up.” I had a strange sense of deja vu. The storyline was awfully familiar. “A high school student summoned to another world. That's exactly like…”
“That’s right.” The Indoor Librarian nodded weakly. “The main storyline of The Epic of Lefanta Aegim sounds somewhat like this: a high school student goes to another world and wreaks havoc. You may be familiar with the term school isekai. The Constellation Murderer is now too old to be called a high schooler...”
My jaw dropped to the floor. I thought that the term “school isekai” became extinct with the dinosaurs. Was the Constellation Murderer, Lefanta Aegim, a dinosaur?
“Of course, it would be unfair to the Constellation Murderer if I simply defined his life as nothing but havoc. Until he became the first emperor of the Aegim Empire, the Constellation Murderer went through countless hardships...”
As the Indoor Librarian went on with the story of Lefanta Aegim, his voice turned into light and permeated The Epic of Lefanta Aegim. The light then turned into hologram letters that spelled out the names of characters from the epic.
A long time ago, there were people who lived on the Primordial Dragon Emperor’s corpse.
“The Constellation Murderer arrived on the twentieth floor, which you now own.”
With no heroes among them, they began to hope for one.
“That’s where his journey to build a nation began.”
They prayed to their god, and their god granted their wish.
The book glowed white like the other apocalyptic books. The Indoor Librarian looked at it with subtle fear.
“And now, the Constellation Murderer has settled on the fiftieth floor.”
That was what the Guardian had said too.
“That is where a problem arises. You haven't cleared the fiftieth floor yet, so you’re still in the beginner area. Moreover, unlike other higher floors, the fiftieth floor is a really special place. Sending beginners there is strictly, and I cannot emphasize this enough, prohibited.”
It surprised even those who were listening with bated breath. 
“The floors below the fiftieth are considered the beginner area?”
“We worked so hard to get here…”
I wasn't surprised. I had known for a long time that everything up until the tenth floor was treated as a tutorial. The Guardian had also told me that from the fiftieth floor onward, we would be competing with Hunters from different worlds.
In other words, not competing with Hunters from different worlds until the fiftieth floor is probably a measure to protect beginners.
With this in mind, I asked, “When you say prohibited, does it mean that you can’t send Hunters to the fiftieth floor no matter what happens?”
The Indoor Librarian's face became a mess of emotions once again. “Not exactly… It can be done if a floor manager, the one who sends the Hunter up... pays the price.” 
“Then it doesn’t matter. You’re going to pay the price, right?”
“A-At least…” The Indoor Librarian sobbed. “At the very least, please limit the number of people I’m sending to just you…”
Even if the Indoor Librarian didn't plead this desperately, I already planned to face Lefanta Aegim alone. 
“Alright. Send me to the fiftieth floor.”
The Indoor Librarian shut his eyes tightly. “I hope you don’t regret this.”
“That is why I’m going,” I replied firmly. 
The Indoor Librarian gave up and stroked the cover of The Epic of Lefanta Aegim with trembling hands. Weakly, he whispered, “Death King, I designate you as a character in the Epic of Lefanta Aegim…”
[Warning!]
[An unauthorized access has been detected.]
[A penalty has been given to the Indoor Librarian.]
The Indoor Librarian flinched as fierce warnings echoed in my head. He seemed to have also heard them. Nevertheless, despite his trembling shoulders, he didn’t stop. “The designation has been completed under my authority.”
[Warning!]
[A penalty has been given to the Indoor Librarian.]
The Indoor Librarian breathed raggedly. “This isn’t important. Go, Death King. Let me see you stand together with the Constellation Murderer.”
Whoosh!
White light enveloped me.
[An unauthorized access has been detected.]
As the world around me turned white, more warnings kept popping up.
[Warning!]
[Your God of Beauty’s blessing has been suspended.] 
[You can no longer observe other people’s Affection!]
[Your God of Serpent’s blessing has been suspended.]
[You can no longer observe other people’s state of mind!]
[A resident of the Tower who was not given a name has entered the fiftieth floor.][1]
Next thing I knew, I was on the fiftieth floor, where no one from my Tower had stepped foot in before. 

1.  It looks like Gong-Ja’s title became invalid after the unauthorized access. ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 125: The Demonic Realm (1)
Kim ■ remembered the day he had fallen into another world.
—Congratulations. You were chosen as the warrior who will save this world.
A dazzlingly beautiful woman smiled at him. ■ was dumbfounded and blankly stared at the angel in front of him. Although he had seen many celebrities on the Internet and the news, he was just an ordinary high school student. It was his first time meeting a beautiful woman who seemed to brighten the world just by smiling. 
He couldn’t help but stammer, “Excuse me… Miss Angel? Where are we?”
“No need to rush, Hero. I am the Goddess of Protection, the Constellation that will protect and guide you from now on. You may not know much now, but you will discover a lot.”
She was a goddess, not an angel? ■ felt his mind turn blank for some reason.
“But I was on the school rooftop just a moment ago… I’m sure of it…”
The goddess calmly clasped her hands together.  “You were a victim of bullying while in school. Young humans sometimes resemble animals. Their malicious deeds are done out of pure ignorance. Unfortunately, you fell prey to these animals and jumped off from the rooftop because you couldn’t endure it anymore.”
“Jumped…”
—Yes, if I were to add to that, you fell to your death.
It was only after hearing the goddess’s words that ■ remembered the iron door leading to the school rooftop was tightly locked. 
When he saw the doorknob tightly tied with chains, ■ felt rather spiteful, so he opened the window of a fifth-floor classroom to climb up the pipe to the rooftop.
It was crazy. However, as he climbed up the pipe, ■ felt alive for the first time in his life. He thought to himself how ridiculous everything was. For the first time in his life, he crawled out a window, climbed up a pipe, and got to the school rooftop. 
When he tried to stay alive, he never felt this way, but as he was about to throw his life away, he couldn’t have felt more alive.
The sky he could see from the rooftop was red. ■ was grateful that the sky always turned red once a day. For the first time in his life, he thanked the sky. Its red shade made it seem a little warmer than when it was blue, making him want to dive into the warm color.
He took off his school indoor shoes and placed them neatly on the ground. The soles inside the shoes were scribbled with a black oil-based marker. That was certainly not his doing.
■ looked down at the ground. The schoolyard under the sunset was red like the Sahara. He heard that if a person jumped to their death, they would regret it as soon as they started to plunge. He wondered if he would regret it too.
The schoolyard became noisy. Some students were playing soccer before starting their self-study session of the night, but they pointed at the rooftop from below. Several of them were familiar faces.
■ quietly pressed his thumb on the SEND button. Thirty-seven students would receive the same will that he had prepared in advance.
—You’re the ones who killed me. Don’t forget that you did this to me.
After a moment, he received a notification that the text messages had been sent. It was done. Feeling refreshed, ■ threw his cell phone. It crash-landed in the schoolyard, shocking the students below. Some students’ faces turned white, probably because they just received his will. He hoped their lives would be ruined forever.  
■ fell into the red desert, thinking that a fall was just a failed attempt to fly. 
“My name is the Goddess of Protection.”
And then he came here.
“I have many abilities. Idol, Sympathy, Prayer, Sacrifice, Salvation. If you borrow my power, you can do anything, become anything. What do you want to become, Hero?”
Kim ■ remembered the day he had fallen into another world. A dazzlingly beautiful woman smiled at him. 
***
When I opened my eyes, I heard a voice inside my head.
[You have entered the fiftieth floor using the unauthorized route.]
[The Indoor Librarian’s blessings have been removed.]
[Beginner protection measures have been suspended.]
[Beginner privileges have been suspended.]
I smiled bitterly. That is one bone-chilling warning.
I looked around. The first thing I noticed was the spires soaring into the sky. Five rickety towers stood in the distance, like a giant’s fingers reaching into the sky. It was strange that they didn’t collapse right away.
—Wow, man. It’s been forever since I’ve been here. I think it’s been over one hundred and fifty years at least. 
Fortunately, I had a guide by my side—Sword Emperor. The Guardian had once climbed up to the ninety-ninth floor of the Tower, so of course he had also been on the fiftieth floor.
—I see that nothing has changed. 
The Guardian looked around the fiftieth floor with disgust rather than nostalgia.
“What are those towers?”
—They make up the Magic Tower. Some guys have confined themselves there for over a thousand years. Instead of climbing the Tower, they decided to just settle down on the fiftieth floor...
A thousand years…
—Anyway, don’t get close to them. If possible, don’t even look at them.
“Why is that?”
—If you look at it for more than twenty-three seconds, you will trigger their sensor. In the world they live in, twenty-three has the same meaning as eighteen[1] in your country, Zombie. The alarm system acts as if it’s asking, “What are you looking at, you dimwit?” Damn, isn’t this a great display of their messed-up personality?
I quickly looked away from the Magic Tower. An alarm system that was triggered just by looking at it for more than a certain period of time!
—Ah. right. They originally had six towers, but I knocked down one of them. They’ll probably be thrilled if they find out I came back as a ghost. They’ll also issue a general mobilization order and chase you all the way to hell, so try not to make your visit known.
“…Now I see you’re a troll, not a guide. Shit, I should have known that it would be like this.”
[Void Poison has begun to erode you.]
[Your erosion level is 1.]
“What is this Void Poison? I’m getting messages that it’s eroding me right now.”
The Guardian shrugged as if it was no big deal. 
—Oh, yeah. There was that too. Man, I really feel like I’m back at the Tower now. It’s just a type of poison spread throughout the fiftieth floor. Who spread it? There was a guy who was in charge of managing the fiftieth floor, but he played favorites with some Hunters a little too much. Then, something like the Prajna Liberation War broke out and he got killed, or so I heard.
“So?”
—When he died, he just couldn’t be cool with it, so he cursed the world. That curse turned into poison that lingers on this floor. 
I blinked. “Uh, that’s totally…”
—Yeah, you remember the zombie virus spread by the Constellation in gangho, right? You can think of this as an enhanced version of that virus.
Dumbfounded, I asked, “There is something as poisonous as that in the air, but people still live here? For over a thousand years? Are they crazy?”
—Yup, totally. But they’ve made it this far, so they have some basic proficiency in aura, magic, Skills, or Constellations’ blessings. Speaking of which, what are you doing, Zombie? Use your aura to protect yourself. Come on.
At the Guardian’s suggestion, I drew up my red aura and covered myself, taking extra precautions to not breathe in any of that poison. Only after I had a moment of relaxation did I look back at the Guardian. “What happens if I don’t protect myself?”
—Uh… 
The Guardian was unusually hesitant. He frowned, looking like he was having trouble choosing the right words. 
—You transform into something very unique, and your mental state becomes very unusual…
Screeeeeeeeeeee!
—Ah, good. Here’s your example.
I looked back. A monster resembling a toad was crouching there.
Screeeeeeeeeeeeeee!
However, the problem was that none of the toads I knew had thirty-six legs or shark teeth. It also seemed to weigh about two tons, too.
“What’s wrong with that guy?!”
—Well, it was probably a human at some point, just like you. A person who ate, pooped, and sometimes talked nonsense… roughly twenty years ago, the Guardian answered leisurely.
The two-ton toad monster leaped high in the air, very clearly heading straight for me. I freaked out and ran away, focusing my aura on my feet.
Baaaaaaaaam!
The earth shook. Considering that a supposedly adorable toad was the source of that noise, it was a little too loud. The ground sank, as if a small meteorite had fallen.
“What the hell…” I took out the holy sword and used the Demonic Heaven Arts. 
Slash! 
The blow infused with my red aura landed right on the toad monster’s waist, cutting it in half.
Did I kill it?
—Ah, the Guardian cut in. Sorry, Kim Zombie. I didn’t get to warn you, but from the fiftieth floor onward, it’s literally pandemonium. If you make use what you have learned so far, you’ll get fucked a lot of times.
“What are you trying to say?”
Something arose from the cross sections of the toad monster—legs that resembled tentacles. In an instant, dozens of them crawled out, and the toad monster stood tall again.
Screeeee!
Raaargh!
However, there were not one, but two toads this time.
—Yeah, something like that.
“What the fuck?!”
—If you feel like chickening out, keep looking at the Magic Tower for more than twenty-three seconds. If you do that, they will start talking to you. Ask for their help when they quiz you “What are you looking at? Who the hell are you?” and wizards on brooms will come and rescue you. How does that sound? They seem kind, right?
Unless my imagination was playing tricks on me, it seemed that the Guardian had been grinning for a while. This meant that there was a very high chance that he was making fun of me. In other words…
“What do they get in return for saving me?”
—Maaaan. You’re sharp. Am I that obvious? Your next twelve years will be mortgaged, and they’ll suck your soul dry. Zombie, since you have a Class SSS Skill, they’ll love you. Isn’t that great? I envy you!
Fuck… 
“Hey, y-you over there!”
“Run! Hurry!” 
“This way! This way! Come on!”
I heard urgent shouts from behind. When I looked behind me, I saw three old men wearing shabby cloaks gesturing to me. They looked like homeless people with their cloaks covered in stains, but their eyes had a mysterious wisdom behind them. Their offers to help sounded so sincere that I almost turned toward them without realizing it.
—Hehehe.
However, the Guardian’s grin bothered me too much to actually run to them. I instinctively stopped and unleashed my aura to attack them.
“This way!”
“Come this way!”
“Hurry!”
As soon as my attack landed, my jaw dropped to the ground. Something soared from the ground where the old men were standing. It was something that looked somewhat like a hedgehog...
“Hey, y-you over there!”
“Run! Hurry!”
“Come his way!”
Instead of thorns, there were three old men on the back of this apparent hedgehog. 
“The hell…”
In short, those weren’t actually living old men. They were just mimicries of the hedgehog monster’s shell. It probably did this to eat the people whom the old men lured toward it.
—Nice job, Kim Zombie. You’re naive, but you do know how to use your brain when it matters most. If you have common sense, there is no way old people would help you in this kind of place without any reason, right? 
Screeeeee!
“This way!”
Screeeeee!
“Run! Hurry!”
The toad monsters and the hedgehog monster both charged at me. Dozens of tentacles were writhing on the toad monsters’ skin, and the three old men on the hedgehog monster’s back spoke over each other. Just watching this messed my head. 
“Is everyone like this here?!”
—There are exceptions, but this is the general vibe. Welcome to the Demonic Realm where cosmic fears dance all around, Zomsparrow. Now do you see how normal and sensible of a Hunter I am?
“Now isn’t the time to say that... !”
An exception the Guardian mentioned soon came into view. However, I wasn’t sure whether this was a good thing or not.
—Duck, stranger. You might get slashed too.
I heard a voice right in my head via Aura Telepathy. I quickly lowered my head like I was told, and right at that moment, a terrifying sword slashed overhead.
Slashhhh!
The two toad monsters were both cut into pieces. I remembered the eerie sight of the toad monster regenerating a little while ago, so I shouted, “No, even if you cut them, they’ll regenerate and multiply…!” 
I stopped shouting because the toad monsters didn’t move at all. In other words, they were dead.
What? Does the monster just only multiply once?
—No, that’s not it~ They can multiply endlessly.
Then why did they die?
The Guardian hummed. 
—So…
Before the Guardian could explain, someone else did it for him. “To kill a Half-Split Death, you have to split it exactly in half, as the name suggests.”
It was the man who had sent the telepathic message.
Stunned, I looked at the monsters again. He was right. The toad monsters were split exactly in two, and for some reason, that killed them. 
“Next.” The man immediately swung his sword at the hedgehog monster.
Boom…!
Every time he struck the monster, an explosion erupted. Despite the formidable amount of aura the attack carried, the hedgehog monster tanked it without a big problem.
I watched the fight intently.
It’s like Lady Goldencup under a blessing…! 
However, the man continued to throw aura slashes at the hedgehog monster, which charged in as if it wasn’t taking any damage.
“This way!”
The cry of the old man on the left of the hedgehog’s back was drowned out by the sound of an explosion.
Boom…!
“Come this way!”
Next, the muffled shout of the man on the right could be heard. 
Boom…!
“Hurry!”
This time, it was the old man in the middle speaking. Every time the man’s slashes drowned out the old men’s cries, a part of the hedgehog crumbled like sand.
Boom…!
“The true nature of a Screamer lies in its screams, so you have to smother them with something louder than that to kill it.”
Two types of monsters were taken care of in the blink of an eye.
The man had an extensive knowledge of his prey and a peerless level of martial prowess to be able to put this knowledge into practice. I looked at him blankly. 
He’s a Hunter…  
The Guardian grumbled.
—Ha. Look at that scumbag. He doesn’t even age. 
The Hunter was the silver-haired young man I had seen in Shiny’s trauma.
“Lefanta Aegim…” I murmured. 
Lefanta Aegim, the Constellation Murderer, tilted his head in confusion as he sheathed his sword. His bright blue eyes, like newborn stars, were on me. “Do you know me?”

1.  The Guardian is talking about how similar 씨발(sibal), which means fuck, and eighteen(sibpal) sound in Korean ☜
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      The moment I saw the Constellation Murderer’s eyes, I was speechless for a moment.
    

    
      What kind of eyes are those? I wondered. 
    

    
      I had met all kinds of people so far. I had met someone who used to wield a sword colder than a snowfield. Another person I had met used to have a heart colder than silver. However, the gaze of the man in front of me was unlike anything I had never seen before.
    

    
      They were expressionless, like white papers. There was not even a trace of emotion in them. It was as if, deep down, he was empty, devoid of emotion.
    

    
      “Uh…”
    

    
      I was wondering what to say, but the holy sword responded faster than me. 
    

    
      
        [Shiny feels touched to meet her former master after such a long time!]
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny, however, still does not understand why her former owner betrayed her.]
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny wonders if she should be consumed by anger before feeling touched!]
      
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer looked down at my waist. There, the holy sword was trembling, violently expressing herself. 
    

    
      “You have a unique sword,” he said. His eyes now had a hint of curiosity. “Is it a magic sword? Or is it a sword with an ego of its own? It’s best to hide your unique items here as much as possible, stranger. Many hyenas here target the Skills and items of beginners who have just entered the fiftieth floor.”
    

    
      I was puzzled. This whole interaction was strange. The Constellation Murderer was talking as if he was seeing the Goddess of Protection for the first time. If the young man in front of me was the real Constellation Murderer, there was no way he couldn’t see through this holy sword.
    

    
      I unfastened the holy sword from my belt and showed it to the Constellation Murderer. “Hey. Do you recognize this sword by any chance?” 
    

    
      When I slightly pulled out the sword, bright smooth light flowed out. However, even after facing the light of the holy sword and the trace of the Constellation who used to be his loyal subordinate, the Constellation Murderer narrowed his eyes as if he knew nothing. 
    

    
      “I don’t.” He tilted his statue-like head to the side. “By the looks of it, it seems to be an item that has something to do with me. But I don’t remember… No, actually, it’s wiser not to expect me to remember anything I’ve had ties with in the past.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      With a calm expression, the Constellation Murderer said something unexpected. “I have amnesia, stranger. I don’t remember anything from more than a week ago.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer then guided me away. “It’s dangerous to continue talking in a wasteland like this. Follow me. I know a relatively safe bar.” 
    

    
      Since it was my first time setting foot on the fiftieth floor, I calmly followed his guidance.
    

    
      “Hey…”
    

    
      “Look over there. It’s the Constellation Murderer.”
    

    
      On the way to the bar, we ran into some Hunters. Perhaps all of them had exceptional combat prowess. But even those Hunters hurriedly stepped back, shaking once they saw the Constellation Murderer.
    

    
      “What is that maniac up to again…”
    

    
      “Will the Spiders of the Magic Tower be quiet today?”
    

    
      “Shh. It’s better not to have anything to do with that guy... … .”
    

    
      It wasn’t just Hunters who were whispering.
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker is intrigued by a being he has never seen before.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye expresses caution toward the Constellation Murderer’s companion.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse recognizes you.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Surface-Reflected Lotus is observing you.]
      
    

    
      Numerous Constellations were watching me and the Constellation Murderer. The Constellations I had met so far were limited to the rulers of each floor. No other Constellation had tried to talk to me. However, it looked like that changed starting from the fiftieth floor. Constellations I had never heard of before suddenly revealed themselves.
    

    
      “Bothersome.” The Constellation Murderer also seemed to have sensed them. With a cold voice, he said, “All of you, get lost. If a Constellation continues to bother me, I will find their apostle and kill them. Keep at it if anyone wants war. This is my final warning.”
    

    
      The Constellations’ messages abruptly stopped coming. The pressuring air around us became lighter.
    

    
      “They’re noisier than usual…” The Constellation Murderer sighed softly and looked at me. “It seems some of them are interested in you. Stranger, have you done something to these Constellations?”
    

    
      “Uh, I once killed an apostle of the Eternal Plains Warhorse.”
    

    
      “An apostle of Mahos?” The Constellation Murderer took out an old notebook from his pocket and read something, his eyebrows arched in surprise. “You’re more skilled than you look. Every one of Mahos’ apostles is excellent in combat. And they’re under this annoying blessing. The apostle surely was a difficult opponent... How did you kill them?”
    

    
      “That is something I have to talk about too.”
    

    
      We went into an open-air bar, which he described as relatively safe. There were no walls. Only tables and a bar counter were outside. Funnily enough, a door was still standing.
    

    
      “This is a safe bar?”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer calmly talked about the advantages of this location. “There are no walls to block my view. Even if I’m attacked, I can retreat at any time. There is no risk of being trapped inside if a terrorist attack happens. One downside is that I'm vulnerable to snipers. Bartender, give me the usual.”
    

    
      A bald bartender muttered a curse. “Hey, are you aware that it’s your fault this bar became open-air? It was blown up because of you…” 
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer calmly sat by the table. “Sorry. I don’t remember.”
    

    
      The bartender turned to me. “Young man, I don’t know what your deal is, but don’t get involved with this maniac. Over six hundred Hunters around here are just waiting for the right moment to kill him. Don’t get involved unless you have a death wish.”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer took out his notebook again. “To be exact, 1,127 Hunters want to kill me, but there are only three who are actually capable of threatening me. One of them went missing 154 years ago, and I haven’t heard about him since. Strictly speaking, the stranger would be safer with me than traveling without me.”
    

    
      The bald bartender looked fed up with the Constellation Murderer. “Nuthead…” 
    

    
      Apparently, the Constellation Murderer was famous for being a lunatic on the fiftieth floor.
    

    
      “So, what do you have to talk to me about?” he asked me.
    

    
      “It’s a bit awkward to say this since you have amnesia.” 
    

    
      I slowly told him what I had experienced so far. 
    

    
      The Aegim Empire he had founded was almost destroyed. The cause of the destruction was none other than the fact that he had sealed the Goddess of Protection, giving the Demon King of Autumn Rain a chance to emerge. Because of what he did, the world of the Chronicles of the Heavenly Demon was destroyed, and the Story of Sormwin Academy had also been in danger. I told him everything.
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer listened to me attentively while drinking a mysterious red drink. His expression didn’t change as I went on. He just occasionally took out his notebook and checked stuff there.
    

    
      He nodded. “I see. I verified your story through the diary, and most of what you said seems to be true.”
    

    
      “The diary?”
    

    
      “It’s where I store my memories.” The Constellation Murderer showed me the notebook which was filled with words. “It may look like an ordinary notebook, but even if it looks like this, it’s a relic of the Constellation known as the Great Puppy. It has an infinite number of pages and a search function. It’s quite convenient. I write down what I did in this notebook every day. Thanks to this, I’m still holding on to my life even though I suffer from amnesia.”
    

    
      “As you said,” the Constellation Murderer continued curtly, as if he was talking about someone else’s life, “It looks like I did build a country called the Aegim Empire. In the empire, I sealed the Goddess of Protection, the Constellation who had been with me for a long time. The world called Heavenly Demon Chronicle that you mentioned is similar to the world recorded on page 236. I killed the Yellow Dragon of the Great Lake. The world called the Story of Sormwin Academy is similar to the place recorded on page 3215.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “The goddess’ fragment that was passed down as an heirloom is… Prayer, isn’t it? I once bedded a woman in that world. There is a high possibility that the woman you met, Raviel Ivansia, is a distant descendant of that woman and me. You said she has silver hair like me... so that’s probably true. It’s quite a coincidence. One possibility to consider is that you might have Skills like Cringe History Reveal or Historian and used it to see my past.”
    

    
      Something… Something wasn’t right.
    

    
      “However, I don’t have a past for someone to read. It’s possible that you stole this relic and read what’s on it, but it’s written in a code that only I can understand. Hence, stranger, I acknowledge that everything that you said is true.”
    

    
      I came here to hold the man in front of me accountable for his wrongdoings, to confidently say that countless people had been sacrificed. Innocent people were harmed because of his so-called principles. But what was this? How was I supposed to hold him accountable for something that he didn’t even remember?
    

    
      “So, what reward do you want from me?” he asked.
    

    
      Anger began to stir in my heart. “Reward?” 
    

    
      “I’m talking about the reward for pointing out my mistakes.” 
    

    
      “Do you know what you did wrong?”
    

    
      “Of course,” the Constellation Murderer answered. “I made two mistakes. First, I didn’t consider the possibility of a new Constellation being born again in a world where a Constellation perished. The second mistake is that I underestimated how bad of a curse a Constellation can cast on their world upon their death.”
    

    
      “Is that all?”
    

    
      “I had it written down that a Constellation’s death can lead to different Constellations invading the world. Still, no matter how many worlds a Constellation rules, their reign will ultimately end if I kill them. There is no problem in reducing the number of Constellations in the long run. Therefore, my mistakes could be summarized into the two oversights I mentioned earlier.” 
    

    
      After finishing speaking, the Constellation Murderer took out a pen and scribbled something in his notebook. 
    

    
      “Done. I won’t make the same mistake in the future. To express my gratitude for your advice, I offer a reward.”
    

    
      Advice… Gratitude…
    

    
      I shut my eyes. “The commoners who lived in gangho turned into jiangshi and died.” 
    

    
      The holy sword, which was sitting on my belt and had been quietly listening to our conversation, trembled. 
    

    
      My rising anger made my voice louder. “An old man from gangho launched a boat to drown himself despite already being on the verge of death, saying he didn’t want to cause problems for others. A child of the Beggar Gang struggled to survive and protect her siblings until the end.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      I looked straight into his eyes. “Each of their deaths couldn’t have been more horrifying. So let me ask you something, Constellation Murderer. What do you think about that?” 
    

    
      “Nothing,” the Constellation Murderer replied. “As I said, it was definitely my fault for not considering the aftereffects of a Constellation’s death. But mistakes are bound to happen. All I can do is to compensate you for pointing out my mistakes.”
    

    
      “Ha.” My red aura around me became a little darker. “Then, will you let me kill you here as my reward?”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer shook his head. “That is a reward I can’t give. I have a duty to eradicate all Constellations. Until I fulfill that duty, I have to go on.”
    

    
      It felt like I was talking to a machine. 
    

    
      Shiny kept on trembling.
    

    
      “What a great sense of duty you got there. Why did you decide to do this in the first place?”
    

    
      “I can’t answer that,” the Constellation Murderer said monotonously. 
    

    
      “I knew you would say that. Why? Do you think I won't understand this noble duty of yours?” 
    

    
      “I can’t answer that either.”
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah.” I coldly glared at him. “Then can you at least answer me this? You say you need to eradicate all Constellations, so why are you using a Constellation’s relic? Things don’t seem to add up.”
    

    
      “That is a question I can answer. I plan to destroy it after eradicating all other Constellations.”
    

    
      “You learned from the incident of the Demon King of Autumn Rain that even if you kill a Constellation, another one will be born in its stead. What are you going to do about that?”
    

    
      “I have a plan.”
    

    
      “And what would that be?”
    

    
      “I can’t tell you.” The Constellation Murderer looked at the diary. “We sidetracked for too long. Let’s go back to the main topic.”
    

    
      “This is my main topic.”
    

    
      “It’s not mine. Tell me what reward you want. As I said before, I can’t let you kill me because I haven’t completed my duty yet.” He seemed to be reading the first page of the diary. “I can’t quit. I’m nothing if I abandon my duty.”
    

    
      The first page would be what he had written before he lost all his memories.
    

    
      “So tell me something else that you want. I’ll give it to you.”
    

    
      Yes, not many things in the universe could be resolved by having a conversation. I reached for my dagger but stopped midway. Instead, I took out the handkerchief that had been neatly tucked away in my inner pocket. I briefly buried my nose in the handkerchief that had Raviel’s scent on it.
    

    
      “Okay.” 
    

    
      My anger subsided a bit. I quickly started thinking. The Hunter in front of me was incomparably more powerful than me, so how could I hunt him? I soon came up with an answer.
    

    
      “Then, please do me a favor.”
    

    
      It was actually simple. This wasn’t my first time hunting a stronger Hunter than myself.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Please protect me no matter what happens while I’m on the fiftieth floor.” I put my handkerchief back in my pocket. “I’m not just asking you to protect my life. Please protect me both physically and mentally. Of course, I forbid you to use any tricks to force me out of the fiftieth floor.”
    

    
      “You’re asking me to be your bodyguard?”
    

    
      “Something like that.”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer got lost in thought as he tapped his fountain pen on the table. After a moment, he muttered, “I’m not sure what you’re thinking. After listening to your story so far, you seem like an extremely righteous human. Not only are you just, but you’re also smart and have high combat prowess. Your proposal doesn’t fit your character.”
    

    
      “Aha, so you’re saying you can’t do this for me either?” I scoffed. “You can’t die, abandon your duty, or protect me on the fiftieth floor? That’s awesome. What in the world can you give me as a reward then?”
    

    
      “I’m just concerned about possible traps in your proposal.”
    

    
      “Even if there is a trap, what’s wrong with that? You seem confident in your skills. Do your best to break out of my trap.”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer stared down at the diary, moving his fountain pen. He carefully left his trace of life in the diary. “Okay. I’ll write your proposal on page 1. Until the end of my life, your proposal will drive the logic of my thoughts and actions.”
    

    
      Alright, I got him. I turned back to the Guardian. Mr. Sword Emperor.
    

    
      
        —Yeah?
      
    

    
      
        You said that you knocked down one of the Magic Tower’s buildings one hundred and fifty years ago.
      
    

    
      As soon as the Guardian and I landed here, he had pointed to the high towers stretching into the gray sky and mentioned that.
    

    
      The Guardian fervently nodded. 
    

    
      
        —Yes, I did. There are many accomplishments in my life that I’m proud of, and that is among my top six. 
      
    

    
      
        What did you say when you knocked it down? Do you remember?
      
    

    
      
        —Ooooof course! I remember every single word. 
      
    

    
      He sneered. 
    

    
      
        —“Hello, idiots! You should air out your rooms every now and then. If you stay in your rooms all day and night, it messes with your brains, you guys. Well, I’m feeling generous today! So I’ll remodel your place for free today! Hehe.” 
      
    

    
      While recalling the glory of the past, the Guardian suddenly tilted his head. 
    

    
      
        —But why are you asking me that? What are you up to?
      
    

    
      I turned my head and stared at the towers.
    

    
      
        —Huh? Hey, Zombie.
      
    

    
      The Guardian called out from the side. 
    

    
      
        —I told you not to look there. They sense you if you look at the towers for more than twenty-three seconds. You’ll never be able to handle those guys at your level. Or what? Are you trying to ask them to get rid of the Constellation Murderer? Come on. Even they won’t pounce on a guy like him. If they fight, it’s a loss for both sides.
      
    

    
      I continued to look at the sky-high towers in the distance.
    

    
      
        —Huuuuuuh? Kim Zombie! Look away right now!
      
    

    
      But it was already too late.
    

    
      
        —Ah, ah. Mic check. Mic check. Who are you over there? What are you looking at?
      
    

    
      I heard a telepathic message in my head; just like the Guardian had warned, the Magic Tower sensed my gaze.
    

    
      
        —From the looks of it, you look like a kid who hasn’t even graduated from beginner level. You’re a first-time offender, so I’ll let it slide. If you want to walk around this neighborhood with your head on your shoulders, stop looking over here.  
      
    

    
      The voice was very lethargic. The person talking sounded like a civil servant who obviously didn’t want to work.
    

    
      
        —Oh, you’re with that maniac who is hellbent on killing Star Signs. Hehe. How unlucky. Do you want help? Right now, I can send you an instant escape magic scroll in return for a thirty-year subordination contract. 
      
    

    
      “Hello, idiots!” I said. 
    

    
      
        —Hmm? You asshat, do you have ramen noodles for your brain?  Who…
      
    

    
      “You should air out your rooms every now and then. If you stay in your rooms all day and night, it messes with your brains, you guys. ”
    

    
      
        —...
      
    

    
      “Well, I’m feeling generous today. So I’ll remodel your place for free today. Hehe.”
    

    
      I was met with complete silence. Only the Guardian was muttering absentmindedly. 
    

    
      
        —Holy wackadoodle. 
      
    

    
      
        Creaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaak! 
      
    

    
      A tearing noise erupted from the five towers. It was as if five fingernails were scratching the sky. 
    

    
      
        Clatter!
      
    

    
      The bald bartender dropped the glass he was holding, startled. The Hunters walking down the street also covered their ears.
    

    
      “W-what is it?”
    

    
      “What’s happening now…”
    

    
      A thunderous voice echoed in the gray sky. Dumbfounded, all the Hunters looked up. 
    

    
      “Sword Emperoooooooooooooor! You’re back! I knew you would come back someday! Even when all the Constellations said you were dead, we had no doubt that you were a son of a bitch who would never stay dead even if you did indeed die. Did you possess someone or get reincarnated? Oh, forget it! It doesn’t matter either way!
    

    
      “We’ll kill you! We’ll kill you no matter what! We’ll tear your soul to pieces, scatter them all over the universe, and shit all over them! We’ll kill you! We’ll kill you!!! We’ll kill you, right now! In the name and history of the Magic Tower, I swear we’ll chase you all the way to hell!”
    

    
      Hundreds, thousands, no, tens of thousands of shadows rose from the towers. They made a formation in the sky, all on broomsticks.
    

    
      “Now.” I glanced back at the Constellation Murderer, who looked at me with an expressionless face. “You promised, right?” 
    

    
      “…” 
    

    
      “Please protect me.”
    

    
      A meteor shower poured down from the sky.
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      “I see.” The Constellation Murderer nodded. “I now understand the logic behind your actions. You concluded that it’s impossible to defeat me on your own, so you brought in foreign forces. You seemed to be a simple beginner who just arrived at the fiftieth floor, so I thought you wouldn’t pull off something like this…”
    

    
      
        Swooooosh!
      
       
    

    
      Even as the Constellation Murderer spoke, countless meteors tore through the gray sky. They had been shot from extremely far away and made up of an enormous amount of mana. 
    

    
      The meteors were getting closer and closer, but the Constellation Murderer didn’t seem to care. He simply scribbled down in his diary using his fountain pen. 
    

    
      “This is my mistake. From now on, even when dealing with beginners, I’ll keep the possible intervention of powerful foreign forces in mind.”
    

    
      
        Swoosh, swoosh!
      
       
    

    
      “The fuck? Run!”
    

    
      “Are the Spiders high today?!”
    

    
      The nearby Hunters reacted faster than the Constellation Murderer. They immediately tore up teleportation magic scrolls, a seemingly must-have item for those living on the fiftieth floor. The bald bartender did the same. Right before he ran away, he turned to scream at the Constellation Murderer and me.
    

    
      “Hey! Constellation Murderer! I’m going to charge you for renovations again, so don’t forget to write that down! You better pay for the scroll too!”
    

    
      “Okay. I wrote it down.” The Constellation Murderer closed the diary. “Because I made a vow, I’ll do my best to protect you, stranger.”
    

    
      The meteors were right in front of us. 
    

    
      
        Thud! Booom!
      
       
    

    
      An indiscriminate bombardment destroyed the streets. Just as the storm of destruction was about to hit the open-air bar, someone grabbed my wrist.
    

    
      “
      
        Maximum Vision and Auditory Enhancement. I give up one hour of my memories in return
      
      ,” the Constellation Murderer muttered. 
    

    
      And then a miracle happened. 
    

    
      The meteors were so big they covered the sky, but the Constellation Murderer dodged the barrage by only taking a slight step aside. One step, then two. Every time he pushed and pulled me by the wrist, a meteor narrowly passed us by.
    

    
      An angry voice rang out from the sky. “
      
        Huh?
      
       Hey, you, Star Sign freak! What are you meddling in for?! Get lost!! The guy you’re with right now has bad blood with the Magic Tower! Unless you want to get on the bad side of the Great Staff, just move on already!”
    

    
      “First, I ask you to resolve the conflict by having a conversation.” 
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer waved his right hand. The dust cloud created by the meteor shower cleared all at once. Both he and I were completely fine.
    

    
      “What fucking conversation do you want us to have? Get lost, you nuthead!”
    

    
      “I have to protect this stranger no matter what. That means I need to make sure the stranger is healthy both physically and mentally. There is no room for compromise here.” The Constellation Murderer took out the diary again with his left hand and read it. “The Magic Tower is an extremely selfish group. Because they are so selfish, they can negotiate based on their own interests and losses. I can cause serious damage to you. Negotiate with me.”
    

    
      “That guy is our mortal enemy! MORTAL ENEMY!”
    

    
      “All problems can be solved by having a rational conversation.”
    

    
      “Hey! Hey! Guys! Does anyone know how many days of memories the Constellation Murderer has right now? Report, right now!”
    

    
      In the sky, tens of thousands of wizards were riding on broomsticks. One of them answered, “My name is Hongboseok, and I’m part of the Permanent Surveillance Team! Chief, the Constellation Murderer’s memory count is at seven days!”
    

    
      “Fuck. Of all possible days, he had to have all his seven days worth of memories today?” 
    

    
      The sound of teeth grinding echoed. 
    

    
      “That doesn’t matter! Eliminate the Constellation freak first! As of now, the Magic Tower is in a state of general mobilization! From the Thumb to the Little Finger, everyone in the Magic Tower must hunt down the Sword Emperor and the Constellation Murderer! I repeat, you punks! This is a general mobilization order!”
    

    
      “I guess negotiations are off the table,” the Constellation Murderer muttered, flipping over the diary in his left hand. “
      
        Search: Magic Tower. Advanced Search: Combat. Keyword: Counter.
      
      ”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer glanced at the diary and nodded. He took out a rubber band—a cheap, yellow rubber band that was common in the outside world—and tied up his long silver hair.
    

    
      I watched him slowly tying his hair right next to me. It probably only took two seconds. However, I knew that short moment was one of the few rituals he still remembered.
    

    
      “Time to fight,” the Constellation Murderer said quietly.
    

    
      The tens of thousands of wizards in the sky were ready to take action. 
    

    
      “Kill them!”
    

    
      “Flagholders, surround them!”
    

    
      But not all the wizards charged.
    

    
      “Singers, sing from the back!”
    

    
      “Yes, Chief!”
    

    
      The ring-like formations of wizards unfolded in the gray sky. There were a lot of them. Hundreds of wizards formed five circles and sang in unison. The chief’s formation joined them, and a six-layered melody rang out.
    

    
      The Guardian mused. 
    

    
      
        —Oh. It’s been a while since I saw their Celestial Shadow Chant.
      
    

    
      
        Celestial Shadow Chant?
      
    

    
      
        —You see the five towers over there, right? A Constellation is sealed in the basement of each tower. Well, that’s what these guys claim, but “confined” is a better word. Anyway, those wizards borrow and manifest the power of these sealed Constellations in the form of a song. The effects are…
      
    

    
      
        [Warning: You have been designated as the primary target of Area of Effect attacks.]
      
    

    
      
        [Warning: Your aura damage has been reduced by fifty percent!]
      
    

    
      
        [Warning: Your magic damage has been reduced by fifty percent!]
      
    

    
      
        [Warning: Your mental defense has been reduced by fifty percent!]
      
    

    
      
        [Warning: Any penalties you are under have been doubled.]
      
    

    
      The Guardian nodded.
    

    
      
        —Hmmm, yeah, something like that. The effects are kind of annoying as hell…
      
    

    
      
        What the heck?
      
    

    
      
        —This ability is called Spider Web. That’s why the wizards are called Spiders.
      
    

    
      They were indeed a group of monsters that had been reigning on the fiftieth floor of the Tower for over a thousand years. They could significantly reduce their opponents’ powers before the fight even began. Yet the Guardian had torn apart that Spider Web one hundred and fifty years ago. He was more of a monster than they were.
    

    
      “
      
        Attack Enhancement.
      
      ” 
    

    
      The man who had fought that formidable monster was right in front of me.
    

    
      “
      
        I give up my memories about the beauty of sunsets in return.
      
      ”
    

    
      Suddenly, a sword was summoned in the Constellation Murderer’s right hand. He took a step and swung his sword as if he were dancing. 
    

    
      The attack looked like a storm unfolding rather than a simple sword slash. The blue aura attack split the gray sky in two. One of the six ring-like formations in the sky was caught in the storm.
    

    
      “G-Get back in formation! Get back!”
    

    
      “Retreat!”
    

    
      Hundreds of wizards dropped while screaming. One of them fell to the ground because he lost his balance on his broom. The cone hats that the wizards lost fluttered like black flower petals.
    

    
      
        [The doubled penalty effect has been lifted.]
      
    

    
      However, the Constellation Murderer didn’t stop. “
      
        Attack Enhancement. I give up my memories about the sound of rain falling from the sky.
      
      ”
    

    
      The sky was torn apart again.
    

    
      
        [The reduced aura damage effect has been lifted!]
      
    

    
      “That Constellation freak!”
    

    
      “The Thumb Finger Ring has been destroyed! Same with the Index Finger Ring! We can’t maintain the formation!”
    

    
      “Ch-Chief! It’s definitely reckless to fight the Constellation Murderer if he has an entire week's worth of memories!”
    

    
      “This fucking Constellation freak! Forget it! Just charge! Chaaaaaarge!”
    

    
      The wizards shot fireballs and chunks of ice. Tree roots and weeds suddenly grew where the Constellation Murderer and I were standing, keeping us fixed in place. The air was boiling as a thick jungle arose from the roots. Fog spread out and obstructed our view. So many spells and miracles, too many to even mention, struck the two of us.
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer held the diary in one hand and his sword in the other. “
      
        Attack Enhancement. I give up the memories of children’s smiles in return.
      
      ”
    

    
      All the spells and miracles were ripped apart.
    

    
      
        [The reduced magic damage effect has been lifted!]
      
    

    
      
        [The reduced mental defense effect has been lifted!]
      
    

    
      
        [Your designation as the primary target of the Area of Effect attacks has been canceled.]
      
    

    
      The fireballs and chunks of ice were destroyed. The tree roots were cut off and the weeds rotted. When a blue breeze swirled in the air, the jungle also disappeared. The fog cleared, revealing groaning wizards.
    

    
      “The Middle Finger Ring has been destroyed! The Right Finger and the Little Finger Rings have also been destroyed!”
    

    
      “We can’t continue our Celestial Shadow Chant anymore, Chief.”
    

    
      “That guy’s attacks exploit our rings’ weak points!”
    

    
      “Fuck…! Which son of a bitch sold to this idiot all the confidential information…?”
    

    
      I blankly watched the fight unfold right in front of me. 
    

    
      The wizards attacked tenaciously, but it was no use. The Constellation Murderer was fighting, throwing away memories of the drink he just had, the street he walked down the day before, and other trivial memories. 
    

    
      One Hunter was facing tens of thousands of wizards.
    

    
      The Guardian chuckled lightly.
      
         
      
    

    
      
        —What do you think? This is the complete opposite of your fighting style, right? What the Constellation Murderer uses is also a type of demonic art. Zombie, the Demonic Heaven Arts you use are based on your memories, like that of hunger and solitude... The Constellation Murderer is the opposite. He throws away his memories. Take a close look. You will also experience such a fight someday.
      
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer’s fighting style was quiet but desperate. “
      
        I give up the memories of taking a walk under the gentle sky.
      
      ”
    

    
      He threw away his memories one by one. His tone was plain, and his sword strokes were simple. In that regard, the fight wasn’t that noisy.
    

    
      “
      
        I give up the memories of human’s agonizing screams.
      
      ”
    

    
      However, each memory the Constellation Murderer threw away was by no means light. As the fight lasted, the memories he had been holding onto were unleashed, like boxes being opened one after another. They were like Pandora’s boxes, their contents evaporating once opened.
    

    
      The Guardian went on.
    

    
      
        —The Constellation Murderer lives with a week’s worth of memories at most and a day’s worth at least. He doesn’t really remember anything for more than a week. Every time he accumulates a week’s worth of memories, he goes off to hunt a Constellation. To put it briefly, just one week of memories is enough for him to do that.
      
    

    
      I didn’t know how to reply.
    

    
      
        —He said he has amnesia, but strictly speaking, he lied. That guy sacrifices his memories to do his job.
      
    

    
      His life was his firewood. My holy sword trembled.
    

    
      
        [Shiny can’t bear to watch her former master fight.]
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny remembers that her former master didn’t use to fight like that.]
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny is unsure when or why he became like that.]
      
    

    
      The Magic Tower’s wizard army was exhausted now. Their formation broke down completely. At first, they repeatedly attacked the Constellation Murderer in an intricately-designed formation, but it looked like they reached their limit. The wizards only sporadically struck back.
    

    
      “Ch-Chief, see?  We can’t take on the Constellation Murderer fully doped with one week of his memories…”
    

    
      “We did officially declare that he’s too OP in this state…”
    

    
      “If you use any more of our mana, the damage will be enormous!”
    

    
      “The surveillance teams have been messaging us like crazy. Chief, the Constellations have sensed something unusual and are keeping a close eye on us. There is a high chance that they will take advantage of how weak we are right now and initiate an invasion.”
    

    
      The woman who appeared to be the leader of the wizards gritted her teeth. She took off her cone hat and crumpled it with her left hand, then glared at me with formidable anger in her eyes. “Sword Emperor… Sword Emperor, Sword Emperor, Sword Emperor!!!”
    

    
      The Guardian shrugged.
    

    
      
        —Wow, my death isn’t enough to kill my popularity. Look, Zombie. This is why being too awesome can become a problem.
      
    

    
      “So you now have an alliance with the Constellation Murderer! I get it! Look forward to our next encounter! This was just a brawl, but we, the Magic Tower, will hunt you down for sure next time! We’ll stop at nothing!”
    

    
      The wizards looked fed up.
    

    
      “Wow... Chief, that’s a typical line from a loser who runs away…”
    

    
      “Quiet. Don’t get on her nerves right now. She’ll turn you into a frog and eat you.”
    

    
      The woman threw a punch into the air. “I’ll crush your ass next time!” 
    

    
      As the wizards all scattered and turned back, the Constellation Murderer said, “Wait, Magic Tower Master.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I still have twenty-three hours of memories left. If I use twenty-two hours to strengthen my attack, it’s possible to destroy one of your towers.”
    

    
      “Are you threatening us now?”
    

    
      “Yes,” the Constellation Murderer said. “According to my records, you care a lot about saving face, Magic Tower Master. The fact that you couldn’t get rid of me even after issuing a general mobilization order is already a pretty big loss, but it’s nothing compared to losing your towers. Think carefully about my threat.”
    

    
      The Magic Tower Master’s face crumpled.
    

    
      “For the next seven days, I forbid any attack or manipulation involving me and this man. By attack and manipulation, I mean all actions that can harm us through both indirect and direct methods. I won’t allow you to make decisions anymore. If you can’t help yourself to make a move, ask me or him before you do anything. We’ll be making the decisions for you.”
    

    
      “You fucking swordsmen are seriously pissing me off right now…”
    

    
      “I’ll threaten you again. Accept this one-week truce.” The Constellation Murderer gripped his sword tighter. “If you don’t, I will tear one of your towers down.”
    

    
      Silence fell over the devastated wasteland.
    

    
      “You jerk… Consider your name added to the Magic Tower’s kill list.”
    

    
      “Do you agree to the truce?”
    

    
      When the Magic Tower Master clicked her tongue, a piece of golden sparkling paper appeared in front of the Constellation Murderer. He read the contract with an indifferent look, then took out his fountain pen to sign it. 
    

    
      “Nice negotiating with you. Now leave.”
    

    
      “I’ll bury you together with the Sword Emperor, Constellation Murderer.”
    

    
      “I will make sure to write down your threat.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ptui!
      
      ”
    

    
      The wizards turned away on their broomsticks. Like a swarm of locusts in autumn, they slowly flew away, covering most of the sky. 
    

    
      It was quiet now. There was no one around here except the Constellation Murderer and me. He turned to look at me. “I’ve fulfilled my promise, stranger.”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer described his situation calmly, as if he were talking about someone else. 
    

    
      “But after observing you, it seems I fell into a trap. Although I won the battle, my week’s worth of memories has been reduced to one day. This is a significant decrease in my power, which I believe was your intended goal.” 
    

    
      The Guardian called out to me in a low voice.
      
         
      
    

    
      
        —Gong-Ja, don’t fall for it. He’s talking to you to buy as much time as possible. Don’t see that guy as a human being. He’s no different from a walking weapon that operates strictly based on the information he has.
      
    

    
      
        Yes, I know. 
      
    

    
      I gripped the holy sword tighter and glared at the Constellation Murderer. “That’s right. I’m going to take you down.”
    

    
      “But you see, I can’t attack you because of the promise I made. I can only dodge or block your attacks… That’s dangerous. If you’re the Sword Emperor himself or his herald as the Magic Tower Master said, that’s especially dangerous.”
    

    
      “I’m the Death King, the Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult and the Duke Consort of Ivansia.”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer opened the diary and wrote my name down. His fountain pen moved as he asked, “What is the Heavenly Demon Cult?”
    

    
      “It’s the sword that answers everyone’s screams.”
    

    
      “What about Young Heaven?”
    

    
      “It’s the sword that will swing first.”
    

    
      “What is the Death King supposed to be?” 
    

    
      “It’s the name of the person who will take you in.” I drew up my red aura. It was my turn to ask questions. “Constellation Murderer, do you have any memories about starvation?”
    

    
      “I have some written down in my diary. However, I don’t have any in my seven days worth of memories right now.”
    

    
      I nodded before charging. “That’s why you will lose.” 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 128: The Compatriots (1)

    
      
        —Hero, can you hear me?
      
    

    
      Kim ■ blinked blankly. He was standing in the middle of a ruined wasteland, holding a sword. “This place is…”
    

    
      
        —You were in a fierce battle until just a moment ago.
      
    

    
       The voice was coming from the sword. It belonged to the Goddess of Protection, the Constellation that had brought him into this world. Although he could recognize the goddess, ■’s mind was somehow blank. How had he made it here? It was as if his memories were covered in soot. Even when he tried to remember and claw out the soot, the black dust always came back, clouding his head.
    

    
      The goddess sounded like she was about to cry. 
    

    
      
        —You… fell into your enemy’s trap. It was an ambush you just couldn’t overcome. If you kept fighting normally, you would have lost for certain… so you used Salvation’s power for the first time.
      
    

    
      “Salvation…”
    

    
      
        —Yes, it’s the power that can save you depending on how much you give up. You gave up a syllable of your name, Hero.
      
    

    
      Only then did ■ realize the reason behind the soot. 
    

    
      “I see. Yeah, that’s correct. I did that.”
    

    
      He threw away a syllable of his name forever. He could no longer remember what his name was no matter how hard he tried. In return, the battlefield around him became a devastated wasteland and the group that attacked him with evil schemes evaporated from this world. Once more, the hero survived an unsurvivable adversity.
    

    
      “It’s not so bad,” ■ muttered. “I didn’t like my name anyway. Throwing away one syllable gave me this much power…”
    

    
      How much value his name carried mildly surprised ■. Not only had his name been worthless, but his life before coming to this world also didn’t have any value. At least, that was what ■ thought.
    

    
      “Hwia.”
    

    
      
        —Yes, Hero…
      
    

    
      “We’ll be able to save this world a little faster.”
    

    
      Kim ■ knew what he had to do. He had to throw away worthless memories to gain valuable ones in return. 
    

    
      “Before that, I’m going to make a new name for myself.”
    

    
      Lefanta meant man of the wilderness in an ancient language. Kim ■ never called himself that, but at some point, people started looking up to him and referring to him by this name.
    

    
      Lefanta Aegim. 
    

    
      Kim ■ became a man of the wilderness.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The land the wizards had passed through was now a ruined wasteland. I charged across the land like a gust of wind.
    

    
      The silver-haired man, the Constellation Murderer, looked at me calmly.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        First Form:
      
    

    
      
        Starvation Death.
      
    

    
      Mimicking the movement of a child reaching for the sky as they died of starvation, I became the claw that scratched the sky. With the most primal movement and scream, I tried to cut off the Constellation Murderer’s head. 
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer gripped his sword tighter. “Maximum Sensory Enhancement. I give up one hour of my memories.” 
    

    
      Claanng! 
    

    
      Our swords locked. The Constellation Murderer blocked my attack and met my eyes, his gaze devoid of emotion. He held his diary in his other hand. 
    

    
      “What strange swordplay. It seems you use your aura based on your mind practice to strike. I heard that those born from murim are obsessed with the mind practice they use. Perhaps you learned this swordplay from somewhere other than the Righteous Faction. Probably the Heavenly Demon Cult you spoke of...”
    

    
      I swung my sword.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        Second Form:
      
    

    
      
        Thirst Death.
      
    

    
      Dry wind blew across the wasteland, sending the sand dust flying. There had been a man who died of thirst because he couldn’t take a sip of water, even though he was surrounded by seawater. To him, the world had been a desert. 
    

    
      I summoned a desert and unleashed it toward the Constellation Murderer.
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer blinked as he faced the desert wind. “Defense Enhancement. I give up the memories of how water tastes.” 
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      Again, my attack was blocked by the end of his sword.
    

    
      “Fighting like this isn’t good, Death King.” His voice sounded as dry as a desert. “You're righteous. If your justice is built on sound logic, you...”
    

    
      “Whish.” I recited the prayer. “Whish.”
    

    
      It was the only prayer I used. My red aura howled as my blood boiled. All the memories I had accumulated, the deaths I collected, and the events I lived through answered my prayer.
    

    
      “Iwish.”
    

    
      Another person had died because she couldn’t breathe as she sank into the sea. There were so many different ways for people to die, so the alleys—no, any ground I’ve ever walked on all held the record of someone’s death. Therefore, death was present in all worlds.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts, 
      
    

    
      
        Third Form:
      
    

    
      
        Drowning Death.
      
    

    
      The silver-haired Constellation Murderer swung his sword. “Interception Enhancement. I give up the memories of how the sea smells.”
    

    
      “How much do you think you can throw away?”
    

    
      “As much as I can.”
    

    
      I clenched my jaw. Now I understand.
    

    
      As I launched a barrage of attacks, I glared at the Constellation Murderer, who blocked every single one of my attacks. That was when realization dawned on me.
    

    
      
        I could have become just like him.
      
    

    
      He was a hero who had honed his demonic arts to the limit, and the Guardian had faced him one hundred fifty years prior. That was why the Guardian had roared when he went up against my teacher.
    

    
      
        —I’m going to teach him how to be happy.
      
    

    
      The Guardian knew what happened to people who abandoned themselves because he had seen it firsthand, so he had fought Teacher. If I didn’t have the Guardian, hadn’t met Raviel, or believed that my memories were dispensable, I would have ended up like the man in front of me.
    

    
      “Lefanta Aegim!” I swung my sword.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        Fourth Form:
      
    

    
      
        Freezing Death.
      
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer also raised his sword. “I give up the memories of warm and cold winds.”
    

    
      “You mentioned righteousness!” 
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      Our two swords crossed paths once again. 
    

    
      “If I am righteous…”
    

    
      “... you wouldn’t threaten my life.”
    

    
      We looked straight into each other’s eyes. 
    

    
      “That’s what you said!”
    

    
      “That’s what I said.”
    

    
      When our voices clashed, we pushed each other away. 
    

    
      With the magnitude of a raging ocean wave, I shouted, “Then what is your justice?”
    

    
      “My justice is to eradicate Constellations.” The Constellation Murderer’s voice was as loud as a downpour, covering my shout.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer had said that he couldn’t answer but, as the Guardian had told me before, the Constellation Murderer had no choice but to chat away now since he had to buy more time to throw away. 
    

    
      “Constellations take away freedom of choice from humans.”
    

    
      This was his justice.
    

    
      “Good originates from human freedom, so any Constellation that violates that freedom is evil.”
    

    
      That was how he defined good and evil.
    

    
      “You said that you defeated the Constellation known as the Immortal Happiness Preacher. Then you know that she infected the humans in the world she reigned and forced them to be happy.”
    

    
      He mentioned righteousness.
    

    
      “What about the Eternal Plains Warhorse? Every world the Constellation tramples becomes a battlefield. Even everyday conversations turn into intense arguments. Humans have no freedom there.”
    

    
      He mentioned freedom. 
    

    
      His words resembled rain, so I drank them up as I shouted, “You say humans should be free?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      I swung my sword. “Then, what about you?”
    

    
      “I am…”
    

    
      “You’re just a machine that does whatever is written in that diary! You have no freedom!”
    

    
      “That is a valid point.” 
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer swung the sword with his right hand but did not let go of the diary in his left hand. He indifferently scanned through the pages.
    

    
      “I would answer that it’s only right to give up my freedom if it means I can save everyone else’s. That is how I decided I would use the freedom I had in the beginning. Therefore…”
    

    
      “Don’t be ridiculous!”
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts, 
      
    

    
      
        Fifth Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Poisoning Death.
      
    

    
      “How are you any different from the Constellations you talked about?”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer paused but still quickly managed to defend my strike infused with all the poison I had scraped from other worlds.
    

    
      “I give up the memories of how all flowers smell.”
    

    
      “You smell the flowers, see the sunset, drink, eat, and feel the wind for a week. But it doesn’t mean anything! You just throw it all away!”
    

    
      “Constellations are bad influences on worlds. They force their principles and ways of thinking onto humans. People become puppets against their wishes.” The Constellation Murderer recited his diary. “To at least give the people back the freedom of choice, Constellations should…”
    

    
      “How is that…” 
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        Sixth Form:
      
    

    
      
        Illness Death.
      
    

    
      “... any different…” 
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        Seventh Form:
      
    

    
      
        Bludgeoning Death.
      
    

    
      “... from what you’re doing!”  I screamed. 
    

    
      “I give up all the dreams I had for a week, the pain of my wounds, the scenery of morning, afternoon, evening, and night...”
    

    
      “You just do whatever is written in the diary! Constellations are better than you! At least they know what they’re doing, but you’re just obeying words scribbled on paper!”
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        Eighth Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Fire Death.
      
    

    
      “You’re not the slayer of Constellations! You are a Constellation who kills other Constellations!”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer… More like the Murderer Constellation. 
    

    
      “If killing the Constellation is your only duty, kill yourself first, the Constellation of Murder!”
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts,
      
    

    
      
        Ninth Form:
      
    

    
      
        Self-Determination Death.
      
    

    
      My sword tried to pierce the Constellation Murderer, but I was only able to cut through the middle of the worn-out diary he could not take his eyes off of. Countless pages flew into the air, his notes scattering like flower petals.
    

    
      “I give up… one second of my memories,” the Constellation Murderer muttered. 
    

    
      Not a lot of time had passed since his intense battle with the Magic Tower’s Spiders, and he and I had been fighting for quite a while. All the memories he had accumulated over a week were exhausted; he was out of his ammo.
    

    
      “I give up one second of my memories.”
    

    
      Despite reaching the end, the Constellation Murderer didn’t stop operating since he still had something left to throw away. Actually, he had an endless supply.
    

    
      “I give up one second of my memories.”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer sacrificed the seconds that kept passing while swinging his sword, drawing up his aura, and protecting himself.
    

    
      “I give up one second of my memories.”
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      “I give up one second of my memories.”
    

    
      This was his way of screaming.
    

    
      “I give up one second of my memories.”
    

    
      The Demonic Heaven was the sword that answered all screams.  
    

    
      “I give up one second of my memories.”
    

    
      I had been following the scream of the snowfield, the heart, and the children. Since he was the cause of all those screams, he would naturally be the end of them as well. 
    

    
      “I give up one second of my memories,” the Constellation Murderer muttered as he swung his sword.  
    

    
      The voice had no tone; it was colorless. Since there were no emotions in his eyes, he seemed heartless. The colorless, heartless man continued to block my sword strikes, his silver hair flying in the air.
    

    
      “I give up… ”
    

    
      I slashed his shoulder.
    

    
      “... one second of my memories.”
    

    
      I didn’t stop swinging my sword.
    

    
      “... one second…”
    

    
      Splashes of blood burst out of his shoulder and calf. The more my sword struck, the more red sprayed on the gray wasteland. 
    

    
      “I give up…”
    

    
      I closed in on the Constellation Murderer, who couldn’t stop me. When he fell backward, I pinned him down and raised my sword high. “Lefanta Aegim.”
    

    
      “... one second.”
    

    
      “I’ll take in your scream.” 
    

    
      I pierced the Constellation of Murder’s heart.
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer coughed out blood. He couldn’t breathe. His eyes were emotionless as he looked up at me. His lips moved, but his voice was muffled by the sputtering blood.
    

    
      “… one…”
    

    
      But that was what the scream did. 
    

    
      The blood from the Constellation Murderer’s beating heart flowed out of his mouth, where his voice came from. It spread further and further in a circle. The Constellation Murderer’s silver hair, the color between white and gray, was soaked by the growing pool of blood. 
    

    
      He slowly closed his eyes.
    

    
      The Tower’s voice was quiet.
    

    
      
        [Your presence has become stronger.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Death King’s level has increased.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Skill Slots have increased]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Hunter Class is C.]
      
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      The voice didn’t stop.
    

    
      
        [Your presence has become stronger.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Death King’s level has increased.]
      
    

    
      The Tower made declarations as if it was time to settle all the causes and effects I created.
    

    
      
        [Your Skill Slots have increased]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Hunter Class is B.]
      
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      When everything quieted down, I quietly retrieved the sword from his heart. The Constellation Murderer’s corpse was docile, emotionlessly lying in the pool of his own blood. It was as if he were destined to lose this fight from the beginning.
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker is shocked by the Constellation Murderer’s death.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye becomes vigilant about you after achieving such an unbelievable feat.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse is surprised by the Constellation Murderer’s death.]
      
    

    
      The worlds were shocked.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 129: The Compatriots (2)

    
      Of course, the Constellations weren’t the only ones who were shocked by the Constellation Murderer’s death.
    

    
      “What?”  
    

    
      “What? Wait, what…? The Constellation Murderer is dead? Seriously?” a shocked voice asked from the gray sky. It belonged to the Magic Tower Master, the leader of the wizards who’d had an intense battle against the Constellation Murderer not too long before. 
    

    
      Upon hearing that, Hunters slowly gathered in the wasteland after fleeing from the battle between the Constellation Murderer and the Magic Tower. 
    

    
      “That’s impossible. The Constellation Murderer is dead?”
    

    
      “Who is this guy?”
    

    
      “Who the hell is the Sword Emperor supposed to be?”
    

    
      “Fuck, that crazy motherfucker has reincarnated…”
    

    
      Despite their shock, the Hunters were hesitant to come closer, wary of a strange Hunter who had suddenly appeared and hunted the Constellation Murderer.
    

    
      I steadied my breath, which was ragged from my fight. 
    

    
      
        This is dangerous. I need to disappear before I attract more attention. If they find out that my combat prowess is actually not as high as they think, they won’t hesitate to hunt me down.
      
    

    
      I was able to hunt the Constellation Murderer because of the trap I had set. If we had fought each other head-on, if both of us had been fully prepared, I would have lost no matter what. The other Hunters didn’t know this yet… and it was fortunate that they didn’t. 
    

    
      
        Let’s hurry.
      
    

    
      “Send me back,” I muttered after carrying the Constellation Murderer’s body on my back. 
    

    
      I pictured the majestic lobby of the great library. Soon I was going to be teleported there, carrying the Constellation Murderer’s body, and then I would persuade the Indoor Librarian according to my plan.
    

    
      “…?”
    

    
      But nothing happened.
    

    
      “Send me back,” I said again, but still nothing. I was still in the desolate wasteland. The Constellation Murderer’s sticky blood drenched my back. Hundreds of Hunters were looking at me in confusion.
    

    
      Suddenly, I had an ominous realization. 
    

    
      
        The stage clear message hasn’t appeared yet.
      
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer was definitely dead. However, I wasn’t told that the stage was cleared.
    

    
      
        Why? What am I missing?
      
    

    
      I hurriedly reviewed everything I had done to find out what was amiss. Perhaps just killing the Constellation Murderer wasn’t enough since he wasn’t the ruler of the fiftieth floor. 
    

    
      “What’s wrong with him? He’s just standing there.”
    

    
      “Wait a sec. My evaluation Skill says that his Class is B.”
    

    
      “B?”
    

    
      While I was desperately searching for an answer by racking through my memories, the Hunters were chatting away. The initial shock slowly gave way to waves of wariness and then doubt.
    

    
      “Don’t bullshit me.”
    

    
      “Well, maybe he has a Skill that camouflages his level. The Constellation Murderer is estimated to be at least Class S, so there’s no way a Class B Hunter could just kill him.”
    

    
      “Hey! Somebody talk to that guy!”
    

    
      “Are there any Hunters among you who were around when the Sword Emperor was alive?”
    

    
      Cold sweat ran down my spine.
    

    
      
        Not good.
      
    

    
      The atmosphere was becoming uneasy. It wasn’t just because the Hunters were trying to approach me. Each and every one of those Hunters was dangerous and probably of a higher Class than me. My hunter instincts were telling me that I was missing something.
    

    
      I instinctively looked to the side. The Guardian was there, grinning.
    

    
      
        —What are you looking at?
      
    

    
      
        Be honest with me. You know something I don’t, isn’t that right?
      
    

    
      
        —I have no idea what you’re talking about. I’ve already given you all the advice I can give you.
      
    

    
      Even as he said that, the Guardian couldn’t erase the smirk off his face. A hint of playfulness lay in the corners of his mouth. 
    

    
      
        Shit.
      
       I cursed, hurriedly recalling the Guardian’s advice from before.
    

    
      
        —Gong-Ja, don’t fall for it. He’s talking to you to buy as much time as possible. Don’t see that guy as a human being. He’s no different from a walking weapon that operates strictly based on the information he has.
      
    

    
      That was what the Guardian had told me earlier. I quickly analyzed the Constellation Murderer. 
    

    
      
        Lefanta Aegim obsessively calculated everything. Of course, even if it were just a small possibility, wouldn’t he have assumed that he might die? The Constellation Murderer has even met the Sword Emperor before. What would I have done if I were him?
      
    

    
      During one of my previous trauma penalties, I had seen the Constellation Murderer for the first time. The Guardian was also with me at that time and immediately recognized the Constellation Murderer.
    

    
      
        —Huh? I’ve seen that bastard before. He’s the Constellation Murderer. I’m sure of it. Yeah. I was wondering where that psycho was born. Wow, I didn’t know he was from Aegim.
      
    

    
      When I asked how the Guardian knew the Constellation Murderer, he had just shrugged.
    

    
      
        —What do you mean, how? We went at it. He’s strong, but he can’t compete with me.
      
    

    
      In other words, the Guardian had defeated the Constellation Murderer before. Strange. Very strange. 
    

    
      I looked at the Guardian, feeling the Constellation Murderer’s blood flowing down my back. 
      
        No…
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah.
      
    

    
      
        There’s no way someone like you would let the Constellation Murderer live.
      
    

    
      The Sword Emperor was one hell of a psychopath, but he was very respectful and valued honor when it came to the sword and martial arts. 
    

    
      The Guardian had killed my teacher in a fair match of words. Teacher had been as beautiful as she had been kind. However, the Guardian had firmly stated that her words abided by the wicked principles of a demonic cult and slew her.
    

    
      
        —Hehe.
      
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer was incomparably more wicked than Teacher.
    

    
      
        —You smart rascal.
      
    

    
      So… there was no way the Guardian wouldn’t have killed the Constellation Murderer after defeating him.
    

    
      
        —This is why I like you. To be a proper Hunter, you have to be smart, bold, and capable. Those are the three qualities that a Hunter should have. They should be able to think of ways to win, have the guts to carry out their plan, and have the skill to execute it successfully.
      
    

    
      The only possible conclusion was that the Guardian had killed the Constellation Murderer before. It was just that he didn’t stay dead.
    

    
      
        —The Constellation Murderer is a Hunter just like you.
      
    

    
      The sky split.
    

    
      “
      
        Attack enhancement.
      
       
      
        I give up the memories of the white flower that I caught a glimpse of on the way here.
      
      ”
    

    
      I was only able to avoid that blow because I was extremely tense and alert of my surroundings. My aura was enhancing all my five senses to the limit. That was how I could sense the sword brutally cut through the air.
    

    
      I abandoned Lefanta Aegim’s body and pathetically rolled on the ground using Lazy Donkey Roll. The only goal was to make it out of that spot. The movement art I used would have made the martial artists from 
      
        murim
      
       sneer at me, but I did it without any shame.
    

    
      In return, I lived.
    

    
      
        Thuuuudd!
      
    

    
      The wasteland was destroyed. The blow swept out the crowd that gathered to watch me. Unlike me, the Hunters hadn’t been vigilant of their surroundings. Because of their slight carelessness, more than twenty of them were slaughtered in the blink of an eye.
    

    
      “On the way here, I saw an old man tending to his flower pot.”
    

    
      Footsteps echoed through the wasteland, which was now echoing with screams and moans.
    

    
      “The flower pot was small. The man’s life was also nearing its end; a single flower pot could hold all that was left. I briefly looked at the flower pot that held the old man’s life. Regardless of its size, life can be beautiful if it can be preserved.”
    

    
      The man was wearing a worn-out hood over his head.
    

    
      “
      
        Attack Enhancement
      
      ,” the man said under the hood. “
      
        I give up my memories of the old man and the flower pot.
      
      ”
    

    
      A storm blew.
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker rejoices.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is waiting for more information to be revealed.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse has completely given up on attacking you.]
      
    

    
      The casualties quickly doubled. Except for quick Hunters, everyone else was caught up in the storm. 
    

    
      A brave soul threw himself at the hooded man, but his limbs were soon blown away, showing everyone the difference between courage and arrogance. 
    

    
      “I heard people whispering in the alleys.”
    

    
      The gale took the man’s hood off.
    

    
      “I couldn’t understand their whisperings, but I didn’t want to dismiss them as mere noises. It made me want to understand them. I wondered if that was what beauty is all about. I thought the murmurs in the alleys were beautiful.”
    

    
      His hair was silver.
    

    
      “I walked. Stepping on solid ground felt invigorating and pleasant. I wondered if people would be a little better when they walked barefoot. After imagining that, I felt like they would probably step on a piece of glass and hurt themselves. People who walk barefoot in this world are good people, but they will always be in a lot of pain.”
    

    
      His eyes were blue.
    

    
      “I deduced that my killer is among you. The most likely suspect is… the one carrying my corpse.”
    

    
      He was holding an old notebook.
    

    
      “It has been 153 years, 7 months, and 2 days since I died. The Hunter who killed me, the Sword Emperor, was certainly more skilled than me, so I added the rule on page 2 to run away if a stronger opponent killed me. This is the lesson I gained after fighting the Sword Emperor and dying three times.”
    

    
      After scanning through the old notebook with his blue eyes, the silver-haired man looked at me.
    

    
      “You dodged my two strikes. If you were a warrior at the Sword Emperor’s level, you would have counterattacked immediately after dodging. The Sword Emperor called his level Eternal Dawn Sword, but you don’t have the skills to be at that level.”
    

    
      The holy sword hanging on my belt trembled.
    

    
      “It’s hard to tell why I was killed by a Hunter like you, but it means that you are clever enough to come up with a method that I can’t surmise. Hunters smarter than me are dangerous. If you become more powerful than you are now, you may become a Hunter comparable to the Sword Emperor.”
    

    
      The man was a human weapon who killed Constellations. He even considered the possibility of his own death in advance and thus created a copy of himself. It could have been a clone, a doll, or something made from some Constellations’ borrowed power. 
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer, Lefanta Aegim, was looking straight at me.
    

    
      
        —Don’t think of that guy as a human. He’s a Hunter just like you, Gong-Ja, 
      
      the Guardian whispered. 
    

    
      Just like how I never stayed dead, the Constellation Murderer had also prepared for his death.
    

    
      “I deduced that you’re a dangerous person who should be eliminated immediately.” The Constellation Murderer took out a yellow rubber band from his pocket and slowly tied his silver hair. “I’ll fight you.”
    

    
      The world was split apart.
    

    
      The Guardian laughed boisterously and the moth-eaten hem of his robe fluttered.
    

    
      
        —Welcome
      
       
      
        to the world after the forty-ninth floor, Gong-Ja!
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I drew as much of my aura as possible. “Shit! A clone? He’s really no different from a machine!”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer looked at the diary and then at me. It would have been better if he just looked at me, but he continued to attack as his eyes scanned the pages. I did my best to dodge his barrage of strikes.
    

    
      “Only one Constellation was present in the battles against the Sword Emperor. The Sword Emperor himself considered duels sacred. But there are too many witnesses to my death this time. It’s difficult to eliminate all of them as of now.”
    

    
      “Crazy shit...” the Magic Tower Master murmured absentmindedly in the sky. 
    

    
      Regardless, the Constellation Murderer moved mechanically, as if he had programmed his behavior beforehand. 
    

    
      “Therefore, I’ll choose threat over elimination. I’ll tell this to my current and future antagonists. Listen to me carefully. I achieved immortality in an artificial way, so I’ll stand before you again even if you murder me this time as well.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “And, I’ll make sure to kill whoever caused my death. If a group is behind it, I’ll destroy them all.”
    

    
      
        Thuuuuuud!
      
    

    
      I barely managed to avoid the attack the Constellation Murderer threw, slashing his corpse instead. The body was immediately cut in half at the waist. It was crazy, considering that the corpse looked exactly like him.
    

    
      “This isn’t an empty threat. I’ll kill you right here to prove it.” He looked emotionless. It seemed that his own body didn’t mean anything to him.
    

    
      He approached me. “
      
        Attack Enhancement.
      
       
      
        I give up the memories of all the beauty in the world.
      
      ”
    

    
      I was caught in the illusion that time stopped as a single sword strike tore through the air and the ground. I looked into the Constellation Murderer’s eyes. They only carried madness. He didn’t seem afraid to sacrifice anything to carry out his beliefs. 
    

    
      The Guardian was correct. The Constellation was a Hunter just like me. 
    

    
      
        He’s like me, but he didn’t get to meet his Raviel… 
      
      I lamented as I watched death stalk me. Although I gave up on defending myself, it didn’t mean that I was going to throw my life away.
    

    
      
        “Don’t commit suicide without my permission. Don’t die even when death is your easiest escape. You’re my lover, so you can’t just throw away your life. Even if death seems inevitable, struggle to survive until the end.”
      
    

    
      I swung my sword instead. If I couldn’t block the attack and was going to die anyway, I should make one attack that landed on him somehow. This was my promise to Raviel.
    

    
      
        Slaaaashh!
      
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer’s strike and my sword crossed paths. I tore through the diary in the Constellation Murderer’s left hand and saw his silver eyebrows twitch slightly before his sword pierced me.
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      
        I’ll admit it.
      
    

    
      Blood crawled up my throat, and the world around me turned white. Even while I felt my whole body boiling in pain, I glared at the Constellation Murderer until the end.
    

    
      
        You are a monster who is stronger than me. You’re also very cautious, like me. However, you are not the only one who can wait for the next chance, Lefanta Aegim.
      
    

    
      
        [The Indoor Librarian sighs in lament.]
      
    

    
      
        Alright, kill me. I’ll die now. Kill me over and over. Let’s kill each other! Your hell can compete with mine, but the last person standing will be me because you are in the wrong!
      
    

    
      
        [The Indoor Librarian is experiencing delighted despair]
      
    

    
      
        I’ll beat you.
      
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        Just you wait.
      
    

    
      
        [Your Hunter Class is B.]
      
    

    
      
        [Due to the doubled penalty effect, the order of the Skill activation has changed.] 
      
    

    
      
        No matter what… I will…
      
    

    
      
        [Warning.]
      
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer's trauma.]
      
    

    
      
        [Extracting the required data for recreation from your memory.]
      
    

    
      The white world around me turned red.
    

    
      
        [The penalty's intensity level is high.]
      
    

    
      
        [The penalty's theme is the Tiryagyoni
      
      
        [1]
      
       Realm.]  
    

    
      As my consciousness faded away and I crossed to the otherworld, I heard a melody.
    

    
      
        Ding. Ding. Ding.
      
    

    
      It was a very familiar melody of bells I had heard somewhere a long time before.
    

    
      
        Where have I heard that before… Oh, where... Where was it?
      
    

    
      I tried to open my eyes, but my eyelids were as heavy as metal. I felt numb, as if I was under the effects of sleep paralysis. I could only hear the unrefined, vague melody of bells occasionally.
    

    
      
        Ding, ding, ding.
      
    

    
      At some point, I heard a different sound.
    

    
      —This is an announcement from the broadcasting club to all students on campus.
    

    
      
        Campus?
      
    

    
      — Please return home if you aren’t attending the night self-study session. There have recently been multiple reports of students remaining on campus even after school hours. Again, those who have not signed up for the night self-study session should return home. 
    

    
      
        Ding, ding, ding, ding.
      
    

    
      The bell rang again and the voice died out. What in the world was that about?
    

    
      I struggled to break free from the paralysis, but it didn’t work. Instead, I drew a dot in my mind and focused on it. I felt my body shaking. When I was about to focus a little harder and lift my fingers, something hit my head.
    

    
      “Sunbae, wake up! They’re telling us to go home!”
    

    
      Only then could I move as if freed from a binding spell. I exhaled sharply, gradually feeling the outline of my body, and then my senses came back. My hearing came back first, followed by my sight.
    

    
      “
      
        Haha.
      
      ” 
    

    
      The familiar sound of laughter made me raise my head.
    

    
      “Sleeping face down on your desk is bad for your health, especially your back. More than anything, you can’t get a good night’s sleep like this. Midterm season is coming up soon, so I understand that you need to study hard, but it’s better to go home and sleep!”
    

    
      The Inquisitor was looking down at me with a smile, but something about him was different.
    

    
      “Mr. Inquisitor?”
    

    
      The Inquisitor was wearing a school uniform. 
    

    
      “What? Inquisitor?” He tilted his head. “Who is that supposed to be?”
    

    
      “Is that you, Goldencup? Did you possess the Inquisitor this time?”
    

    
      “Possess? Oh, were you dreaming? Hahahaha, you read a lot, Sunbae, so I guess that's why you had such an interesting dream!”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      I slowly looked around. The two of us were… in a library, but it was shabby compared to the Great Library of All Life. If the great library was a magnificent mansion, this was a cramped doghouse. When I looked outside the window, I saw a large schoolyard like those in any school.
    

    
      
        Mr. Sword Emperor, 
      
      I muttered in my mind as I felt my mouth turning dry, 
      
        we’re in big trouble. It seems that the penalty became weird when my Hunter Class increased. In the past, I watched the trauma like I was dreaming, but this is like… Mr. Sword Emperor?
      
    

    
      I didn’t get a reply, so I looked around again.
    

    
      
        Hello?
      
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      
        Hey, idiot.
      
    

    
      Still nothing. 
    

    
      “Come on, Sunbae. Hurry up and go home. The student council president will probably be waiting at the school gate today as well. You shouldn’t make your girlfriend angry! I’ll put back the books, so you leave first, Sunbae!”
    

    
      And then I realized that I had entered a new phase of the trauma penalty. 
    

    

    
      1. The word for nonhuman animals in Buddhism. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
      
        
          
            [Due to the doubled penalty effect, the order of the Skill activation has changed.] 
          
        
      

      
        The line has been checked with the publisher due to C127. The doubled penalty effect is a dfferent one from the doubled penalty effect in C127. 
      

    

  
    Chapter 130: The Compatriots (3)

    
      “Come on, come on! Cherish the people around you! You’re the star of the romance that went down in the history of Shinseo Middle and High Schools. You shouldn’t make your girlfriend wait.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor chased me out of the library. My mind was blank. I didn’t know what to say. After a brief pause, the library door closed.
    

    
      “
      
        Uhhhh…”
      
       
    

    
      The school was quiet. The gray granite hallway looked smooth under the sunset. No one was coming and going in the hallway. All I could hear was the sound of students kicking a soccer ball in the distant playground, shouting “Pass! Pass!”
    

    
      It felt as if I was sleepwalking.
    

    
      “What’s really going on…?” 
    

    
      
        “The student council president will probably be waiting at the school gate today as well! You shouldn’t make your girlfriend angry!”
      
    

    
      I had never been to high school, but I still attended middle school for about two years. I was quite familiar with school itself. 
    

    
      
        Let’s go to the school gate first.
      
    

    
      The white pillars and walls of the hallway were painted with lines of light green. The color wasn’t a pretty shade of light green, though. It looked tacky, the color of artificial peas.
    

    
      
        Stairs. There should be stairs nearby. Ah, found them.
      
    

    
      As I reached the top of the stairs, I sensed that someone was nearby, so I looked up. There was a student standing in front of the metal door leading to the rooftop, staring because he couldn’t open it. It seemed that his gaze was on the chains and locks tangled around the doorknob. Perhaps the student had also sensed someone approaching, just like I had. He also raised his head and looked at me. I had never seen him before. 
    

    
      After giving me a nod and a bow, he silently came down the stairs and passed me. That was when I saw the collar of his school uniform dress shirt. The stains on his white collar made it look old. I could smell the familiar scent of poverty. Of course, I only got to see a glimpse of him as he quickly disappeared down the stairs.
    

    
      —Positive Mental Attitude♪
    

    
      —Have Fun In Life♪
    

    
      —Keep Your Heart Happy♪
    

    
      As I walked down the stairs of the empty school, I saw colorful slogans hanging on the walls. They were meaningless, so they were better left unsaid. The font and color were cute, as if desperately trying to hide the fact that they were useless. However, those slogans were just hideous. 
    

    
      It took some time before I came to my senses. “Yes, I have somewhere to be.”
    

    
      I arrived at the school gate where a black limousine was parked in front.
    

    
      Hold on. I had come down the stairs normally, passed the normal sandy schoolyard, and reached the school gate; that much was normal. But why was a luxurious limousine like those in movies parked in front of the gate?
    

    
      The person closest to my heart was standing next to the limousine. “You’re a little late today.”
    

    
      “Ra-Raviel…?”
    

    
      “It’s a wonderful evening, Gong-Ja,” my love said calmly. “The sunset is even more beautiful now that I got to see you. I think the reason the sunset turns red is to hide the blush on your cheeks.”
    

    
      Some students hadn’t returned home yet, still playing on the basketball court. Others were taking a short walk before going back to their night self-study session. The soccer field was also occupied with students kicking at a ball. However, everyone seemed to stop what they were doing and looked my way.
    

    
      “Look at that sunbae…”
    

    
      “Ah, he’s the one dating the daughter of a chaebol family, right…?” 
    

    
      “I’m so fucking jealous…”
    

    
      “He confessed in front of everyone at the festival…”
    

    
      
        What the hell?
      
    

    
      “What’s wrong, Gong-Ja? Your goofy expression is your charming point, but you’re being a bit too goofy today. Are you trying to develop a new charm?”
    

    
      “Raviel… Are you from a chaebol family?”
    

    
      I felt dizzy. What in the world was I supposed to watch in this trauma? Was the whole purpose of this getting to see Raviel in school uniform? Should I take a picture and preserve it forever? Was that even possible, taking pictures within traumas and bringing them to reality?
    

    
      “You’re saying strange things, my boyfriend… I was born into a chaebol family, and of course, that hasn’t changed.”
    

    
      
        Oh, my god. Raviel called me her boyfriend. She called me her boyfriend!
      
    

    
      What should I do? Should I record this using video or just sound? I was inclined to film the whole thing. I now really had to know if the technology that could transmit video recordings from trauma to reality had been developed in modern times. What were scientists doing? Wasn’t this negligence their fault?
    

    
      “Ra-Raviel. I’m sorry, but how old are you now?”
    

    
      “…I’m a second-year student at Shinseo High School.”
    

    
      “What about me?”
    

    
      “Butler, make an appointment with a psychiatrist right away. It seems my boyfriend is suffering from mild amnesia. To answer your question, Gong-Ja, you’re in the same grade as me.”
    

    
      “Ah, I can’t believe I’m meeting you in high school… Am I really spending my school days with you? What is this blessing… I am the happiest person in the world...”
    

    
      “Butler, cancel that. He’s just his usual self.”
    

    
      We had an affectionate moment in front of the school gate. I was happy. Squeals and screams came from the schoolyard, but I didn’t care. Judging from what the Inquisitor had said, the two of us were an official couple within the school.
    

    
      “Even if I were to be reborn in another world, I love you, Raviel…”
    

    
      “I will love you in all of my lives. To me, you will always be the definition of love, Kim Gong-Ja. But for now, we have this life to live. Get in the car. I’ll take you home.”
    

    
      To me, home meant the orphanage, so could she mean that she was taking me there? No. This world of trauma was clearly different from reality. 
    

    
      I had never been to high school or heard of a place called Shinseo High School. What kind of place was my home in this world?
    

    
      “It looks like something big happened to your family yesterday, my love,” Raviel said as we got into the limousine, which was spacious and comfortable, but the two of us sat right next to each other.
    

    
      “What? Something big?”
    

    
      “Oh, you don’t consider an incident of this magnitude big? Well, you always hated talking about that guy. Of course, I do too... Still, family is family. I took care of everything, so please tell your parents not to worry. No, it would be better to deliver the news myself.” 
    

    
      I had no idea what she was talking about. Perhaps something happened and Raviel covered it up. However, I couldn’t help focusing on the word “parents”. I had parents…?
    

    
      When I was young, I once called the director of the orphanage my father and an older girl who had come to volunteer “Mom.” But I only did that because I was an ignorant and mischievous child. That was probably not what Raviel was doing.
    

    
      In this world, I had a home and parents. Somehow, it felt strange. Raviel had brought me a foster father for the wedding, but… it was closer to the joy of receiving a gift from someone I loved. It was sweet, but the sweetness never lasted. 
    

    
      It was different this time. The parents I was meeting had existed all along and would continue to do so.
    

    
      
        I don’t even know how to feel about that…
      
    

    
      The limousine stopped, When I looked outside the window, I saw a small, shabby house in an old neighborhood. In front of the house, a rugged-looking man with long hair was sweeping the leaves using a broom. 
    

    
      It was the Guardian. I almost lost my mind.
    

    
      The man grinned. “Wow! Your girlfriend even gave you a limousine ride. You’re one hell of a lucky guy! This is all thanks to me passing on my good looks to you. Respect your father for the genetics!”
    

    “How have you been, Father?[1]” Raviel asked.

    
      “Oh, please don’t bow, Miss. You shouldn’t bow to a guy like me. Wait, has my son been rude to you? He has a good heart, but he still has the tendency to be a bit of a wacko…”
    

    
       “It’s okay. I value every aspect of Gong-Ja.”
    

    The Guardian sobbed. “How can everything that leaves your mouth sound so beautiful? Hey! Hey! Kim Gong-Ja, you rascal! Quickly kneel down and bow. If you do anything mean to her, I will no longer consider you my son. Do you hear me? I’ll disown you![2]”

    
      Raviel and the Guardian were talking cordially face to face. My legs gave out.
    

    
      Raviel caught me. “Speaking of which, Gong-Ja has been acting weird today. He asked me how old I am earlier.”
    

    
      “He’s always strange. When he was five… Oh, would you like to have dinner at our house? I made some seasoned cockles today, and they turned out amazing.”
    

    
      “I won’t say no to it.”
    

    
      “You have such a kind spirit, Miss! Gong-Ja, what are you doing? Why aren’t you on your knees yet? Shall I bend them for you?”
    

    
      I went into the house.
    

    
      Teacher was sitting on the sofa and reading a newspaper. “Welcome, Gong-Ja. How was school today, son?”
    

    
      I dropped to my knees.
    

    “Huh? You even brought your girlfriend home. Welcome, Miss Ban Si-A[3].”

    
      “Please call me Raviel, Mother. I’m more used to my English name.”
    

    
      “Is that so? 
      
        Hmm.
      
       I see. Children these days are quite unique.”
    

    
      Mother. Mother. Mo… th… er…?
    

    
      “Sweetie, you’re expecting too much from Gong-Ja. He doesn’t have the nerve to invite Miss Ban Si-A to our home. She’s here because of my seasoned cockles.”
    

    
      “Aha, I see. You’re right, honey. It would be awful of me to expect that from our son. It looks like the soybean paste soup is done, so let’s…”
    

    
      Sweetie. Honey. Sweetie… Honey… Swe… etie…? Hon… ey…?
    

    
      「... continuing the report on popular singer Yoo Soo-Ha.」
    

    
      The anchor’s voice came from the television in the living room.
    

    
      「This is supposedly the moment of Singer Yoo Soo-Ha’s assault. The reveal of the video shocked many people yesterday, but a report came in this morning that the video was actually fabricated. Surprisingly, the report is from the very informant who had provided the video.」
    

    
      I absentmindedly stared at the television where an ID photo of a handsome man with a long ponytail appeared.
    

    
      「The informant said, “It was just a prank, so I had no idea how serious it would all turn out to be. I would like to give my sincerest apology to those who were shocked and heartbroken because of my video…」
    

    
      The photos of Preta and Goldencup also appeared on the screen. The photos of the Fire Emperor, Preta, and Goldencup were lined up.
    

    
      「The fellow group members—Estelle and Sylvia—are refraining from releasing an official statement.」
    

    
      The video showed Preta and the Fire Emperor dancing while Goldencup was singing.
    

    
      「However, it is expected that the group’s activities will inevitably have setbacks for the time being. The concert that was scheduled to take place in ten days has already been canceled.」
    

    
      The fuck! What the hell did I just see? This was madness!
    

    
      Teacher nodded and put down the newspaper, looking at Raviel with a serious expression on her face. “We have a lot to talk about at the dinner table. Gong-Ja, bring your brother. It’s been a while since we dined together, so the whole family should get together and have a meal. Would that be okay with you, Miss Raviel?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      Brother? I didn’t just have a father and a mother, but also a brother?
    

    
      “Where is he?”
    

    
      “He’s in your room.” Teacher gestured toward the door with her eyes. 
    

    
      I was afraid for some reason. My father was the Guardian, and my mother was Teacher. So who was going to show up as my brother now?
    

    
      
        Creak.
      
    

    
      Carefully and slowly, I opened the door to my room. A man was lying on the bed, eating crunchy potato chips while reading a comic book from a rental store. The man looked at me and gave me a quick greeting with his grease-covered hand.
    

    
      “Hey, it’s been a while. Did you see the fucking news too? Huh? I almost got in big trouble yesterday. He kept stalking me, so I got so annoyed that I punched him. And someone had to film the moment. Shit. My career as a singer almost ended.”
    

    
      It was the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      “I was lucky that fucker tucked his tail between his legs and ran. 
      
        Ugh
      
      , Mom scolded the hell out of me… 
      
        Huh?
      
       Hey? You okay? Your face is very pale. Kim Gong-Ja? Hey, dude. Have you lost your mind? Why are you staggering all of a sudden...”
    

    
      I lost it and jumped on the bed. “Die! Die!!! Die, you crazy bastard!” 
    

    
      “Y-you really lost it. Hey, calm down!”
    

    
      “You just called Teacher Mom, so how can I calm down, you son of a bitch? Die! Die and apologize to Teacher!”
    

    
      “What bullshit… Wait, wow, what the fuck? W-when did you become this strong, you jerk… 
      
        Ugh, urgh… gah…
      
      !”
    

    
      I strangled Yoo Soo-Ha with all my heart. I could accept the Guardian showing up as my father. Deep down, I really couldn’t, but I had to try. But this motherfucking psychopath was my brother?
    

    
      “Dieeeeeee!”
    

    
      “M-Mom!” Yoo Soo-Ha screamed in spite of me choking him. “Gong-Ja is strangling me! Moooooom!”
    

    
      
        Fuck me.
      
    

    

    
      1. Even when Koreans aren’t married, they treat their lover’s family as their own to show their affection. ☜

    

    
      2. It’s a common joke in Korea. ☜

    

    
      3. A Korean wordplay on I “vansia” ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 131: The Wasteland (1)

    
      “I know I’m overstepping, but I took care of the issue involving Gong-Ja’s brother,” Raviel said.
    

    
      After the commotion, we gathered at the table. Both the Fire Emperor’s eyes were bruised. He looked like a panda. I had a bump sticking out on my head; Teacher had scolded me and smacked me in the head…
    

    
      “Such incidents should be suppressed very early or let time take care of them. The latter is usually preferred, but time wasn’t on our side this time. There are no political scandals at the moment, and his concert was scheduled in ten days,” Raviel skillfully explained and ate the seasoned cockles from the shells using her chopsticks.
    

    
      Raviel was using chopsticks in front of my eyes. She was right there.
    

    
      
        Her fingers are pretty.
      
    

    
      I was grateful for the invention of chopsticks. The chopsticks would probably be happy that Raviel was using them. I was sure of it. Though my stomach was churning at how politely she was treating that son of a bitch.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “Yes, Raviel?”
    

    
      “Don’t look at me like that,” Raviel said, looking genuinely troubled. “Avert your eyes or look down. I’m talking to your parents, so I don’t want to do anything unseemly in front of them.”
    

    
      “Okay…” I looked down and ate quietly.
    

    
      What? These seasoned cockles were amazing. The Guardian really cooked this? Did he actually have a knack for cooking? Everything I knew was falling apart…
    

    
      “Ah, you don’t have to be polite to him. He doesn’t deserve that kind of respect. Just call him a dickhead,” I said, motioning toward the Fire Emperor
    

    
      The Fire Emperor almost spat the cockles in my face. “Y-you bastard, you’ve gotten awfully cocky while I was away, haven’t you?” 
    

    
      Teacher slowly filled her glass to enjoy it with the meal. “Actually, I’m a little baffled, Miss Raviel. I would understand if you did this for Gong-Ja, but, as you already know, Soo-Ha and Gong-Ja aren’t exactly on good terms. Did you really have to help Soo-Ha? You even had to use your family’s influence.”
    

    
      “I didn’t have to help him,” Raviel answered calmly. “I just wanted to show you something, Father and Mother.”
    

    
      “Show us? Show us what exactly?”
    

    
      “You two are probably underestimating my love for Gong-Ja. To you two, I must seem like a chaebol girl having some short-lived fun before getting bored. Or maybe you think that our relationship is going to be just another high school experience and that I don’t care about its outcome.
    

    
      “But I’m serious about making you all my family. There are also people in my family who oppose my relationship with Gong-Ja, but I ignore them. The reason I handled this issue is to show you both my ability and determination. Please give us your blessing for the marriage.”
    

    
      Teacher smiled bitterly. “I wonder what my son did to deserve your love. Thank you. It's odd to see my son being loved, but I feel like I raised him right.”
    

    
      “Wow, man. Are we really going to become related to a chaebol family? Awesome! My career as a singer is going to be smooth sailing. Hey, sister-in-law, several singers are heading to China these days. Can you help out my gro…”
    

    
      “Soo-Ha. If you ever get involved in an incident like that again, I’ll write you out of the family certificate and disown you.”
    

    
      “
      
        Eh?
      
      ”
    

    
      “No, that won’t be enough. Go find the person you assaulted. And then get down on your knees and bow to receive their forgiveness. I won’t acknowledge you as my son until you receive that apology.”
    

    
      “M-Mom?”
    

    
      I quietly watched everything around the table. A home and parents were things I didn’t use to have. 
    

    
      Raviel left only after receiving the blessing for the marriage and setting a date for the families to meet.
    

    
      The Guardian guffawed. “Hahaha! I guess I should get you a suit, son! This is happening faster than I thought!”
    

    
      Teacher and the Guardian were writers. After Raviel returned, it became quiet in the house. They were working quietly in the living room. With a cup of coffee by her side, Teacher occasionally wrote a few words on a manuscript paper using a pencil, lost in thought for a long time. I watched her from the side. Her face was serene. 
    

    
      The Guardian wrote with a typewriter. 
    

    
      
        Click, clack.
      
    

    
      He typed rhythmically, frowning like an angry sea otter. Sometimes he went to the kitchen and made a cocktail for himself. It kept him company.
    

    
      The world was quiet.
    

    
      
        Why? Why is this the Constellation Murderer’s trauma?
      
    

    
      Even when I went to school the next morning, I still didn’t understand anything. 
    

    
      On the way to school, students in school uniforms passed by. I found all of them familiar, as if I had seen them somewhere before.
    

    
      “Good morning, Sunbae!”
    

    Some students even bowed politely as soon as they saw me. Their front buttons were undone loosely. They were wearing either too-tightened pants or shortened skirts. No matter how I looked, those students who bowed to me were delinquents[1]. 

    
      Wait. They were the Heavenly Demon Cult followers.
    

    
      “I hope you had a good sleep last night!”
    

    
      “The Four Demon Kings?”
    

    A middle school student who looked just like the Moonlight Demon King tilted his head. “Four Demon Kings? We are the Four Heavenly Kings[2] of the Shinseo Middle and High Schools, Sunbae.”

    
      “The hell…”
    

    
      The Four Demon Kings were bullies in this world? And I was the leader of these bullies? This meant that the boss of the bullies from this high school was dating the school president from a chaebol family. I was going to lose my mind.
    

    
      “Hey, guys… Please go back to studying. No, actually, you don’t even have to do that. Just stop roaming around in a group to bully others.”
    

    “We’re behaving these days just like you told us after you started dating the queen, Sunbae! Because of you, we can’t even ask anyone to get us some bread these days![3]”

    “That’s not what I…  Forget it. So you’re telling me you guys are the Four Heavenly Kings. And you call Raviel the queen[4]?”

    
      “P-please stop talking to us like that, Sunbae. It’s scary, Sunbae!” 
    

    
      The danger of losing my mind persisted even after I entered the classroom.
    

    
      “Attention, everyone. Good morning, Teacher!”
    

    
      The Black Witch was the class president. Just by looking at her neat uniform, I could tell she was a model student.
    

    
      “Morning. Class president, collect everyone’s phones.”
    

    
      “Yes, Teacher!”
    

    
      “Those who hide theirs will be dead meat. I’ll make sure of it. Understand?”
    

    
      The Viper was my homeroom teacher. Crookedly leaning against the lecture podium, he was holding a cane. His appearance made it hard to tell whether he was a teacher or a gangster. 
    

    
      
        I’m going to lose my mind for sure.
      
    

    
      The Black Witch walked around the classroom carrying a box. Students stored their phones there, either voluntarily or reluctantly. Those phones weren’t smartphones; they were flip or slider phones. When the Black Witch approached me, she just passed by me without saying anything.
    

    
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      I looked around and found out that I was the only student the Black Witch had done that for. The Countess and the Paladin—surprisingly, both my classmates—obediently gave away their cell phones.
    

    
      “
      
        Uhm…
      
       Hey… Class president?” I called out, even though I was unfamiliar with that title.
    

    
      The Black Witch turned back, looking at me with her black eyes. 
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “You didn’t take my cell phone away. Here.” I stood up and put my phone in the box. 
    

    
      I felt very uncomfortable talking so casually to the Black Witch, but it seemed I wasn’t the only one feeling uncomfortable. She also looked at me in surprise.
    

    
      “So the beauty does change the beast, after all.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Oh, it’s nothing. Please forget about it.” The Black Witch lightly shook her head and walked to the front row.
    

    
      Standing by the podium, Teacher Viper cackled. “Wow. The day Kim Gong-Ja turns in his phone finally came. Guys, see? People don’t need to be nagged or whipped to be fixed. As long as there is love, humans can change on their own, so you should find your significant other once you go to university.”
    

    
      The Paladin raised her hand. “Teacher, Kim Gong-Ja told me that he’s going to go to Seoul National University. He looked very serious.”
    

    
      The Countess grinned. “Oh, that’s strange. He told me he was going to Oxford. He said that the school president is going to study abroad, so he’s going to follow her no matter what.”
    

    
      “Hmm, so his safe option is Seoul National University, but he’s aiming for Oxford. Kim Gong-Ja indeed sees things differently than us, ordinary humans...”
    

    
      The students giggled. It looked like the class mood makers were the Paladin and the Countess.
    

    
      The Countess grinned. “Class president, be careful. You might lose your first place in the class.”
    

    
      “You don’t need to worry about that,” the Black Witch responded curtly.
    

    
      Even though they were all wearing school uniforms, they were still somewhat the people I knew, so the atmosphere was strange. Actually, I didn’t know everyone. In the back row, the student I had met on the rooftop stairs the day before was sitting by the window. He had his notebook open and was quietly writing something down.
    

    
      
        He’s from my class.
      
    

    
      A breeze blew in through the window, swaying the curtain. The student was so small that the curtain could hide him completely. It hid and unveiled him over and over again. The thin curtain was like a barrier that kept the student a few steps away from everyone else in the classroom.
    

    
      Someone else came into the classroom. It was the Chemist.
    

    
      “Oh, hello. Everyone… The first class is math… right?”
    

    
      “Yes, Teacher.”
    

    
      “Okay, then let’s start…”
    

    
      
        It’s not even surprising anymore.
      
    

    
      Yeah, what could be more surprising? The Four Demon Kings were the Four Heavenly Kings, and the Fire Emperor was my brother, Preta and Goldencup were also in the same idol group as him. The Chemist being the math teacher didn’t impress me in the slightest. Yes, it was certainly nothing… 
    

    
      The day went by in an instant.
    

    
      “It’s Gong-Ja hyung!”
    

    
      “Gong-Ja hyung! Let’s play together!”
    

    
      As I left the school cafeteria at lunchtime, middle school kids came rushing in. They were the children I had seen at the Infernal Mansion on the tenth floor.
    

    
      “You’ve been studying too much these days! Play with us!”
    

    
      “Let’s play soccer! Soccer!”
    

    
      These children had been tortured to death even though they hadn’t done anything wrong. Now they were middle school students smiling brightly at me. It left me breathless for a few seconds.
    

    
      “Yeah, let’s play.”
    

    
      I ran and played around with the kids on the campus. The high school and middle school were built next to each other. An old security guard was standing at the entrance to the school gate; it was Namgung Woon, the Murim Alliance Leader.
    

    
      During the afternoon P.E. class, I saw elementary school students returning home outside the school gate. They were the apostles of the Immortal Happiness Preacher. The students walked across the ginkgo tree road, holding hands with their paired-up classmates.
    

    
      I couldn’t understand what was going on. I really couldn’t. The last class ended, but I didn’t go back home. I just sat on a bench on campus and blankly watched the students leave.
    

    
      
        Everyone is alive.
      
    

    
      In this world, the Guardian wasn’t a ghost. He was alive. I couldn’t even imagine what kind of novel he was writing… but he was alive as a writer. Teacher and the children from the Infernal Mansion were also alive. 
    

    
      The Fire Emperor still had an awful personality, but he was also alive. He whined a lot and occasionally got scolded by his parents, but he was human. Even Preta and Goldencup were alive. 
    

    
      I saw some familiar faces among the students leaving the school earlier—Hunters who had attacked the Indoor Librarian and ended up eaten by a tentacle monster to be shown as an example. Even those Hunters whom I didn’t know were alive. They passed me by on their way home from school.
    

    
      
        This is Lefanta Aegim’s trauma? 
      
    

    
      Wasn’t this a good life? It was a world filled with happy what-ifs. Which part of this world resembled hell?
    

    
      “There you are, Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      I turned my head. Raviel was standing there, smiling.
    

    
      “Raviel…”
    

    
      “You didn’t answer when I called you on your cell phone, so I was worried that something had happened. You shouldn’t make me worry unnecessarily.”
    

    
      I quickly took out my phone and turned it on. School was over, so I had my phone back, but I had forgotten to turn it back on. “Ah, I’m sorry. I had a lot on my mind…”
    

    
      “You look troubled. I wonder what could have shaken you like this. Though I hope that I’m the only one who can create a ripple in your heart…”
    

    
      I tilted my head back a little, and Raviel lowered her head. With the bench’s back between us, the two of us shared a moment’s breath. 
    

    
      “Raviel.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Do you know my parents’ names?” 
    

    
      Raviel blinked. “Of course.”
    

    
      “Can you tell me?”
    

    
      “Your mother’s name is Soh Baek-Hyang. And isn’t your father’s name ■■■?”
    

    
      When Raviel said the Guardian’s name, I couldn’t hear anything. It sounded like static.
    

    
      
        Ah.
      
    

    
      Of course. I didn’t know the Guardian’s real name. If this was a dream, there was no way I would find out facts I didn’t know.
    

    
      
        I knew it.
      
    

    
      During the break time today, I peeked at the roll book on the lecture podium to see if I could find the real names of the Black Witch or Paladin. But…
    

    
      
        Attendance number 1: Kim Gong-Ja
      
    

    
      
        Attendance number 2: ■■■
      
    

    
      
        Attendance number 3: ■■
      
    

    
      
        Attendance number 4: ■■■
      
    

    
      
        Attendance number 5: ■■■
      
    

    
      Most of the names were unrecognizable, covered in black scribbles. 
    

    
      “Raviel, this will sound strange, but I’m anxious. You’re from a chaebol family, so there is no way you would actually spend your school days here with someone like me.”
    

    
      “You’re scaring me. What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “Maybe… Maybe this is all—”
    

    
      My phone vibrated.
    

    
      
        Text: 1
      
    

    
      
        Sender: ■■
      
    

    
      Premonition struck me.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Raviel. Please give me a moment.” I opened my phone. After a while, letters appeared on the screen, which was too small compared to that of a smartphone.
    

    
      —You’re the ones who killed me. Don’t forget that 
      
        you 
      
      did this to me.
    

    
      I froze. It felt like the temperature dropped drastically. The next moment…
    

    
      “
      
        Aaaaaah!
      
      ”
    

    
      A piercing scream rang out at the schoolyard.
    

    

    
      1. This is from Korea's school uniform rules. The school had rules about what their uniforms should be like, so if they made alterations, it meant that they were rulebreakers. ☜

    

    
      2. It was really a thing back in the past. The cooler titles students had, the bigger, more popular bullies they were. They aren’t actually called bullies. These delinquent bully students were called 일진(illjin). While bullying is in their nature, they were popular and had set trends before. They’re now just perceived as bullies. ☜

    

    
      3. This is the most common example of Korean bullying. The bullies ask other students to buy them bread, snacks, or something else without giving them the money. ☜

    

    
      4. The raw is 퀸카. It’s the mix of queen + card. It’s used to call the prettiest girl in school. The reason why card is used is unclear. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
      
        Well, I did write the ref about the school uniforms in Korea. Do... other countries with uniforms have rules like these too? I feel like they would have rules about forbidding too many alterations.  But Korea's rules are like no alterations whatsoever except for the time you have to stop your skirt/pants from falling off. Hmm.
      

    

  Chapter 132: The Wasteland (2)
Students gathered in the schoolyard and pointed to a person standing on the rooftop.
“Look over there! Look!”
“W-what should we do? Should I go get one of the teachers?”
“What is he trying to do?”
“I don’t know. I think he’s going to jump!”
“Oh my god…”
“The hell? Someone call a teacher!”
“Over there! He’s over there!”
All of the students stopped what they were doing and gathered to watch. Whether they were playing soccer, strolling, or returning home a little late, everyone now had their eyes on the person on the roof. They instinctively felt that something that they could not handle was about to happen.
Unlike the others, Raviel chose to act instead of simply standing around.
“This isn’t good! Gong-Ja! Call 119[1]. Give them the school name and tell them a student is about to jump from the roof. Hurry! I’ll go up to the rooftop and try to persuade them not to jump!”
Raviel didn’t send anyone to call one of the teachers and take over the responsibility. Instead, she quickly dealt with the situation at hand herself. Without waiting for my answer, she hurriedly ran to the main school building. 
While watching her, I could feel my frozen body thawing. I wasn’t sure what was happening, but there was no time to hesitate. I quickly dialed the emergency hotline on my cell phone. One… One…
Thud!
Just before I could press the number nine, something fell in the schoolyard. I initially thought the student had jumped, but the crash wasn’t loud enough for it to be a human. The student on the rooftop had simply thrown his cell phone away.
With my finger on number nine, I looked back up at the rooftop. Our eyes met. It was the student I had seen in the classroom—the one quietly sitting and studying alone in the back row by the window. For the first time, I could clearly see his face.
His eyes were black, and his cheeks were pale. The corners of his mouth rose into a sneer. His lips moved slowly. He was way too far away for me to hear him, but I could read his lips enough to make out what he was saying. 
“Die.”
His short, rake-like fingers around the rooftop fence loosened, so the wind… he…
“■■■■■■■■!”
The students screamed, and the world exploded with noise. 
“Fu■!” 
Someone was yelling hysterically. 
“■■Aaaaa■■■aah!” 
Another student trembled, digging his fingernails into someone else’s sleeves.
“Teach■!”
“■er!”
“■gh.” 
“■ insane!”
In just one second, the world turned upside down. The school disappeared. Its yard was replaced with a barren desert, and the main building was reduced to nothing more than an ugly prison. The classrooms turned to either slaughterhouses or breeding farms with animals that were always hungry for food. 
In this world where people were slaughtered and bred, humans were only meant to become red corpses. 
With the student lying dead on the ground, I blankly looked around the campus. The bricks were getting redder by the second. Afraid that the color would get on their toes, the students took a step back. Some took out their phones. 
Click! 
The sound of flashes going off made me approach the students.
“Don’t take pictures. What do you think you’re doing? Don’t take pictures! Stop!”
The students flinched in response, but more and more gathered. They left their soccer balls in the desert, the flowers on their trail walks, or the road that led to their homes.
“Don’t take pictures!”
When I stopped one student, another took out her phone.
“I told you to stop! Don’t fucking take pictures!”
Emotions I couldn’t name flowed back up my throat and made me feel like crying. I soon realized that they were anger, contempt, and disgust. 
In the school’s main building, from the first floor to the fifth floor, students stuck their heads out and looked down. Countless eyes were watching the commotion.
“Stop!”
The sunset was red.
“Goddamn it. Don’t take pictures! Stop already!” 
The people by the windows seemed expressionless. The Black Witch looked down from the first floor. The Inquisitor peeked out from the third floor. The Paladin, the Countess, and the Heavenly Demon Cult followers were in the schoolyard, while the children of the Infernal Mansion surrounded me.
Click! Click.
They moved their fingers and took pictures.
—You’re the ones who killed me. Don’t forget that you did this to me.
I looked up at the rooftop, finding Raviel looking down at me.
“You killed him, Gong-Ja.”
The world collapsed. When the student fell, he drenched the ground, the sky, and the people in crimson. 
All I saw was red.
“As you already know, a tragedy happened at our school,” Principal Sword Star said in the auditorium. “But I believe in my Shinseo Middle and High School students…”
Red.
“Did you see the text message he sent? Isn’t that really crazy?”
Students who looked like the Countess and the Paladin whispered among themselves in the classroom. 
“Yeah. Now that I think about it, he was always a bit strange.”
Red again.
My father drank whiskey at home. He looked and laughed like the Guardian. “I heard a lot of people are making a fuss about what happened, but don’t pay any attention to them. They don’t have the courage to say it to your face, so they’re just messing with you on the internet. Gosh, those guys should have all their fingers cut off.”
“Yeah, man. In life, you sometimes end up hurting people or worse. Why would he go kill himself over something like that? What an attention whore. Call the Four Heavenly Kings! Let’s go play a game together!” my brother, the Fire Emperor, said cheerfully, slinging an arm over my shoulder. 
Red again.
“Yes, I’m very sad too. It’s so tragic,” Homeroom Teacher Viper said from the lecture podium. “This is a crucial time for you. When you become a senior, time will fly by, so you have to pretty much already decide on your university in your sophomore year. Think about what is important and keep your chins up.”
“Yes, Teacher,” the students answered in unison. 
Only Class President Black Witch lowered her head in silence. A white flower was placed on the student’s desk. One day, two days, three days passed… In less than a week, the desk disappeared. I couldn’t tell who moved it. No student asked either. No new desk was brought to the window in the last row.
The wind blew, swaying the curtain. There was no one to be concealed by the curtain anymore.
[Repeating the trauma penalty.]
[The penalty's intensity level is high.]
[The penalty's theme is the Tiryagyoni Realm.]  
Ding, ding, ding, ding.
A dreary, electronic noise rang out, disguised as a melody. It mimicked the one in reality. To desperately hide the fact that it was an imitation, it sounded more lively.
—This is an announcement from the broadcasting club to all students on campus.
However, an imitation could never take the place of the original. 
—Please return home if you aren’t attending the night self-study session. There have recently been multiple reports of students remaining on campus even after school hours. Again, those who have not signed up for the night self-study session should return home. 
“Sunbae, wake up! They’re telling us to go home!”
Feeling nauseated, I opened my eyes.
“Oh, you’re already awake.” The Inquisitor beamed. “But sleeping face down on your desk is bad for your health, especially for your back. More than anything, you can’t get a good night’s sleep like this. Midterm season is coming soon—”
Instead of waiting for the Inquisitor to finish, I stood up and ran out of the library. I could hear him shouting at me.
“Ah, sunbae! No running in the hallways!”
I gritted my teeth as I ran.
I get it now.
This was definitely the trauma of the Constellation Murderer, Lefanta Aegim. It was just that my memories had been overlaid on Lefanta Aegim’s nightmare like a veil. 
I was in the same world that had been a nightmare for him to live in, surrounded by the same people who had killed him. However, the people’s appearances were based on my acquaintances, not the Constellation Murderer’s. That was why the Black Witch, the Paladin, and the Countess were students, and Teacher and the Guardian were my parents.
I could taste the blood in my mouth; I had bit the inside of my cheek too hard. 
I’m the perpetrator. The role I was given is the main reason behind the trauma.
I had already witnessed many traumas so far, but each time I had been just an observer. Maybe because the penalty got stronger as my Hunter Class increased, I was now part of the trauma. It wasn’t just me, but everyone I knew was here… except for one person.
Shit!
I reached the stairs, finding outrageous slogans hanging on the walls. 
—Positive Mental Attitude♪
—Have Fun In Life♪
—Keep Your Heart Happy♪
Stop with the bullshit. It’s not even funny. 
I looked up at the stairs leading to the rooftop, finding the only person in this world I didn’t recognize. 
Constellation Murderer…
He was small, almost like a child. Holding on to the metal door that was tightly shut, the student pulled the doorknob back and forth. 
Clink, clank!
The chains around the door were so strong that they seemed difficult to break.
“Phew… The key…” 
The student sighed and turned around. Our eyes met. He briefly paused and then bowed politely.
Why didn’t I realize it sooner?
I should have known something was off when I realized that kid was my classmate. It was obvious. Who would bow to another classmate? Something was seriously wrong.
After studying my face for a bit, the student quietly walked away. I stopped him when he was about to pass by me. “Wait.”
“Yes?” The student didn’t look directly at me but cautiously to the side. It looked like he was used to this. 
I felt a lump in my throat. “Please give me your phone for a moment.”
My request was met with silence, so I repeated, “Please.”
The student obediently handed over his phone. There was a brief silence before he did, but it wasn’t out of resistance to my request. His silence was a question—why was I making a request so respectfully?
I opened the phone. It didn’t even have a password.
Unread messages: 47
I opened and read the messages one by one.
—I feel so sorry for the juniors at my school T.T Why? Because they need to call you sunbae. Have you thought about how they feel? How do you sleep at night?
—Hey, why aren’t you answering my messages?
—Shocking news! There is a student who doesn’t wash his school uniform!
—■■… You’re really dirty. How can you be dirtier than the math teacher? LOL. I didn’t think something like that was possible. 
—LMAO. You really loved it when I said hi to you in the hallway yesterday. Hey! I only did that because I lost at rock-paper-scissors! Don’t delude yourself. T.T 
—■■ lives in a garbage dump. All his school uniforms and indoor shoes are recycled. There is only one piece of trash that cannot be recycled, and that is ■■.
—You smell really bad. Seriously, you’re soooo gross.
—See you after class.
Unable to keep reading, I closed the phone and my eyes. I then tried to calm my breathing, but it was difficult. I didn’t have my dagger or Raviel’s handkerchief.
“Why…” I looked at the Constellation Murderer’s past self. “Why do you bring your phone to school? Stop bringing it.”
“You said you’ll kill me if I don’t,” he replied.
I felt a shiver run down my spine. Dizziness overtook me.
“Just throw it away, then. Throw it as far away as you can. If you say you lost it, no one can do anything about it.”
Quietly, the boy said, “You gave me this phone, Mr. Kim. It’s what you used a long time ago...”
I was rendered speechless.
“My family doesn’t have money, so you’re also paying the bill for it. In return, I have to come to you the moment you tell me to. That’s why you gave me the phone. You said you’ll kill me if I lose it again…”
The school building was now an eyesore to me. Friendship and love were not real. Nothing mattered, even though it seemed like it did.
“Can I really throw it away?”
In this prison guarded by masked people who pretended to be special, only malice wasn’t covered by a mask.

1.  The number for Korean fire stations. ☜
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    Chapter 133: (1)

    
      The director of the orphanage where I had grown up was indifferent. This was both good and bad. The children at the orphanage had complained about it before. 
    

    
      
        “It’s all just a lick and a promise. All our birthdays are on January 1st.”
      
    

    
      
        “He doesn’t want to have multiple birthday parties.”
      
    

    
      
        “And what is wrong with my name? Seriously. Kim Maeng-Ja
      
      
        [1]
      
      
        ?”
      
    

    
      
        “Hey, your names at least sound natural, even with the surname Kim. But I’m Kim Hanbija
      
      
        [2]
      
      
        ... He could have just named me Han Bi-Ja.”
      
    

    
      That was also what I had always thought ever since I entered the Tower. But now that I had met the Guardian, Teacher, Raviel, and many others, I realized something. This might sound strange, but the director seemed to have always been wary of loving me and the other orphanage children too much. 
    

    
      I recalled the conversation I had with the director on the day I received my middle school uniform.
    

    
      
        “Director, why are you like this? Do you not love us?”
      
    

    
      
        When the director was asked a question, he became serious and asked me to give him a day. That was always his go-to response to a serious question.
      
    

    
      
        “You asked me yesterday why I don’t love you a little more,” the director mentioned. 
      
    

    
      
        “Yes…”
      
    

    
      
        After a day, I felt a bit sorry for even asking such a question. However, the director went on and gave me the answer he had put together over the day, as if he didn’t care how sorry I was. 
      
    

    
      
        “Gong-Ja, it’s easy for people to pretend to be something significant. That’s actually the easiest thing to do in the world. Pretending to be smart, strong, kind, or wise… You do that to your friends too, right? The same goes for me. I gave you all the names of wise scholars. Adults do that too.”
      
    

    
      
        The director ran a hand down his face.
      
    

    
      
        “Everyone wears a mask. There is no need to destroy that mask, but if you get too used to it, you forget at some point that you’re wearing it.”
      
    

    
      
        He looked at my face, carefully observing me to see if I was following what he was saying.
      
    

    
      
        “Just imagine this. If I show that I’m annoyed in front of you, what will you think?”
      
    

    
      
        “Uh, that you’re stressed today… ?”
      
    

    
      
        The director smiled bitterly. “That’s right. Sorry. I do that sometimes.”
      
    

    
      
        He did that about once a month.
      
    

    
      “Anyway, the important thing is that sometimes I get annoyed in front of you guys. And you know that very well. You know what kind of person I am. You realize that, right? But what would happen if I always loved you? What would it be like if I always said ‘I love all of you’ and ‘You are the joy of my life?’ What if I even hug you and say, ‘There’s nothing I care more about than you?’ What would happen if I were that kind of person and only got annoyed in front of you about once a year?”
    

    
      
        The director shook his head.
      
    

    
      
        “Then you guys would not understand why I’m mad at you when that would inevitably happen. I’m supposed to be the person who loves you the most, so why would I be mad?”
      
    

    
      
        “…”
      
    

    
      
        “You are still young, so you can only think of the easiest answers. Something like ‘Ah, I must have done something wrong.’”
      
    

    
      
        The director shuddered slightly.
      
    

    
      
        “Gong-Ja, even if I only get annoyed once a year, that would be about ten times in ten years. Even if you only remember half of those moments, that’s still five times. It’s more than enough to shape a child’s personality.”
      
    

    
      
        The director was silent for a while.
      
    

    
      
        “Don’t pretend I’m someone I’m not,” the director said quietly. “Remember me as an easily stressed and irritable guy. Think of me as someone who doesn’t even bother to throw you a separate birthday party. That’s the truth. Don’t blame yourself. You didn’t do anything wrong. Don’t let a guy like me affect your life.”
      
    

    
      
        “…”
      
    

    
      
        “You can become strong, so become as strong as possible.”
      
    

    
      
        In the director’s office, an A4 paper from a printer was hanging on the wall right across from his desk. It was just another one of those papers plastered on walls, so I never really paid too much attention to it. That time, however, it happened to catch my eye during the conversation. 
      
    

    
      
        The paper stated the following:
      
    

    
      
        I work together with individuals, families, organizations, regional communities, and society because I believe in human dignity and social justice. Everyone should enjoy a humane life. 
      
    

    
      
        I always stand on the side of those who are alienated and suffering in order to protect their human rights and interests. I reject social injustice and put public interests ahead of my personal interests.
      
    

    
      
        I hereby solemnly swear upon my honor and of my own free will that I will dedicate myself as a social welfare worker with morality and responsibility by complying with the social welfare workers’ code of ethics. 
      
    

    
      
        I looked at the director, who was lost in thought as he stared at nothing in particular without saying another word. His eyes were black. 
      
    

    
      Those eyes were still engraved in my mind.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Raviel. I can’t go out with you today,” I said after arriving at the school gate.
    

    
      Raviel looked at me. Her gaze slowly traveled down, where my hand was interlocked with the Constellation Murderer’s. I had dragged him here. He didn’t ask why I was holding his hand or where I was taking him. He just quietly walked next to me with his head lowered.
    

    
      “You sometimes show an incredible level of ability to take action, my dear. It’s a mystery, but I think this side of you is amazing,” Raviel said in a quiet voice. “Follow your heart. Is there anything I can do to help?”
    

    
      “Not yet. But I’ll tell you right away if something happens.”
    

    
      “I will always believe in you.” Raviel kissed my forehead. Immediately after that, she turned back and got into the limousine. 
    

    
      A butler who resembled the imperial chief steward drove the limousine away across the road.
    

    
      “Okay then.” I looked back at the Constellation Murderer. “Let’s go.”
    

    
      “Where?”
    

    
      “To your house.”
    

    
      It was the first time I saw the Constellation Murderer hesitate. At first glance, he looked like he was fed up with me, but I wasn’t going to change my mind. I planned to visit his parents first and give them an apology.
    

    
      
        Though I don’t even know where to start unraveling the thread.
      
    

    
      I knew apologizing wouldn’t solve this trauma. There was no way it could solve everything. 
    

    
      It seemed like the trauma itself had become a stage that had to be cleared because the intensity level was so high.
    

    
      
        For now, let’s do what I can. I’ll take it step by step, like I always do. 
      
    

    
      However, my attempt to resolve the trauma was thwarted from the start.
    

    
      “Here.”
    

    
      I was speechless when I saw the place the Constellation Murderer guided me to. It was a garbage dump. 
    

    
      At the foot of the mountain, there was an empty lot surrounded by pine trees. That vacant lot was the city’s small trash can. Plastic bottles, dirty Styrofoam, and wads of paper the citizens had discarded were piled up messily. There was a shack in the middle of it.
    

    
      —■■ lives in a garbage dump. All his school uniforms and indoor shoes are recycled. 
    

    
      I felt a headache creeping in when I remembered the text. I thought the sender had simply sent a mean text.
    

    
      
        Bastards.
      
    

    
      “What about your parents? Do they work?”
    

    
      The shack wasn’t a home. It was simply a place to take refuge. The walls were too short to reach the roof, so there was a huge gap between them. The roof was covered with gray vinyl.
    

    
      “My father collects and sells junk.”
    

    
      Plastic waste surrounded the shack like moats. Unlike the other trash scattered in the lot, the plastic moats were clean and had torn labels. 
    

    
      Because of these moats, the shack seemed to be floating on the white plastic desert.
    

    
      “What about your mother?”
    

    
      “I don’t have one.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      After waiting for two hours, the Constellation Murderer’s father returned home. He was a poor man. However, life weighed him down more than poverty did. I could tell as soon as I saw him. When I used to live in a small studio, I sometimes looked in the mirror. I remember looking like him.
    

    
      “Is this your friend, ■■?”
    

    
      “No, I’m not his friend,” I answered.
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm
      
      …?”
    

    
      The old man narrowed his eyes. He looked very old for someone who had a high schooler son. He resembled the old boatman whose trauma I glimpsed while I had been in the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle.
      
    

    
      “I only hurt and bully him.”
    

    
      The old man blinked at me, no emotion behind his eyes. 
    

    
      It had only been a minute since I started the conversation, but I realized it was too late to try to solve things. The old man in front of me was already too worn out and had nothing left in his heart to care about, unlike me when I used to live in a studio. 
    

    
      That was the difference between me and this man, but it was unclear where the difference came from. The one certain thing right now was that this man didn’t have the power to protect the Constellation Murderer.
    

    
      “Here is the proof. If you look at the phone, you’ll see texts. If you look at this...” I showed everything I could. 
    

    
      The old man blinked at the sight of the hell that his child had been enduring. He stared at me. “I see…” 
    

    
      That was it. As soon as I finished talking, the old man stopped replying. It was as if the entire conversation came to an end. He just waited to see if I had anything more to say, and if not, he still did nothing. He seemed to have nothing to say to me.
    

    
      I looked at the Constellation Murderer. He wasn’t looking at his father. He didn’t seem shocked or insulted by the conversation just now. Looking expressionless, he was just sitting quietly on the floor, as if everything happening right now was natural.
    

    
      Yes, this was natural to him.
    

    
      I stood up and bowed toward the old man. “I’m sorry for barging into your home like this. If it’s okay with you, I’d like to invite your son to stay at my house for a while. Would that be okay?”
    

    
      “Sure…”
    

    
      It was clear that the old man didn’t understand what I had just said. He was helpless. However, I explained it several times, for the sake of the Constellation Murderer.
    

    
      “It may be a long stay. A week, a month. Maybe it will be longer than that. I will visit you every Saturday evening to tell you how your son is doing. Would that be okay, sir?”
    

    
      “Yes, go ahead.”
    

    
      Good. I looked back at the Constellation Murderer. “Let’s go.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Take what you need. Like I told your father, you’ll stay at my house for a while.” 
    

    
      “What are you doing?” The Constellation Murderer looked up at me. His voice was far from careful or polite. “Are you trying to get a clean slate now that you’re going to marry a rich girl? Because you’re scared that you’ll have problems later? You’re smart.”
    

    
      My stomach churned.
    

    
      “Or is this also a new game you’re playing with me? If that’s the case, just spit it out already. Tell me the rules. Don’t bother with all this charade. I’ll play your game. Shall I go to the schoolyard at night?” 
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer’s voice was monotonous. This was the voice of someone who was a day away from choosing to fall to his death.
    

    
      “I’m sorry.”
    

    
      “You are out of your mind.”
    

    
      “Please give me one day. Please. I’ll do anything. Please bear one more day.”
    

    
      For me, this was one of the many days of my life, but it was the last for the boy in front of me. I couldn’t help but wish, pray, and desperately ask him to stay strong for one more day.
    

    
      “Do as you wish,” the Constellation Murderer muttered with fatigue.
    

    
      Holding onto his wrist, I headed home. I had to go back to school because I didn’t know the way to go home from where I was. We arrived only after the sunset had set and the sky was dark.
    

    
      “Please wait here for a moment.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “I’ll be back within twenty minutes. Can you please wait for that long?”
    

    
      “I told you to do whatever you want…”
    

    
      I left the Constellation Murderer on the side of the road and headed inside the house.
    

    
      The Guardian was out in the yard. It looked like he was watching the night sky with a glass of whiskey next to him. 
    

    
      “Hey, son. You’re a little late today. 
      
        Haha
      
      . You aren’t late because you were enjoying your date too much, are you? I’m telling you just in case. Start dating seriously 
      
        after
      
       you graduate from high school. Nothing good will come out from a relationship if you step on the accelerator pedal too hard.”
    

    
      The Sword Emperor was my partner and the person who had taught me that the future was worth looking forward to. In this world, he was my…
    

    
      “...Father.”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
      ” The Guardian blinked.  “Oh, something feels off. But what…? It’s a little strange that you call me father. It’s not just strange. It’s very… awkward. It’s so awkward that I feel like I will die from goosebumps. Is it because I’m tipsy?”
    

    
      I called out to him again. “Father, there is no way you raised me like this.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “The father I know is a great person. Scary, too. Although you are like a self-absorbed psychopath in some aspects, you don’t compromise on what you think is wrong.”
    

    
      The Guardian frowned. “What are you talking about, son…?”
    

    
      “If you were my father, I would never grow up to be a bully. I may go astray from time to time, but, before I go completely off the rails, you’ll drag me back on the right path even if it means beating me until I’m almost dead.”
    

    
      That was who he was.
    

    
      “I bullied a weaker kid and… drove him to commit suicide.”
    

    
      
        “I heard a lot of people making a fuss about what happened, but don’t pay any attention to them. They don’t have the courage to say it to your face, so they’re just messing with you on the internet. Gosh, those guys should have all their fingers cut off.”
      
    

    
      “There’s no way you would say something like that. You vowed to teach me how to be happy when I was suffering. You simply aren’t capable of talking like that. ”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “I’m the type of person you despise the most, so calling me your son that affectionately is impossible. This whole world is impossible.”
    

    
      The night was silent. I couldn’t hear a single insect in the yard.  
    

    
      I looked straight at the Guardian and said, “You aren’t the Sword Emperor.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Get lost right now.”
    

    
      After I said that, the Guardian collapsed.
    

    
      —■■■■■.
    

    
      His skin, bones…  Everything that made up the Guardian melted and disappeared. When I closed my eyes and opened them again, an unrecognizable, limp shadow was standing there like a ghost.
    

    
      —■■■■, ■■…….
    

    
      I couldn’t understand what it was saying, nor could I recognize its face. However, I knew that was the bare face of my father in this world.
    

    
      I passed by the Guardian and entered the house. Teacher was sitting on the living room sofa, smiling softly. I never thought I would see her like that. 
    

    
      “Welcome, Gong-Ja. How was school today, my son?”
    

    

    
      1. The Korean name for Mencius. ☜

    

    
      2. The Korean name for Han Fei. But the speaker also hates it because a three-syllable first name is considered old-fashioned nowadays ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 134: (2)
“Teach…” I couldn’t finish my sentence.
My heart was pounding. In a split second, numerous emotions mixed together, turning my heart into a rag. If I squeezed it hard enough, all of my dark emotions would come out. 
Teacher. I was fortunate to meet my peony who had become my teacher.
“Mother.”
Teacher looked at me. Her always serene eyes were trembling. It was the first time I called her Mother, and her first time being called that, too.
Teacher put down her stubby pencil. “...This is odd.” 
It seemed that she was in the middle of her writing. Manuscripts with Teacher’s handwriting were scattered on the living room table. 
“I don’t know how long it’s been since you called me that.”
She would never get to finish her story now. Some words simply couldn’t become sentences. Red manuscript papers filled with discarded paragraphs were lying on the table. 
“It’s been ages since I heard you call me Mother. No, ages isn’t the right word. It’s as if…”
“I love you, Mother.”
Teacher stopped moving her fingertips. 
“I wanted to see you again,” I said. “You see, I found someone to love for the rest of my life. Turns out that it’s possible to truly love someone and be loved in return. I… wanted to hold Raviel’s hand and introduce her to you before anyone else, Mother.”
“…”
“You and Raviel would have gotten along well. I’m sure of it. I’m… I’m alive and well. I am living well. I’m trying to live well. There are many days when I think about what you told me, Mother.”
Teacher.
“I wanted to see you again.”
Teacher slowly stood up and came to me. Her thin, long fingers wiped the corners of my eyes. “Did you have a nightmare?”
“I’m having a nightmare right now.”
“Life is no different from a dream, but it doesn’t change anything. If you say malice is cold, that doesn’t make it good. Will the wounds heal if you excuse your faults as a result of ignorance? My son, don’t let words fool you. You always have to look in your heart. Do not entrust it to empty words and shallow sentences.”
Teacher put her arms around my shoulders.
“Whether you call me mother or not, I shall remain in your heart as myself, just like you remain in mine. What makes us human isn’t simply being able to memorize a few words or recite a couple of sentences, but the connections we make with the ones who have made their way in our hearts.”
I was small, so Teacher could embrace me completely in her arms. My mouth opened and closed several times before I finally managed to say, “Yoo Soo-Ha… There’s no way you would have raised your child like that, Mother.”
“Yes.”
“He throws punches just because he gets angry… You wouldn’t invite someone like that to the dinner table. You would have kicked him out of the house before that. No, you would have reformed him before kicking him out. Actually, he would have grown up to be a good person because he had you.”
“I see.”
I continued, “So… you aren’t actually Soh Baek-Hyang.”
Teacher smiled. “Live your life, Gong-Ja. Be strong.”
The arms around my shoulder were gone. The smile on her face lasted until the last moment. She collapsed, leaving behind only a shadow of her former self.
—■, ■■■ ■■■.
The shadow had no face, but a blurry outline. It went back to its spot in the living room like a giant earthworm. 
That was the bare face of my mother. Another layer of the world had been peeled off.
“Ugh.”
I ran to the bathroom, embraced the toilet seat and lowered my head. The feelings of loss and guilt made the black water of emotions flow back up in my throat, so I vomited out my heart.
I heard a voice coming from behind the bathroom door. “Hey, did you get food poisoning or something? Why do you throw up as soon as you get home? Dude, it looks like you bought some awful food again. I told you that nothing else matters in life other than eating delicious food. You should have listened to your big brother. Anyhow, do you want me to help you stand up?”
“Yoo Soo-Ha.”
“What the heck? Did you also vomit up your brain? Little brother, I sense some defiance here.[1]”
I sat down on the bathroom tiles and looked up at Yoo Soo-Ha. He was standing at the door, chewing on a dry squid leg.[2] “You fucking bastard…” 
“You didn’t just vomit your brain. You poured it all out. Hey, in life, you end up hurting people from time to time! Yeah, I also panicked a little because of the news yesterday. Mom and Dad gave me an earful for it too. Still, we’re a family, so we have to support each other, right?”
“You crazy bastard…” I muttered, holding the toilet bowl. “You’re a fucking piece of shit.”
“Hah?”
“If you just hit your stalker, I would have called you an angel. But you’re the bastard who would hit the back of your stalker’s head to death, bury them under a mountain, and then start a fire.”
“What…? That’s psychotic behavior. Is that what you think of me?”
“You are a psychopath, you son of a bitch!” I felt dizzy. “An idol singer? Do you think you could ever have a job like that? You don’t know anything about fan service. Cursing in every interview is normal for you. And cursing someone else’s parents is a bonus. There is no way you can become an idol singer. Don’t be ridiculous.”
“Uh…”
“You say Mother and Father scolded you? Do you seriously think you would let others scold you? It’s actually fortunate you didn’t slap your parents on the cheeks. Shit! Fuck…! Yoo Soo-Ha, you’re definitely not the type of guy who would help your younger brother stand up after he throws up. You just aren’t. If you were at least that kind of guy…” I glared at him. “...I wouldn’t have killed you.”
“…”
“I wouldn’t have killed you,  you son of a bitch. I wouldn’t have. If only you could do at least that much... Just to kill you, I…”
No, to not kill him, I… 
“...I did some things you would not be able to think of, but you…”
I sometimes had a dream.
“H-hey, Mr. Hunter!” I said. “Please help me…!”
“Huh?” Yoo Soo-Ha looked at me.
“I got attacked by the wolves… Oof. Please help me. Do you have a potion you can spare…?”  
“Ah, shit. What? You already messed with the monsters in this area? Fuck, I won’t be able to hunt anything today.”
“P-please… Do you have any potions—”
Yoo Soo-Ha clicked his tongue but still gave me a potion. “Ah, be careful next time. Fuck. It looks like I won’t get anything done today.” 
Other times, I had another dream.
“How much are you going to give me for my potion, Mister? If I leave you, you’ll die, mister. ” 
“F-forty gold…”
“Just give me everything you have right now.” 
So I gave him everything I had.
Yoo Soo-Ha handed me a potion.“Good. Be careful next time, Mister.” 
In those dreams, the Yoo Soo-Ha from eleven years ago was still the same greedy bastard, but he didn’t hurt the weak. After all, he had once been my hero, so I didn’t have to kill him. I had those dreams only from time to time, but I… I…
“You son of a bitch…”
Yoo Soo-Ha’s black hair swayed. 
“Get lost. Your place is in my shadow. If you’re thinking of moving your address to this kind of hell and getting a clean slate, give it up already,” I growled. 
His black hair collapsed.
—■■, ■■ ■■■.
My older brother turned into a specter and spoke in a gloomy voice. Yes, he was now a specter. It didn’t even get to be an ordinary ghost and simply stopped existing in this world of trauma. Now that all my family members had stopped looking like people from my memories, they were nothing but mere shadows.
I washed my face in the sink. Tap water dripped from my eyebrows.
“Okay.”
Only my mutterings echoed in the haunted house.
“It’s okay. You can do it. Kim Gong-Ja, you can do it.”
This wasn’t my home or my world. It was just that the man whose life I wanted to take was trapped in this hell. 
I left the house and brought back the Constellation Murderer.
“Ah… ” 
The Constellation Murderer didn’t seem to perceive the specters as their true selves. In his eyes, they seemed to be my father, mother, and older brother.
No, maybe it was the other way around.
—■■■?
—■■ ■■■.
From the beginning, my father, mother, and older brother may have seemed like specters in the Constellation Murderer’s eyes. To him, the humans of this world may have been no different from specters. So, all the sounds humans made would have been nothing more than noise to the Constellation Murderer’s ears.
“Hello…”
“Don’t,” I said firmly. “You don’t have to be polite.”
I grabbed the Constellation Murderer’s wrist and entered my room. He didn’t get to finish saying hello.
—■, ■■■ ■■■.
My older brother, who had the face of Yoo Soo-Ha just a moment ago, tried to follow us into my room. I pushed him away, stopping him from entering the room.
“Don’t come in. I’m warning you.”
—■■■?
“I’ll take care of this kid by myself for the time being, so I don’t need anyone else. Unless he gives you permission, don’t come in or talk to him.”
I closed the door and locked it.
—■■. ■■■?
The specters kept muttering outside the door. I ignored them and prepared the bed for the Constellation Murderer. He stared at me, still carrying the bag he had been holding since school ended. 
He asked, “Can you talk like that to your family?” 
“It depends on what kind of family it is. To you, they’re your bully’s family.”
“Stop acting like this. It’s strange and unpleasant. I really have no idea what game you’re trying to pull here to go this far.”
“You can think so if you want. Just get some rest.”
“Where will you sleep?”
“Anywhere. Rest. You’ll feel a little better afterward.”
From that day on, I erased this world little by little. I secretly used my brother’s cell phone to talk to Preta.
—Who are you? What? You’re Soo-Ha’s younger brother…? Why would you call me…?
I called Goldencup using the same method.
—Huh? Aaah… I heard about you from Soo-Ha. We actually met before. What’s up? Soo-Ha isn’t trying to make you, his younger brother, apologize on behalf of him, is he?
I destroyed Preta and Goldencup with one phone call. Occasionally, Preta and Goldencup appeared on television as idol singers, but I couldn’t see their faces. Only their shadows flickered as if someone had scribbled on them.
Only then did I get a reaction.
[The trauma’s recreation level is low.]
[The data used for the trauma recreation has been damaged.]
[Extracting the new required data from your memory…]
[Failed.]
[The data cannot be recovered.]
I left holes in this world that it couldn’t recover from. 
[Extracting the new required data from the original owner…]
[Failed..]
[The data cannot be recovered.]
I moved even faster. The Four Demon Kings and the children from the Infernal Mansion collapsed. I turned the characters of this trauma into specters whenever I ran into them. Every time I did this, the world of this trauma also collapsed little by little.
“Hmm? That is new. I didn’t expect to see you here in the teachers’ room, Gong-Ja.”
Homeroom Teacher Viper.
“Oh, M-Mr. Gong-Ja? Why did you invite me to an empty classroom? Hic. Teachers and students are not allowed to date. I-I can’t break the school rules…!”
Math Teacher Chemist.
“I heard you asked to see me. Since you’re an unusual student in many ways, I agreed to see you as the school president requested. Do you have something to talk to me about?”
Principal Sword Star.
I met them one by one.
[The trauma’s recreation level is low.]
[The data cannot be recovered.]
About fifteen days later, most students and teachers had become specters. It wasn’t just the school that became strange.
—■■ ■■■■■.
No matter what channel I turned on on television, a specter was in the anchor’s place. In the form of shadow, it only muttered in a quiet voice, so I couldn’t understand anything.
I once tried to take the subway out of the city. The cityscape continued for a while, but at some point, it became pitch-black. When I reached the darkness, the train disappeared.
[The trauma’s recreation level is low.]
[Requesting Zrakua for the new required data…]
[The request has been denied.] 
[Failed.]
[The data cannot be recovered.]
The broken world was now just an abomination that had failed. 
One day, the Paladin approached me after classes were done. She looked somehow nervous. “Gong-Ja, I have something to discuss with you.”
“What’s up?”
“I can’t talk about it in the classroom. No, actually, I don’t even wanna do it.”
The Paladin turned her head and glanced behind her.
—■■■! ■■ ■■■■.
There, someone who had already turned into a specter was sitting at a desk; it was the Countess. She had talked with me two days before and collapsed into a shadow. 
After glancing at her friend a couple of times, the Paladin lowered her voice. “Let’s go out into the hallway.”
We went out into the hallway outside the classroom.
“So what’s going on?”
“This may sound strange. No, it is strange. But I felt like I needed to consult with you for some reason.”
The Paladin was very tense as she looked around the hallway where ghosts came and went. 
“Something is weird.”
“…”
“If you want to know what I mean by that, truthfully, I can’t tell you exactly, but I’m certain that this isn’t normal. Last weekend, I went out of town with my family. I was going to go. I even prepared a lunch box in the morning. But, in the blink of an eye, it became evening.” 
The Paladin’s shoulders were slightly trembling. 
“At first, I suspected that I have amnesia. However, the family was chatting at the table, saying that today’s picnic was really good. I don’t and can’t remember anything about the picnic…”
The Paladin raised her head and looked around once again. Except for a handful of students, there was really no one but black, limp specters in the classroom, hallways, and schoolyard.
“…Something is wrong. Very wrong. Maybe it’s me who is the strange one. I’m sorry, Kim Gong-Ja. I’ll just book an appointment with a psychiatrist. I may get better after receiving counseling.”
“The student sitting by the window at the back of the classroom,” I said. “Do you remember him?”
“Uhm…?” The Paladin frowned. “Yeah, I do. He’s our classmate. His name is ■■, I think.”
“Do you know that he received these texts?” I took out the Constellation Murderer’s phone and showed it to her.
“...”
“I’m saying this just in case, but I didn’t fabricate them.”
As she read the texts, the Paladin’s face paled in shock. However, it was short-lived, and she soon snapped in anger. “What…? How can they… How can they do something like this! This is outrageous! This is absolutely not something that can be dismissed as a joke!”
“Are you angry?”
“Of course! There are some things you can overlook from students just because of their young age, but this isn’t one of them. A wound is the same whether it is inflicted on an adult or a child. A child having to go through something like this is even worse!”
“What do you plan to do now?”
“You secured physical evidence, so we have to report this to the police immediately! I’m very familiar with this kind of incident. Even if you report it to the school, they’ll take away the evidence and tell you to resolve it amicably among your friends. It wouldn’t be a problem if just the two of us went to the police station, so we should gather as many people as possible...!”
“Yes… that sounds like you,” I muttered.
The Paladin was the type of person who strived to reduce the number of victims, even just by a little.
“If there had been at least one person like you in the classroom, things wouldn’t have turned out this way.”
“What?”
“There is no way you would stand by in this kind of situation. You would have noticed this a long time ago without a doubt, but there wasn’t even a single person like you in that large classroom.” I closed the phone. “So that is why this happened.”
“…”
“It’s okay. Please disappear. I will take care of the rest.”
When I close and open my eyes…
—■■, ■■ ■ ■■■.
…a faceless specter was floating in front of me. 
Slowly, I stood in the hallway and looked around.
—■■ ■■■?
—■■ ■. ■■ ■■■.
The students talked as they came and went. They laughed as if they were responding to a joke, even though it wasn’t funny. They were sharing a fleeting moment of their youth. When a teacher passed by, they bowed and said hello.
—■ ■■■■ ■■■■ ■■ ■■■ ■■ ■■ ■ ■■■■ ■■■■■■ ■■ ■■ ■■■■■? ■■ ■ ■■?
—■, ■■?
—■■! ■■■ ■ ■■ ■■ ■■■ ■■!
—■■… ■■ ■■■. ■■■■■ ■ ■■■ ■■■ ■ ■ ■■■
—■■ ■■■■ ■ ■ ■■■■■■ ■■ ■■■ ■■■■■ ■! ■■ ■■■■■■■ ■■ ■ ■■! ■■ ■■■■■ ■■.
—■■■ ■■■■■■ ■■. ■■■■ ■■■ ■■ ■■■■■ ■■. ■■■■ ■■■ ■ ■■ ■■■■ ■■■ ■■ ■■ ■■■■.
—■ ■■ ■■ ■■. ■■ ■■.
—■■ ■■■ ■■.
Their voices were just noise. Words didn’t get to form sentences; they were only failed attempts at fleshed-out stories. 
Bright slogans were hung on the stairs.
—■■■ ■■■♪
—■■■ ■■■♪
—■■■ ■■■■♪
This was the world of the Constellation Murderer.

1.  Koreans don’t call someone older than them just by their names. ☜


2.  A common snack in Korea. It’s good. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 135: (3)

    
      The world became smaller and smaller. At first, the darkness engulfed everything outside of the city before reaching the city itself.
    

    
      
        [The trauma’s recreation level is low.]
      
    

    
      
        [The data cannot be recovered.]
      
    

    
      Like tentacles, the darkness slowly ate away at the city, from the outskirts to its main streets. I decided to call that ominous, fog-like darkness the Void.
    

    
      “I’m going to go to school a little early today,” the Constellation Murderer told me in a quiet voice.
    

    
      Darkness had taken over so much of the world. I couldn’t see people’s faces, the church spires, or the signs plastered all over the shopping center’s walls as if they were wallpaper. The world was stained by the Void.
    

    
      “I have to go to the school farm and feed the rabbits.”
    

    
      But it also allowed me to see what I had been missing.
    

    
      “School farm?” I asked. 
    

    
      “Yeah, it’s behind the school… ” The Constellation Murderer sighed. “Well, I guess there’s no way a kid like you would know. Rabbits and chickens are raised there. I have to feed them.”
    

    
      
        There is such a place?
      
    

    
      If I recalled correctly, the orphanage had a place like that too, though it had been demolished quickly. It seemed the middle and high schools had things like this one too. 
    

    
      “Why would you feed them? Aren’t there people who usually take care of those things?”
    

    
      “There used to be a farming club. You remember last year when a foreign woman broke into the school at night and jumped from the rooftop with her newborn baby? The baby ended up landing on the school farm, so the students stopped applying for the farming club afterward.”
    

    
      It was my first time ever hearing about this. However, the Constellation Murderer sounded like he was talking about quite an infamous incident. It seemed that various incidents had occurred at this school.
    

    
      “Why would a foreign woman with a baby do that at a school…?”
    

    
      “They say it was the child of one of the teachers. He had a fling during a business trip overseas.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “It happened at the middle school, not the high school,” the Constellation Murderer muttered. “Anyway, that’s why there is no farming club anymore. The middle school class presidents take turns taking care of the farm... Middle school students wouldn’t really take this seriously, you know? The security guard, some kid from middle school, and I feed them for the most part.”
    

    
      That… was a corner of the world that I knew nothing about. On the school farm, the rabbits and chickens were trapped in cramped cages. This very limited space was their entire world. 
    

    
      It seemed the farm wasn’t managed properly. The smell of chicken manure and rabbit urine reeked in the air. Someone had carelessly poured too much food into a container. It got wet in the rain and then dried, so it reeked.
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer frowned. “Someone rushed their chores again. If this is how they’re going to do this, it’s better for them to skip the turn. It’s worse than not doing anything.”
    

    
      “Do you want me to help you?”
    

    
      “It’s fine. I’ll have to check everything anyway.” The Constellation Murderer rolled up his sleeves. “Just stand there. Or you can go to classes first.”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer weeded out old, reeking straws out of the animal bedding before throwing them into a large sack. He brought a broom and rake from the shed to clean up the cages. It seemed he was very used to doing all these tasks. The Constellation Murderer picked up a rubber hose and skillfully sprayed water on the cage floor. 
    

    
      In a world where the Void rusted everything until it became unrecognizable, a high school student was sprinkling water at around 6:40 A.M. in the back of Shinseo Middle and High Schools.
    

    
      It was quiet. The water resembled the color of dawn.
    

    
      I was peeking at a scene that seemed severed from the rest of the world.
    

    
      —You’re really dirty. 
    

    
      —How can you be dirtier than the math teacher? 
    

    
      —I didn’t think that was possible. 
    

    
      The world got narrower little by little.
    

    
      
        [The trauma’s recreation level is low.]
      
    

    
      I started with the people that were meaningless to the Constellation Murderer—no, ■■. Step by step.
    

    
      
        [The data cannot be recovered.]
      
    

    
      The Void shrouded the mountains surrounding the city. This world was under siege. As each day passed, it lost more and more ground. More and more roads became cut off from the world.
    

    
      
        —■■, ■■ ■!
      
    

    
      
        —■■■.
      
    

    
      The specters continued to flicker on the cut-off roads. Where they came from or where they were going wasn’t important in the Constellation Murderer’s world. The humans in this world weren’t characters in his story.
    

    
      Weeds coiled out of gaps between the sidewalk blocks.
    

    
      
        [The trauma’s recreation level is low.]
      
    

    
      On one side of the garbage dump, a ginkgo tree that hadn’t been cut down bent over the ground.
    

    
      
        [The trauma’s recreation level is low.]
      
    

    
      In the evening, sunset fell.
    

    
      
        [The trauma’s recreation level is low.]
      
    

    
      Finally, the Void surrounded the school.
    

    
      Raviel was standing at the school gate. Beyond that, there was nothing but pitch black.
    

    
      “Raviel.”
    

    
      Classes were over, so the specters were going home. Raviel stood quietly in front of the Void, where the specters walked and got absorbed into. Even though I called out to her, she didn’t look at me.
    

    
      She just whispered, “Yes, I did feel like something was wrong. If you think about it, asking to be called by a foreign name is strange when my name is Ban Si-A. Yet for some reason, I was caught up in the obsession that I had to be called Raviel.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Aside from everything, I can’t remember how I ended up dating you. No, that’s misleading. You confessed your love to me at the school festival last year, but, even before that, I had feelings for you. Dating you was easy.”
    

    
      Raviel finally looked at me.
    

    
      “But I wonder if that’s true. Gong-Ja, our love isn’t like that. Our love is never easy.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Kiss me. Now.”
    

    
      After carefully placing my hand on Raviel’s shoulder, I grabbed her chin with my left hand to lower her head slightly. When I kissed her lips, she smiled. 
    

    
      “I knew it. My heart is pounding.” She touched my earlobe. “There are no lies in my love. There is no way I would love you this much just because you are handsome and eloquent. But, at best, we’re the couple of the century in the history of Shinseo Middle and High Schools... They better rewrite their history. We’re actually the couple of this universe.”
    

    
      “Yes, we are.”
    

    
      “If my love isn’t fake, then this means my memories were most likely distorted. This is either a hallucination or a dream. Gong-Ja, am I dreaming of you or is it the other way around?”
    

    
      “I’m the one dreaming of you, Raviel.”
    

    
      “That’s amazing.” Raviel stroked her chin. “I’m sure I’m your only lover.”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “Even if this is just a dream, I should always be your lover. Only I belong in your heart.”
    

    
      “Yes, you do.”
    

    
      Raviel laughed. “You have my commendation, my lover. You really love me. Now please close your eyes.”
    

    
      “…”
    

    
      “Don’t open your eyes no matter what. Just call out my name. Do you understand? You must not open your eyes. If you do, I will scold you.”
    

    
      I closed my eyes. “Raviel.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Raviel… Ivansia is the name of the person I love.”
    

    
      The hand stroking my chin disappeared.
    

    
      I opened my eyes. Raviel wasn’t there anymore. She didn’t show me the moment she collapsed into a shadow.
    

    
      Until the last moment, she followed the way of Ivansia.
    

    
      
        [The trauma’s recreation level is low.]
      
    

    
      
        [The data cannot be recovered.]
      
    

    
      Raviel was no longer alive in this world, which became a little narrower.
    

    
      
        Ding, ding, ding, ding.
      
    

    
      The speaker installed on campus rang. A member of the broadcasting club whose name I didn’t know and who had lost its shape spoke.
    

    
      —■■■ ■■ ■■ ■■■■■ ■■■■■ ■■ ■■■■.
    

    
      
        This is an announcement from the broadcasting club to all students on campus.
      
    

    
      —■■ ■■ ■■■ ■■ ■■■ ■■■■ ■■ ■■■ ■■ ■■■ ■■■ ■■■■.
    

    
      
        Those who have not signed up for the night self-study session should return home. 
      
    

    
      At that moment, the Void lurking beyond the school gate overflowed like a river that swelled due to a deluge.
    

    
      I took a step back. Rays of fog stretched out from the Void like tentacles, instantly entangling the school gate and eating away the nameplate that said Shinseo High School. Soon, the entire school gate was engulfed in darkness.
    

    
      
        It’s finally falling apart.
      
    

    
      The world of this trauma was collapsing.
    

    
      “What are you doing there?” a voice called out from behind me. 
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer carried a tattered bag. He gave me a strange look. “Are we not going back to your home? Well, we don’t have to if you don’t want to anymore. I was already getting uncomfortable with the way your parents were looking at me. I get that you really want to make it up to me, so let’s put an end to this charade now. It just makes both of us feel weird.”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer walked toward where the school gate had been. As he was about to pass by me, I grabbed his wrist and yanked it.
    

    
      “
      
        Ouch.
      
       Hey, what is it?” he groaned.
    

    
      He almost stepped into the Void. Even now, it was constantly enveloping the school gate and the fence, creeping into the schoolyard. Once it swallowed us, everything would end.
    

    
      “Follow me for a moment.”
    

    
      “Again? Where are we going this time?”
    

    
      “A place where you can breathe and live a little longer.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “This place is too dangerous. Let’s go.” 
    

    
      I dragged the Constellation Murderer across the campus. The Void encroached on the school, chasing us.
    

    
      “I don’t understand what you’re talking about, Kim Gong-Ja. Do you know that you became really weird about a month ago? Why are you so scared? Why in the world are you trying so hard? You didn’t use to be like that.”
    

    
      “I promised to keep living no matter what happens. My teacher swung her sword even when her world was destroyed. My lover protected her country even when her world was stuck in a time loop. There are people like that in the world. I try my best because I want to be with people like them,” I said.
    

    
      “I have 
      
        no 
      
      idea what you’re talking about,” the Constellation Murderer mumbled. 
    

    
      “There is also a person who devotes himself to what he thinks is right, even to the point of abandoning himself over and over again.”
    

    
      We went inside the campus. The Void still surged inside without stopping. Specters were walking around in the hallway. However, only one of them, the class president, looking like the Black Witch, was standing blankly in front of the women’s bathroom. I hadn’t taken care of her yet.
    

    
      When the Constellation Murderer jumped to his death before, she had been the only student who lowered her head.
    

    
      “It’s strange. Why do I feel guilty when I go into the women’s bathroom?” 
    

    
      The Black Witch seemed to be suddenly worried about her sexual identity. Teenagers generally had a lot to worry about. 
    

    
      Still holding onto the Constellation Murderer’s wrist, I walked up to the Black Witch and grabbed her wrist with my free hand.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “You follow me too. You shouldn’t be here right now,” I warned her. 
    

    
      “Huh? Wait, what? Kim Gong-Ja? Oh, what are you—!”
    

    
      Flustered, the Black Witch resisted, but then she saw the Constellation Murderer. Her surprised expression immediately stiffened. She frowned, lowered her head, and let me drag her along.
    

    
      
        [Warning!]
      
    

    
      
        [The trauma’s recreation level is low.]
      
    

    
      
        [The data cannot be recovered.]
      
    

    
      
        [The recreated trauma cannot be sustained.]
      
    

    
      The Void sank the first floor of the school. I dragged my hostages up the stairs quickly and quickly went up to the second floor, passed the third floor, crossed the fourth floor, and ran up the fifth floor. 
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer and the Black Witch were panting behind me, but there was nothing I could do about it. The Void was filling the school grounds at a terrifying speed.
    

    
      —■■■ ■■■♪
    

    
      —■■■ ■■■♪
    

    
      —■■■ ■■■■♪
    

    
      The slogans on the stairs had been swallowed by the Void. The dark surface of the fog rose to the fifth floor. Only one place remained untouched in this world.
    

    
      “
      
        Huff, huff… 
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        U-ugh
      
      , I’m feeling nauseous…”
    

    
      I stood in front of the metal door leading to the rooftop. Four layers of locks surrounded the doorknob. The area was probably off-limits except for teachers. 
    

    
      However, I drew up my aura and enveloped it around my fingers, cutting the chain with ease.
    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    
      “
      
        Uh…
      
      ?” The Constellation Murderer looked blankly at the metal door, panting. “It’s open…?” 
    

    
      “Hey, wait a minute. We can’t go on the rooftop! It’s against the rules!” the Black Witch shouted, panicked.
    

    
      If it wasn’t for the Void looming over her shoulder, I would have respected the school rules a little more. I forced the Constellation Murderer and the Black Witch to follow me onto the rooftop.
    

    
      
        Thump.
      
    

    
      I stared at the closed metal door. It was quiet. Fortunately, the Void didn’t invade the rooftop. Perhaps it was only a brief moment of peace, but we had escaped the flood of the Void for now.
    

    
      “Good. We’ll be okay for a while.”
    

    
      “What is supposed to be okay?” The Black Witch ran wild. “Don’t you know how sensitive our school is about students wandering on the rooftop? Don’t tell me you forgot about the disaster from last year! Oh my god!”
    

    
      “I said it’s okay.”
    

    
      “Ah, if the teachers find out I’m here... My grades… You bastard! I’m going to blame you if you’re the reason I go to a worse university!
      
        [1]
      
      ”
    

    
      I looked down through the rooftop fence. The schoolyard and the main middle school building on the other side of the yard…The world had been completely enveloped by the Void, and only darkness spread out. Only three people were left in this trauma.
    

    
      “Class president,” I called. 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “You know what has been going on in our class.”
    

    
      The three survivors stood here. The perpetrator. The victim. And lastly, the bystander. 
    

    
      The class president, who looked like the Black Witch, glared at me. “So? Do you have something to say to me about it?”
    

    

    
      1. Korea has a system of grades called 내신 (naesin). How well the student follows the rules and behaves at school influences this system. While it isn’t always crucial in the university application process, it reflects a person’s character, so it can be a deciding factor if students have the same grades. ☜
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    Chapter 136: Survival (1)

    
      The Black Witch glared at me. Her eyes contained longtime contempt. “The second-generation outcast of Shinseo Middle and High Schools. That is what you named him, Kim Gong-Ja. You giggled as you gave him the name. Because of you, I had to…” 
    

    
      But the contempt was short-lived. The Black Witch frowned and returned to her usual poker face. It seemed she was exhausted by her own emotions. Even though her face was blank, I could sense exhaustion seeping through her facial features.
    

    
      “Forget it. I don’t even want to talk to you about this. Even if I do it, it only makes me feel worse. Shit! If I had known bullying would happen here, I would have gone to another school.”
    

    
      “You are the class president, therefore you are responsible for what happens in the classroom.”
    

    
      “So what? Are you saying that I should take responsibility for the bullying?” the Black Witch asked sarcastically. “Amazing. So it’s true that you hang out with ■■ these days and meet the other students one by one. Even the teachers praised you in the teachers’ room. ‘Kim Gong-Ja repented.’ ‘He turned over a new leaf.’ Good for you.”
    

    
      She sneered at me coldly. “Life is easy for people like you, isn’t it? All you have to do is apologize after hurting someone else. ‘Please forgive me because I apologized and I meant it.’ If you say that, then everything gets fixed. You never meant to hurt others, it was all just pranks that weren’t meant to go too far.”
    

    
      I didn’t deny that.
    

    
      The Black Witch pursed her lips. “Of course, you can use that excuse once or twice. But just how many times can you abuse that? Would it kill you all to not bully others? Do you see people as trash and the world as the dumpster where you hurl your mistakes and pranks? You’re sick…” 
    

    
      Once again, she stopped just before her emotions became more intense. Nervously, she looked down at her indoor school shoes. After coming up to the rooftop, the Black Witch didn’t look at the Constellation Murderer even once.
    

    
      “Class president,” I said.
    

    
      “Don’t do this to me.” the Black Witch muttered. “Don’t bring me and ■■ to a place like this. You’re going to tell me to apologize or admit that it’s my fault. I didn’t do anything wrong. It’s all your fault…”
    

    
      “You don’t think so.”
    

    
      When the Constellation Murderer committed suicide last time, the school desperately turned a blind eye to the incident and used various means to forget and cover up the incident.
    

    
      
        “Did you see the text message he sent? Isn’t that really crazy?”
      
    

    
      
        “Yeah. Now that I think about it, he was always a bit strange.”
      
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer was the crazy and strange one. But we—we were 
      
        normal
      
      . 
    

    
      Maybe the bullies had sent text messages harassing the Constellation Murderer as a joke. It 
      
        was 
      
      indeed a joke, though this was only a momentary moral deviation. Everyone did that, so their behavior was perfectly 
      
        normal
      
      .
    

    
      Maybe they had laughed at the Constellation Murderer before, but that was a mistake. They didn’t mean it. They just giggled because everyone around them did. They hadn’t done anything wrong.
    

    
      
        “Think about what is important and pull yourselves together.”
      
    

    
      
        “Yes, Teacher.”
      
    

    
      Just like that, the students had pushed their classmate off the rooftop. Even suicide, someone’s death, couldn’t make these people feel guilty.
    

    
      —You’re the ones who killed me. Don’t forget that 
      
        you 
      
      did this to me.
    

    
      Except for one person. The Black Witch hadn’t answered “Yes, Teacher” and had just lowered her head without saying a word.
    

    
      “Seriously, don’t do this to me…”
    

    
      While numerous perpetrators were so proud of themselves that they didn’t even try to hide their madness, one bystander remained silent.
    

    
      The Black Witch shut her eyes. “I did my best. I tried to stop it as a first-year student, too. Damn it.” 
    

    
      And there were hundreds of reasons people kept silent.
    

    
      “I looked up all kinds of things because of you guys… Did you know that this school is under the Seryun Educational Foundation? There are ten board members, and among them are your girlfriend’s parents, Kim Gong-Ja. You didn’t know that, right? You just bullied ■■ for no reason. The board of directors also includes the senior pastor of Samwon Presbytery’s Seryun Church. This is the church my family goes to! I see him every weekend!”
    

    
      The Black Witch pressed a palm over her forehead.
    

    
      “Why do I have to know all this because of the shit you did! Just. Please… cut it out…  I’m already a second-year student now… I only sleep four or five hours a day. I’m busy. I’m a scholarship student just like ■■… You all may just laugh and enjoy school life! Maybe you’re bullying people without thinking of the consequences!”
    

    
      Malice was easy, while goodwill was always impossible.
    

    
      “I’m desperate! This school has a goddamn scholarship selection committee, and our great homeroom teacher is there as the second-year lead teacher! You didn’t know that, right? You don’t even need to know! Damn it, I brought up ■■ to him and… Please. Just please, stop this. I didn’t want to know all this! It’s all so disgusting. You, our homeroom teacher, the school, everything is… I’m busy with my own life, so take care of this on your own!”
    

    
      “I’m sorry,” I muttered.
    

    
      One reason was enough to commit a malicious deed. However, good deeds seemed to need hundreds of reasons.
    

    
      “Sorry? 
      
        Ha
      
      , how sorry are you? Fuck. Never mind. Don’t apologize to me, Kim Gong-Ja. Really, don’t. I don’t need or deserve an apology. And you also don’t need or deserve a chance to apologize either because you’re a scumbag. Live and die as the scumbag that you are. Please make sure I won’t ever see your face again after graduation.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry.”
    

    
      “I told you not to apologize, you scumbag!”  
    

    
      The Black Witch kicked me in the shin. I felt the pain all the way in my bones. She then slapped my cheek next with a huff. The violence continued as if I was under the effects of a curse.
    

    
      I let the Black Witch hit me. “He tried to commit suicide.”
    

    
      The Black Witch stopped. 
    

    
      “He would have jumped from the roof a month ago.”
    

    
      It was silent on the rooftop. The Black Witch turned her head and looked at the Constellation Murderer for the first time since we got here. Her mouth opened and closed several times before she finally asked what she wanted to know. 
    

    
      “Is that true?”
    

    
      It was as if she found it difficult to even talk to the person in front of her.
    

    
      “Did you really try to die…?” she asked. 
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer faced her impassively. “Yes. I don’t know how Kim Gong-Ja knows about it. Yeah, I was going to die. But I also had no idea you thought this way, Class President.”
    

    
      The rooftop somehow became quieter. Slowly, the Black Witch covered her face with her hands. 
    

    
      “I’m not sorry…” A sob escaped between her fingers. “I’m not sorry to you, ■■. It’s just that… During my first year of high school, I was researching school bullying and happened to discover who the people on the school’s board of directors are. I thought that nothing would change if I exposed what I knew, so I gave up. In my second year, I quit after bringing it up with my homeroom teacher once. This is who I am. Please remember me that way.”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer didn’t reply.
    

    
      “But don’t die. Don’t… Why would you do that? You can’t die like this. You shouldn’t die because of these pieces of trash. You can’t do that. ■■. You have to live. If you survive, get into a good university, make some money, and get out of this shitty city...”
    

    
      “I thought about it too,” the Constellation Murderer mumbled. “But I felt like these bastards would forget what they did to me if I did that.”
    

    
      The Black Witch said nothing.
    

    
      “I think they’ll just live on as if nothing happened. Actually, they wouldn’t even remember me. I hate that the most. I wanted to screw these bastards over. Though they’ll forget it anyway…” The Constellation Murderer looked down at the Black Witch. “Sorry, Class President. I didn’t mean to hurt someone like you.”
    

    
      The Black Witch kneeled on the floor and covered her face, holding her breath. She gritted her teeth to hold back herself from making any sounds. The sounds she tried to keep bottled up made her tremble. 
    

    
      “There was one person…” the Constellation Murderer said, bending down. “I thought there was no one…”
    

    
      He also kneeled next to the Black Witch.
    

    
      “I’m glad that I didn’t die a month ago.” The Constellation Murderer slowly wrapped his arms around the Black Witch’s shoulders. She flinched, but he leaned his head a little closer to her and said, “I’m glad there’s at least one person I can forgive.”
    

    
      The Black Witch didn’t reply.
    

    
      “I’m really glad.”
    

    
      I could hear her breathing. Unable to hug the Constellation Murderer back, she just bent over and cried without saying a word.
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer held onto his classmate for a while.
    

    
      “Sorry…” The Black Witch’s appearance changed. “Sorry, ■■. I’m sorry. Sorry. I’m so sorry.”
    

    
      But only her skin melted. She didn’t collapse into a shadow or a specter. The face of the person who looked like the Black Witch was peeling off as she wailed.
    

    
      “Please don’t die. Please. I beg you… Please… you have to live.” 
    

    
      It was the face of someone I knew. I had heard this voice before. 
    

    
      “You can keep on living. We can all do that. We can have better lives. But you have to live. ■■. I’ll try a little harder. I’ll try a little harder, so let’s…”
    

    
      
        [The trauma’s recreation level is low.]
      
    

    
      The Void, which had already swallowed the fifth floor, climbed up the walls of the school and flowed into the fence on the rooftop. It ate away the metal door on the rooftop, its black tentacles crawling through the gap in the metal door, entangling and swallowing it.
    

    
      “No one cares about you. No one, no one. No one… You shouldn’t die because of those animals. You have to live. You shouldn’t let these bullies ruin your life. You should survive, study, and go to a university… in another city. Yeah.”
    

    
      I recognized the person under the Black Witch’s skin.
    

    
      “Let’s live for the unfortunate children… Let’s give it our all to children who are less fortunate than us. You can do it. We can do it. Let me help you...  I did a lot of research. I studied. It’s not some stupid delusion. If we really want to do it, we can do it...”
    

    
      A shiver ran down my spine. It felt as if an electric current struck my brain.
    

    
      “… First, let’s major in social welfare. We need a certificate. If we want to survive in this world, we have to be strong, ■■. We have to surround ourselves with walls so that others can’t look down on us or meddle with our lives. Let’s study. Let me help you… I can help you.”
    

    
      
        Ah… 
      
      I bit my lower lip.
    

    
      “Which university you go to or what certificate you have… may seem useless right now. But, if we have those, we can do much more than without them. They’ll give us strength. We have to become strong before we can achieve what we want. ”
    

    
      
        Ah…
      
    

    
      “Let’s help the kids together. On my own... it will be difficult. Yeah, I may not be able to endure it on my own. I would probably end up hurting the kids. But if two, three, or four people like us get together, we can do anything.”
    

    
      
        Director.
      
    

    
      “Let’s try…”
    

    
      
        Director…
      
    

    
      “This school isn’t everything. It’s probably not. ■■. We can create a new world. … Let’s start with small steps. Just two people can create a new world. Please don’t die. Together… Let’s live together in a different world...”
    

    
      I was looking at a younger version of my orphanage director.
    

    
      
        “You didn’t do anything wrong.”
      
    

    
      I could remember his fatigued voice in my head. If I thought about it again now, the director had seemed wary of loving me and the other orphans too much.
    

    
      
        “Don’t let a guy like me affect you like that.”
      
    

    
      It seemed like he had always been afraid. 
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer stroked the young director’s head. “I don’t think we can make a lot of money.”
    

    
      “We can’t…”
    

    
      “I think it’ll be difficult.”
    

    
      “Others also say it’s very difficult…”
    

    
      “But I think it’ll be better than now.” The Constellation Murderer smiled. “I gave up studying in the second semester of my first year. It’ll be a little tough to catch up.”
    

    
      “It’s okay. It’s not too late yet.”
    

    
      “Yeah, Class President…”
    

    
      
        [The trauma’s recreation level is low.]
      
    

    
      “... let’s survive this world together.”
    

    
      
        [The data cannot be recovered.]
      
    

    
      The rooftop collapsed as the school melted. The bell rang, signaling the students to go home.
    

    
      
        [The trauma recreation has been terminated.]
      
    

    
      But… What if the Constellation Murderer learnt to smile again? What about the director’s teenage years, which I had no clue about? What if two classmates, one smiling and the other crying, prevented a tragedy from happening? What if the Constellation Murderer never took his own life? And what if there were no regrets about the past?
    

    
      It didn’t matter. All of these possibilities got buried in the black darkness.
    

    
      
        [Confirm that the subject’s ego is maintained.]
      
    

    
      Everything disappeared.
    

    
      
        [Ending the Skill penalty.]
      
    

    
      The world sank into a sea of noises.
    

    
      ■. ■. ■. ■.
    

    
      I opened my eyes.
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  Chapter 137: Survival (2)
I opened my eyes only to see a dark abyss. Everywhere I looked around was pitch black. It was the Underworld I returned to every time I died.
[It has been determined that your death met the requirement for the Skill’s activation.]
[Duplicating the Constellation Murderer’s Skills at random.]
I stood up, dazed from shock. Of course I knew that the story of the Constellation Murderer had taken place in the past. However, I had no idea that the director of my orphanage had also been there… The Constellation Murderer and the director had been classmates. They had gone to the same school, been in the same classroom, and took the same classes. 
One of their lives was cut short. One watch broke, while the other would never work the same as it did before, its hour hand now forever stopped. 
Why? Anger weighed down my heart. Why did the good ones always end up broken and ruined? The perpetrators were alive and well, so why did the victim have to die? Why did the world become hell only for those who felt guilty?
The anger made my heart infinitely heavier. My emotions subsided, but they didn’t go away. They were just building up from the bottom of my heart and filled my heart a little more. Someday, they would become an overflowing torrent and overflow.
As my spirit heated up, I heard the Guardian’s voice beside me. 
—Haha. My best source of entertainment at the moment is to see you get killed when you get caught off guard. Since I became a ghost, I’ve seen all kinds of shit happen, but if there’s one good thing about my condition, it’s watching you lose, Kim Zombie! Hehehe! What do you think? The fiftieth floor and the Constellation Murderer aren’t easy, are they? Why did you even use an expedient to get to the fiftieth floor? Karma bit you in the ass, you punk!
He laughed boisterously, as if I had been fighting the Constellation Murderer just a moment before. Judging from his tone, I guessed that he really couldn’t join me during this trauma penalty.
So far, we had experienced traumas together. It started with the Infernal Mansion, Preta, Teacher, and then Raviel. The Guardian sometimes complained or remained silent about the trauma, but he had always been with me.
This time was different. I had watched the trauma on my own over the course of a month.
I had a nightmare.
The Guardian blinked.
—Huh? Nightmare? What nightmare?
I’m talking about my trauma penalty. It was a little strange this time. You weren’t with me, and the Constellation Murderer’s emotional state wasn’t fully recreated either, as if an error had occurred...
I talked and reviewed the trauma. Of course, I skipped the part about how the Guardian showed up as my father. If I didn’t, he would bring it up even after my hair turned white.
After listening to my story, the Guardian fell deep in thought.
—That’s strange. It doesn’t make sense that I didn’t get to be with you. I am called a ghost for convenience, but, to be more precise, I’m a Skill.
The Guardian was right.
Sword Constellation
Class: A+
Effect: He is from another world and managed to clear the ninety-ninth floor of the Tower in his world. However, he was brought to his knees right on the verge of reaching the Tower’s hundredth floor. Due to his regret, he failed to find eternal peace and became a Guardian instead. He can’t physically influence the world, but he is able to talk to you. He has abundant experience and is incredibly skilled, so ask him for advice!
※No one can perceive your Guardian except for you.
※The Skill has been copied from Hunter Marcus Carlenbery.
Although he had memories of before he died, he was technically stored in the Skill Card.
—In short, I depend on you. I’m like your mental tenant. As long as you don’t tear up the card, there’s no reason I can’t follow you in a trauma.
However, the Guardian didn’t get to join me this time.
You’re right. Something is strange. But what?
—Urmmm…
With the Guardian next to me, the two of us thought in the dark for quite a while. However, we didn’t have an answer. In the end, the Guardian got tired of everything and got angry.
—Ah, forget it! I don’t want to bother thinking about it! We noticed that something is strange, so we’ll have the answer someday. Just pick the Constellation Murderer’s Skill! I can’t even remember how long it has been since the demonic arts. That Goldencup or something only had her Constellation’s blessing. Her other abilities were as useful as a lint.
Maybe in response to the Guardian’s words, cards emerged from the darkness.
[Creating a Skill Card]
[Choose a Skill Card.]
In total, a row of ten silver and gold Skill Cards flew through the air as if they had wings.
—Let’s take a look at the list of the Constellation Murderer’s assets! Look at this little shit. He’s been hoarding all the good Skills. This is why Hunters who focus on getting Skills are full of themselves. Whoa, would you look at that?
The Guardian was so excited that he stole glimpses on the backs of the cards. Among them, two Skills caught my eye.
Puppet Master’s Parade
Class: S
Effect: An old puppeteer from a world. The puppeteer was afraid of being loved but wasn’t strong enough to endure eternal solitude, so they came up with an idea. 
“I’ll create another me. I’ll let the other me live with other people and be loved. And if the other me gets hurt... I’ll get rid of them,” the puppeteer whispered. “I’ll erase them forever.”
Countless puppets lived and were discarded.
This Skill is a wicked sorcery for the weak, giving them the right to choose which memories to keep and which to throw away. 
You can create thirteen puppets with exactly the same appearance and abilities as you. When one dies, another will wake up. Broken puppets can be repaired.
You shall have imitated immortality and assembled eternity.
※The puppets do not share their memories.
This held the key to one of the Constellation Murderer’s secrets.
There are thirteen puppets in total.
What happened to the Constellation Murderer’s real body? Was it counted as one of the thirteen puppets? Or was his original self dormant somewhere else in this universe? 
I overheard the Constellation Murderer’s next secret.
A Torn Goddess’s Salvation
Class: A+
Effect: There was a goddess who devoted herself to a certain hero. Even though the hero tore her apart, she still wanted to stand by his side. During her fall, she sealed herself in a Skill Card.
The goddess’s ability is to convert memories into power. You can enhance your abilities and combat prowess by offering memories to her. The more the offered memories matter to you, the more powerful the buff will be.
※However, the buff doesn’t last for a long time.
The goddess mentioned here was the Goddess of Protection, and the hero was the Constellation Murderer. I was sure of it. The Guardian Goddess was split into five: Idol, Sympathy, Prayer, Sacrifice, and Salvation. Among these, I had four pieces of the goddess with me. Salvation, the last piece, was with the Constellation Murderer in the form of a skill.
The Guardian snorted.
—Hmm. He really had to match his title of Constellation Murderer, huh? All of his Skills are eerie. They’re okay efficiency-wise, but I don’t have a good feeling about them. This is why the Constellations go wild for angsty people…
I nodded. 
I made my choice.
The Guardian countered.
—Hmm. There are more disadvantages than the advantages. Just pass on this one. You don’t need the Puppet Master’s Parade or A Torn Goddess’ Salvation. I hate to admit it, but your Skill list is pretty good as it is. If you add some stupid Skill here, it’ll ruin the synergy.
Yes, I agree, but I have some use for one of them. 
I had to defeat the Constellation Murderer. However, my victory didn’t mean killing the Constellation Murderer or overwhelming him in terms of power. I needed to do much better than that and make the Constellation Murderer admit that his method was wrong. That was what I considered a victory.
I reached for the card, thinking of a Hunter with multiple names. The Constellation Murderer. Lefanta Aegim. But I still didn’t know his first name.
[You have chosen a Skill Card.]
[Copying the Skill.]
[Rewinding twenty-four hours.]
■■. Let’s end our old nightmare.
When I went back in time one day, I hadn’t cleared the fairy tale world yet. I had spent a month in the Constellation Murderer’s trauma, but not even a day had passed in the Tower.
In the end, I had to clear the fairy tale world again. Since I knew that the Immortal Happiness Preacher was planning a surprise attack, we conquered the world more easily than before. However, it still drained me physically and mentally. I realized once again the importance of saving points. 
Next time, I’ll take at least a day off to climb the Tower… 
Immediately after conquering the fairy tale world and returning to the Great Library of all life, I said, “Miss Countess, I have a little favor to ask you.”
The Countess welcomed me more cheerfully than usual. “What? What is it? You’re the treasure of both our Tower and my MA. You can tell me anything! I’m listening.” 
The shape of her mouth was like a cat’s[1]. It looked like she felt good because the fairy world didn’t cost her as much money as she had thought. Still, she tried to hide how she truly felt.
Although it was only a moment, the image of the Countess I had seen in the trauma came to mind.
“Did you see the text message he sent? Isn’t that really crazy?”
“Yeah. Now that I think about it, he was always a bit strange.”
I paused.
The Countess tilted her head. “What’s wrong? You look a little pale.”
I shook my head quickly to leave my thoughts behind. “It’s nothing. I was just dazed for a moment.” 
The classmate in the trauma simply imitated the Countess’ appearance. How could I think the Countess was the same person as the student from the trauma, even for just for a moment? I was being very rude to her.
“Did you overexert yourself in the apocalyptic book just now? You should be careful when you’re young so your health doesn’t take a hit once you get older. Anyway, what did you want to ask me?”
“I want to send a letter to the outside world,” I said. “It doesn’t have to necessarily be a letter, but there is someone there I need to contact as soon as possible. And you have the ability to communicate with the outside world.”
The Countess fanned herself. “Oh? That’s easy. If it doesn’t have to be a letter, we should use a simpler method. Which country is the person from? It’s a bit of a problem to send a letter to a country where the government has collapsed.”
“It’s okay. I’ll send it to the country where I was born.”
“Your country… Ah, that’ll be okay. An ambassador resides in that country, so you should be able to contact the person you’re looking for right away. Let’s see. Where has that woman gone?” 
The Countess looked around. Not only us, but also all Hunters with different titles were gathered in the great library. She pointed at someone with the tip of her fan. “Communicator! Lady Communicator! Come over here for a second.”
“What is it?”
A middle-aged Hunter approached. It was the Broadband Communicator, the Rank 7 Hunter. She was wearing a sari, a traditional Indian attire. Perhaps because she was on a bad term with the Countess, she maintained a frown as she approached us.
“Let me introduce you to the Broadband Communicator. We’re from the same country. Hahaha. Even so, our social classes couldn’t be more different!”
“If you called me over to talk nonsense, I’ll get going,” the Broadband Communicator grumbled. 
“Whoa, whoa. Calm down, Lady Brahmin. I’m going to designate this place as a holy ground leading to the outside world, so please establish a connection for a moment. It won’t be too much of a hassle since it’s a country with an ambassador.”
“Why would I…”
“This isn’t for me. It’s for the Death King over here.” 
The Broadband Communicator looked at me.
I clasped my hands over my chest and bowed politely. “Please.”
The Broadband Communicator also put her hands together to greet me. She looked at me and then at the Countess before sighing in resignation. “If this were a request from a frivolous person like you, I would definitely refuse it, Countess. But I have seen how much the Death King devotes himself to the Tower. Dedication must be rewarded. I’ll help you, Death King.”
“Yeaaaaah. I knew we could talk it out with you, noble lady. Good. Very good.”
“If you spout nonsense one more time, I’ll just leave.”
“Oh my, that shouldn’t happen. You’re too strict. Alright, alright. Yeah, I got it. Let’s just get this done quickly!” 
The Countess smiled. She took out her small pouch and took out a handful of purple sparkling powder, scattering it in a circle on the library floor. 
“I pray to the Great Mother. I pray to you. A prayer is a wish. Please do not let the wish tear up in a scream. I am right by your side, so please allow me to remain there. Your Leading Cat asks for a little bit of your holy ground.”
Wooooosh!
Purple light emanated from the powder, dying an area that was the size of a public phone booth.
This time, the Broadband Communicator said,  “Give me your smartphone.”
“Oh, okay.” 
I handed her my phone. She tapped the screen three times, drawing a triangle with her fingertips.
“Go through. Connect. When noise reaches a person, it becomes sound. When there are people around, the forest will sing, and all life will chant in harmony.” 
Once my smartphone was enveloped in blue light, the Broadband Communicator nodded. 
“Take it.”
I did.
“Please enter the holy ground, Death King.”
The Countess smiled brightly, but the Broadband Communicator frowned. 
“If you call or send an email, the person will reply.”
“The fee for a call is charged separately, but I can pay that for you! It’s no big deal,” the Countess joyfully offered. 
“However, according to the treaty with the outside world, all communications must be conducted within the scope of international laws. I highly doubt you’ll do this, but please do not try to talk about crimes during your call,” the Broadband Communicator told me.
“Well, if this is a communication that must be kept secret, then you can give me a heads-up. There is always a way.”
The two said they were speaking so casually. However, I was receiving help from the Rank 5 and 7 Hunters. Only a handful of people could enjoy this privilege.
“Yes, thank you.” 
I entered the holy ground with my smartphone in hand. I dialed the first phone number I memorized in my life. I had not called this number in many years. 
Human memory is strange. No matter how long it had been, I still remembered it clearly.
Brrrr… Brrrr…
The call-connecting sound continued for a while. If he changed his number, all of this was in vain. But he had said that he would never change his number, so he told me to call the number at any time.
Brrrr…
That wasn’t a lie.
—Hello?
My mind went blank. 
—Hello? Who is this?
The voice sounded a little older than the wailing voice from the trauma rooftop. A bit more exhausted. But the man behind the voice hadn’t changed. 
I regretted not calling him until now. I should have contacted him sooner. Even though I had abandoned the outside world and entered the Tower, that didn’t mean I also had to abandon the people I knew there.
“Director. It’s me. Gong-Ja. Kim Gong-Ja.”
Silence continued on the other end of the phone before the orphanage director, the oldest voice in my memories, answered.
—It’s been a while, Gong-Ja.
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      —I did think that you might call someday. It seems you’ve been doing well.
    

    
      I said, “I’m sorry for not calling you until now. I should have—”
    

    
      —At your age, you’re probably busy with work.
    

    
      I heard faint coughs from the other end of the call. The orphanage director cleared his throat before he continued. 
    

    
      —Strangers sometimes come and ask if you are from our orphanage. At first, I thought you had done something very wrong, but the other children showed me a video. Is it true that your other name is Death King? What a name…
    

    
      “It isn’t a name I personally came up with. The Tower—”
    

    
      —I see. Anyhow, it’s been a while since I heard your voice, so I feel relieved now.
    

    
      I didn’t reply. I wasn’t sure what to say.
    

    
      —Gong-Ja? Is something wrong?
    

    
      Holding the phone tightly, I suppressed the emotions surging in my chest down my throat. “I have something to ask you, Director.”
    

    
      —Tell me. No, wait a minute. How serious is the question? Let me know that first.
    

    
      “It’s very serious. It’s probably the most serious question I’ve ever asked you…”
    

    
      —Then give me two—no, three minutes. I’m lying on a sofa right now, so let me get up, get some coffee, and listen in a proper posture. Just don’t hang up. Wait three minutes.
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      His life was probably very difficult. 
    

    
      I thought of all the malice that one had to endure to be a good person. If all the good people in this world came together, it would be possible to have a display of all the malice they had endured in their lives.
    

    
      “Well, how is the orphanage these days? Are you doing okay too?”
    

    
      —You’re changing the topic. It looks like you’re going to ask me a 
      
        very 
      
      serious question. The orphanage is fine. There are more teachers here now than when you were here. Now I’m just a director and I don’t do much. We receive more donations… Oh, we now have more delicious food.
    

    
      “That’s good.”
    

    
      —I’m sitting down now. You can ask me the question.
    

    
      I took a deep breath. “Director… Did you graduate from Shinseo Middle and High Schools?”
    

    
      There was tension between us. I overheard the director sipping on something. Probably black coffee.
    

    
      —Yeah, I graduated from Shinseo High School. It's a prestigious school, but it used to be like that back then too.
    

    
      Please let me be wrong.
    

    
      “Were you class president during your second year of high school?” I asked.
    

    
      I hoped the trauma had shown me an illusion. Maybe all the scenes from the past were lies, therefore the director was just an ordinary good guy and had not-so-unhappy school days. That was what I wished for. 
    

    
      The silence continued for a while before I heard the director’s voice on the other end again. 
    

    
      —That’s right. I was class president. It’s already been decades since then.
    

    
      My heart throbbed painfully at what I was about to say. The director also seemed to sense the uneasy tension, but we both kept our mouths shut.
    

    
      “Director.”
    

    
      —Go on.
    

    
      “When you were the class president in the second-year, did anyone… jump from the school rooftop? Did anyone do that?”
    

    
      The director’s breathing paused. He replied. 
    

    
      —Yes. Somebody did.
    

    
      The nightmare proved to be real.
    

    
      —Although he and I never had a proper conversation. But yes, someone did jump.
    

    
      The school hallways I walked through. The chain on the metal doorknob. The rooftop that ■■ had looked down from. The schoolyard as desolate as a wasteland. The shack floating like a white island in the middle of the plastic waste dump. All of them were true. There were no lies there. 
    

    
      
        “Please don’t die. Please. I beg you… Please… you have to live.” 
      
    

    
      
        “Yeah, Class President. Let’s survive this world together.”
      
    

    
      Only the ending was a lie.
    

    
      What should have been lies were the truth. Something that should have been true, the altered ending, was just a dream. That was the story of ■■ and the director.
    

    
      “Director…” I barely managed to say, “Do you remember that person’s name?”
    

    
      No one in this world knew his name. He was a man from the wilderness. The people of the empire gave him the name Lefanta to honor him. He killed Constellations, so the people in the Tower called him the Constellation Murderer.
    

    
      The outside world had abandoned him. No one tried to remember him, so now only one person could call his name.
    

    
      —Kim Yul. His name was Kim Yul, Gong-Ja.
    

    
      I closed my eyes. I recalled the conversation I’d had with the Paladin in the school hallway.
    

    
      
        “The student sitting by the window at the back of the classroom,” I said. “Do you remember him?”
      
    

    
      
        The Paladin frowned. “Uhm…? Yeah, I do. He’s our classmate.”
      
    

    
      The censoring noise cleared up.
    

    
      
        “His name is Kim Yul, I think.”
      
    

    
      Yes, that was his name.
    

    
      
        “I’m not sorry to you, Kim Yul.”
      
    

    
      He was so small that a white curtain could cover him whenever the wind blew through the classroom window. Before class started, he quietly took out an old notebook and looked at it. He would try pulling the chain on the metal door even though he knew it would not open. 
    

    
      
        “Sorry, Kim Yul. I’m sorry. Sorry. I’m so sorry.”
      
    

    
      Decades ago, when I hadn’t been born yet, this child used to live in my world. After he left this world, he went on to live in many others over the next few decades.
    

    
      —Gong-Ja? Are you crying right now? No, no. Nevermind. Anyway, how do you know about Kim Yul? I thought no one remembered him anymore.
    

    
      The orphanage director was smart enough to get a scholarship to attend school. He had been so passionate that he maintained first place in his class at a prestigious school. To study, he only slept four or five hours a day. He knew how to create the future he dreamed of. 
    

    
      What dream did he use to have when he started high school? What kind of future had he been dreaming of?
    

    
      —I’m not sure how you know him. Really.
    

    
      But he had seen Kim Yul the human and the cruel animals who had pushed him to his death.
    

    
      
        “No one cares about you. No one, no one. No one…”
      
    

    
      When the director witnessed Kim Yul’s suicide, it was as if his life took a sudden turn. He gave up on the freedom of choice that everyone deserved and abandoned all his dreams. For the rest of his life, the director wanted to live on to remember Kim Yul’s name.
    

    
      “Director, he’s here.”
    

    
      —What are you talking about?
    

    
      “Kim Yul. Your classmate.”
    

    
      —I have no idea what you’re talking about...
    

    
      “Kim Yul lived in a garbage dump at the foot of a mountain.”
    

    
      There was silence on the other line.
    

    
      “He sat in the back row of the classroom. By the window. He had old stains on the collar of his school uniform shirt. The guy who was dating the school president at the time was a bully. His older brother was a singer. Kim Yul didn’t have a phone, so the bad guy forcibly gave him one. The whole class harassed Kim Yul with text messages.
    

    
      “Did you know that there was a farm behind the school? It was for raising rabbits and chickens. There was supposed to be a farming club taking care of the place and all that, but a foreign woman jumped to her death with her newborn. After the incident, no one took care of the farm anymore, except Kim Yul.”
    

    
      —How…
    

    
      The director’s voice quivered.
    

    
      —Gong-Ja, how do you know that…?
    

    
      “Director, you tried to stop it. You tried it since your first year. But after investigating, you found out that the parents of the leader bully were on the school’s board of directors, so you quit, right? There was also a senior pastor of the church you attended. Seryun Church. You told your homeroom teacher, but you couldn’t stand your ground because of your scholarship.”
    

    
      —How…
    

    
      “He’s here, Director.” I lowered my head while holding the phone. “He’s here.”
    

    
      There was a long silence before the director spoke again.
    

    
      —Four days. Actually, can you please wait a week?
    

    
      A student whose time had stopped decades ago now spoke in a slightly older and wearier voice.
    

    
      —I’ll be there.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      A week passed by quickly. During that week, the director sorted out his assets. Anyone could enter the Tower, but they couldn’t bring items from the outside world. The director threw away what he had possessed, achieved, and protected over the decades.
    

    
      It had been a while since I last saw him. He looked older than I remembered him. 
    

    
      “I was planning on retiring anyway. I’ve already found a teacher to take on my role. I was in charge of a few projects in the region, but… civil servants can’t do much about me ditching my work since I decided to come to the Tower, right? They can take care of the work themselves.”
    

    
      I shook his hand. “Welcome, Director.” 
    

    
      He offered a bitter smile. “I’m not the orphanage director anymore, but yeah, call me however you want.” 
    

    
      Of course, the director had just entered the Tower, so he had no title. People without titles weren’t able to enter the Great Library of All Life. However, after talking with the Indoor Librarian, he made an exception and I brought the director inside.
    

    
      “When I came here, I realized how successful you are now. No matter where I go, Gong-Ja, everyone only talks about you. Just as I entered the Tower, dozens of people flocked to the city entrance to guide me...”
    

    
      “Well, I 
      
        am 
      
      successful in the Tower. I may not look like it, but I’m the Rank 2 Hunter, Director.”
    

    
      “But you had the worst grades in school among your peers…” 
    

    
      The director nostalgically reflected on his past memories.
    

    
      
        “So the beauty does change the beast.”
      
    

    
      Those eyes were exactly like the ones I had seen in the trauma. While I was overwhelmed with emotions I couldn’t name, the director was warmly welcomed by my colleagues.
    

    
      “Aha. You’re the one who raised Mr. Death King! I’m the Inquisitor. Nice to meet you!”
    

    
      “I’m the Black Dragon Master. The Death King is the assistant guild leader of my guild, so I always receive his help. If you encounter any inconveniences while living in the Tower, please don’t hesitate to let me know.”
    

    
      “I’m the Paladin in charge of security in Babylon on the first floor. Sir, I heard that you run an orphanage in the outside world. It’s a little awkward to say this when we meet for the first time, but the Tower always needs professional staff. I would like to formally discuss with you again later.”
    

    
      “Okay. Thank you for your hospitality, everyone,” the director responded, seemingly used to this kind of conversation.
    

    
      After a series of greetings, the director and I were left alone. He said, “One of your peers from the orphanage became the youngest member of the National Assembly, so I’m used to this. Even back then, dozens of people came by every week to say hello and congratulate me.”
    

    
      “What? Who?!”
    

    
      “Kim Hanbija. Do you remember? He’s now a proportional representation councilman. He changed his name, so maybe you didn’t know.”
    

    
      I was shocked. I didn’t know this even before the over four thousand day regression because I lost all interest in my home country.
    

    
      “Oh my god… Unbelievable. He was just an idiot... What did he change his name to?”
    

    
      “Kim Hanbi.”
    

    
      “He just took off ‘Ja’ at the end. I knew it. He’s still an idiot, isn’t he?”
    

    
      “I can say this now that you are an adult, but you were also an idiot back then, Gong-Ja. A real idiot.”
    

    
      “
      
        Eh. 
      
      Wasn’t I a smarter one though?”
    

    
      “I never understood why some people are bad at math until I raised you guys. Death King, you should consider it very fortunate that the ranking in the Tower isn’t determined by test scores.”
    

    
      The Guardian chuckled behind him.
    

    
      
        —I’ll get to hear a lot about your embarrassing past. Good, good!
      
    

    
      The director and I talked freely. To prevent our conversation from being broadcast outside, I asked the Indoor Librarian in advance to stop the broadcast. He not only granted my request, but his bookmark maids also served tea and refreshments.
    

    
      “I saw it on video, but this place is a really strange world.” 
    

    
      The director looked at the bookmark maids with suspicion. He then glanced around the vast library before meeting my eyes.
    

    
      “So, where is he?”
    

    
      I told him everything. About my abilities, the trauma penalty, and a person named Lefanta Aegim and Constellation Murderer.
    

    
      The director listened to my entire story with an expressionless face. But expressionless did not mean emotionless. For over an hour, the director sat quietly, unable to even take a sip of tea. 
    

    
      “All of these stories are hard to believe.”
    

    
      “I can understand why.”
    

    
      “But how you know Kim Yul is also impossible.”
    

    
      As had been the case since I was young, the director’s expression was difficult to read, but I could see something now after going through the trauma. The director was afraid.
    

    
      “Kim Yul wasn’t even included in the graduation album. There is no trace of him anywhere in the album… But I… Think about it, Gong-Ja. They could have at least left an empty spot for him.”
    

    
      I just stared at him, unsure what to say.
    

    
      “And why are all those album photos so happy? Those bastards who bullied him... That son of a bitch who herded them… How could they smile in those pictures? For a long time, I didn’t understand how they could do that. Yeah, I’m sure they’re still doing well in life.”
    

    
      The director looked down at the cup of tea with impassive eyes. He quietly took some sips, even though the contents of the cup had already gone cold a long time ago. His eyes were once again on me. 
    

    
      “I’m okay. Please bring him here—no, what’s left of him.”
    

    
      I nodded. “
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation.
      
      ”
    

    
      A shadow surged and came to life, moving. The black liquid, resembling wastewater, rippled. The current took the shape of a person, the waves turned into silver hair, and the puddles formed neat clothes.
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm.
      
       This is unexpected.” The man with silver hair looked around and curtly muttered, “Is this a kidnapping? Did someone kidnap the puppet and awaken it forcibly? My power… I can’t use it. I presume that the puppet’s system was tampered with or that very powerful mental magic was used on me.”
    

    
      The man had lost his black hair, name, and memories. Kim Yul was merely his forgotten starting point, so the man standing in front of the director was probably completely different from the Kim Yul he remembered. 
    

    
      The man was Lefanta Aegim, the Constellation Murderer. Therefore, no one had the right to call him Kim Yul…
    

    
      “Mr. Kim Yul.”
    

    
      …except for one witness who had been present at the start of his story. 
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer looked back at the director. The director slowly kneeled on the library floor. 
    

    
      “I’m one of the people who killed you, Mr. Kim Yul. I’ve wanted to tell you this for a long time. I…” The director bowed until his forehead touched the floor. “I’m really sorry.”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer’s expression turned serious.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 139: The Late Life (1)

    
      The protagonists from stories burnt bright like stars. I wasn't interested in star signs shining in the night sky. The protagonists and the stories they created were my brilliant constellations. 
    

    
      
        Ah. 
      
    

    
      The universe held an immeasurable amount of starlight and the stories.
    

    
      “I want to see a little more of the story.”
    

    
      I touched starlight without even realizing it.
    

    
      “Just a little more.”
    

    
      That was all.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Silence fell in the Great Library of All Life. Here, each book held a world. Countless people lived in countless worlds, and each person had a story of their own. Two characters from the same world, same book, looked at each other. 
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer quietly looked down at my orphanage director. “Did you say you were one of the people who killed me?”
    

    
      “Yes, Mr. Kim Yul.”
    

    
      “That’s strange.” The Constellation Murderer's voice was devoid of emotion. “My last death is recorded to have happened 153 years, 7 months, and 9 days ago. The name of the person who killed me at that time is the Sword Emperor.”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer took out an old notebook. That diary told the story of what had become of Kim Yul. It was also his promise to leave behind traces of his past, never to remember them. 
    

    
      Even though he had been eaten by my Monster Legion Reincarnation, the Constellation Murderer still held onto his old diary, just like how my skeletons never let go of their daggers. 
    

    
      “The Sword Emperor’s appearance recorded in the diary is different from yours. Are you his herald?”
    

    
      The director didn’t reply.
    

    
      “From what I understand, the Sword Emperor isn’t the type to apologize or seek an apology from anyone. I conclude that you aren’t the Sword Emperor’s herald, nor are you one of the people who killed me. You have no reason to apologize to me.”
    

    
      The director seemed to have realized that it was already too late.
    

    
      “Therefore, I won’t accept your apology. First and foremost, my name is Lefanta Aegim. My title is Constellation Murderer. You called me Kim Yul. However, there is no record of me being called Kim Yul anywhere in the diary. Is it possible that you mistook me for someone else?”
    

    
      “Mr. Kim Yul.” The director’s voice was trembling. “Kim Yul is the name you had before you were called Lefanta Aegim. It's a name from way back, from your past, before you even got that diary. The world you came from is—”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian approached me and muttered, “It’s no use.” 
    

    
      His whisper to me was so low that the Constellation Murderer and the director couldn’t hear.
    

    
      “I have to admit that this is a heartbreaking sight. One of them is the victim who has been sealed in time, while the other is a bystander whose time has been sealed. Ah, it's as beautiful as a painting...”
    

    
      I looked back at the Indoor Librarian.
    

    
      
        [The Indoor Librarian is in delighted despair.]
      
    

    
      The look on the Indoor Librarian was odd. He seemed both sad and happy. In contrast to his plaintive eyes, his cheeks were rosy red. “But, Death King, it’s late in so many ways. The Constellation Murderer can never be saved.”
    

    
      I stayed silent, waiting to see what he would say next.
    

    
      “Even if he receives an apology now, it’s meaningless. The Constellation Murderer doesn't remember anything. His appearance and way of thinking are completely different from the days when he was Kim Yul. How can one get an apology or grant forgiveness for something they don't remember?”
    

    
      I quietly said, “You know that I’m a regressor, right?”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian smiled. “Of course.” 
    

    
      “How? Do you also go back in time if I do?”
    

    
      “No, it doesn’t work that way. Your Returner's Clockwork is so special that not even a Constellation can surpass its majesty. However, like all Constellations, I have an adorable ability.” 
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian snapped his fingers. 
    

    
      Whoosh! 
    

    
      A book flew out—The Story of the City of Ascension. That was the book the Constellation had shown me and the other Hunters when we first set foot in the great library. 
    

    
      “Remember? This is the book that holds your world. Since it hasn’t been destroyed yet, it can’t be called an apocalyptic book.” The Indoor Librarian's eyes took the shape of crescents as he smiled. “Now take a guess. Who do you think I designated as the protagonist of the Story of the City of Ascension?”
    

    
      “Me.”
    

    
      “Exactly!”
    

    
      “And all the events I experience are recorded in that book. That is how you know what Skills I have and when I regress.”
    

    
      “Aaaah.” The Indoor Librarian grinned and turned the pages of the Story of the City of Ascension. “The kiss of time you shared with Raviel Ivansia… Your love and connection were truly sweet! You solved the problem in a way I never expected. It became my favorite scene. Of course, the trauma you experienced this time is also written in this book. That’s why I made an exception for that human even though he didn’t have a title.”
    

    
      He was talking about the orphanage director. 
    

    
      Even now, the director was desperately trying to explain to the Constellation Murderer the person he used to be and what he had gone through. However, the Constellation Murderer's face was still expressionless.
    

    
      “You worked hard, Death King,” the Indoor Librarian said. “You tried your best, but it’s already too late for the Constellation Murderer. No matter how hard the characters try, it’s difficult to reach the best ending. This is just a normal ending for the Constellation Murderer.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian still seemed to experience both happiness and sadness, but his happiness seemed to overwhelm the polarizing emotion.
    

    
      “This is the only ending that the Constellation Murderer can reach other than the bad ending. Unfortunately, I’m not sure the Constellation Murderer is even aware of it. Your efforts, the director’s regrets… It’s all meaningless. The Constellation Murderer will forever remain as a human weapon that kills Constellations…”
    

    
      “No matter what I do?”
    

    
      “Yes, no matter what you do.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian tried to put back The Story of the City of Ascension with slow movements. I reached out and grabbed his wrist, making him flinch. 
    

    
      I stared at him. “If you’re that confident, shall we make a bet?”
    

    
      “A bet…?”
    

    
      “I’ll reconnect Kim Yul’s and the Constellation Murderer’s timelines. Just like Kim Yul became the Constellation Murderer, I’ll make sure that the Constellation Murderer becomes Kim Yul. This way, the director might be able to properly apologize to him.”
    

    
      “What? Didn't you hear what I said? It’s basically impossible...”
    

    
      I held the Indoor Librarian's wrist tighter. “That is why I’m asking you to make a bet.”
    

    
      He looked at me, hesitating. 
    

    
      “The Constellation Murderer is one of your favorite characters. I’ll use any means necessary to restore his memories. You can help me. Well, you don't have to go out of your way. All you have to do is help me as much as you did when you sent me to The Epic of Lefanta Aegim.”
    

    
      The Constellation's eyes narrowed. “What if you fail even if I help you? What will I get?”
    

    
      “Do whatever you want with me for the next ten years.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian pondered on the possibilities.
    

    
      “You said you wanted to pluck my eyebrows and cut my fingernails to keep them, right? Do it. I’ll give you whatever you want. I’ll be your toy for ten years, and you can use me to your heart’s content.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian's lip quivered. “To my heart’s content?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “A-Are you aware of the gravity of this bet, Death King? It may not look like it, but I’m trying very hard to stay civil in front of you. If I were to do to you whatever I wanted, it would be truly a terrible thing. Just look at the bookmark maids.”
    

    
      “Are you going to take the bet or not?”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian pursed his lips. For a moment, greed stained his eyes. I was also one of his beloved characters, just like the Constellation Murderer. He looked at me like a snake stalking his prey.
    

    
      Eventually, he swallowed. “I adhere to the principle of non-intervention. It’s different if the character asks me first. That’s why I granted the butler’s wish in the Story of Sormwin Academy.”
    

    
      He only hesitated for one more second. 
    

    
      “Okay, Death King. I’ll help you. However, if you fail to turn the Constellation Murderer into Kim Yul… I’ll use the next ten years of your life to my heart’s content.”
    

    
      I walked toward the Constellation Murderer and the director, holding the Indoor Librarian's wrist. The sound of footsteps echoed in the library. Everyone else had been asked to leave, so we were the only ones left.
    

    
      The Guardian was freaking out.
    

    
      
        —Hey. Hey! Zombie, are you crazy? Why would you make a bet like that? Are you betting because you’re sure you’ll win? It looks like you have some wild idea because that silver shorty calls you his bias and worships you. But he’s still a Constellation. A very high-level one! You never know what will happen if you entrust your soul to a bastard like that!
      
    

    
      
        It’s okay. I’m doing it because I’m confident. 
      
    

    
      For a long time, I thought about the reason the Tower existed. Not everything needed a reason to exist but, at least to me, it seemed the Tower had been built for a clear motive. Thanks to the Tower, the people who had turned away from the outside world were able to start anew.
    

    
      To restart your life… Some would call it rebirth, while others would call it a fresh beginning. For some, it would mean reunion, even resuming a paused timeline. 
    

    
      “Let’s shoot a teen movie. Starring me, The Constellation Murderer, and the director.”
    

    
      The two men looked at me. The Constellation Murderer said first. “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “Constellation Murderer, you’re unable to accept the director’s apology because you lost your memories. You may still think you don’t need them, but if you could still accept his apology, you would not hesitate to do so.”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer opened the diary and nodded. “That’s right. Although we only talked for a moment, I can tell the man kneeling in front of me has a very kind heart. He’s righteous. I believe that he wasn’t always upright, but he acquired this trait while enduring life. If possible, I would like to accept his apology.”
    

    
      I looked at the director. He was still kneeling on the library floor. I said, “Director. If you could apologize to Mr. Kim Yul—”
    

    
      Without waiting for me to finish, the director immediately answered, “I’m willing to offer my life and soul.”
    

    
      “Yes, thank you for telling me that.” 
    

    
      I grabbed his wrinkled hand and helped him stand up. Only then did I remember that it had been a long time since I last held his hand. We used to build sand castles at the playground really long ago. 
    

    
      
        This story became possible thanks to you, Director. Because you didn’t forget Kim Yul, I could be raised in your orphanage. Otherwise, you would have never gotten the chance to apologize.
      
    

    
      Kim Yul’s death had shaped the director’s life, which shaped mine. I ended up taking the Constellation Murderer’s life. Though it was difficult, fate had brought the three of us together.
    

    
      
        I won’t let this chance slip through my fingers.
      
    

    
      Although it was a little late, it was time to repay the favor to the one who had raised me.
    

    
      “Mr. Librarian.” I held the director's hand tightly and looked back at the Constellation. 
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian was smiling, confident that he would win the bet. “Please speak, Death King, the Hunter I like so much.”
    

    
      “Me, the Constellation Murderer, and the director; the three of us will clear the next book.”
    

    
      “Oh!” The Librarian's eyes twinkled. He seemed intrigued. “What can I say… It’s a heartwarming story. Although it's a bit late, you’re going to rewrite the story that connects the three of you. Is that what you’re trying to say? Well, I can arrange that. It’s like an open ending! Our story begins now....”
    

    
      “No, not like that.” 
    

    
      I extended my free hand and took away the book. I was the protagonist in the ongoing book titled The Story of the City of Ascension. 
    

    
      “I will choose this book for the next stage.”
    

    
      “Hmm?” The Indoor Librarian tilted his head with a puzzled expression. “I’m sorry. I don’t understand. The Story of the City of Ascension is already ongoing. There is no point in making it into a stage and clearing it.”
    

    
      “You said that I’m the protagonist of this book, so everything I’ve experienced is recorded.”
    

    
      “Yes…?”
    

    
      “Please send the three of us to one of the incidents I went through.”
    

    
      “What incident are you talking about?”
    

    
      “The trauma.”
    

    
      The smile disappeared from the Indoor Librarian's face. I looked calmly at the Constellation in front of me. “You said it just now.”
    

    
      
        “Of course, the trauma you experienced this time is also written in this book.”
      
    

    
      “The trauma ended in tragedy, and the world has been destroyed. Even though it was just an illusion, the Void swallowed the world, ending the story of all the characters. Mr. Librarian, the trauma perfectly fits your definition of an apocalyptic book.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian’s jaw dropped to the floor in shock. He looked up at me. “Death King, you… No way…”
    

    
      “Send the three of us into the apocalyptic book of Shinseo Middle and High Schools. Of course, the Constellation Murderer is Kim Yul, the director is the class president, and I’m going to be the perpetrator. And allow us to have immersion levels.”
    

    
      If the Constellation Murderer couldn’t receive his apology because he lost his memories, then all I had to do was get his memories back. 
    

    
      The Inquisitor had been immersed in Lady Goldencup’s life and become her. When I had been immersed in the butler, I became more and more buried in his memories. If the Constellation Murderer got immersed in Kim Yul... Kim Yul’s memories would be transferred to the Constellation Murderer, enabling him to recall his days as a high schooler.
    

    
      “Mr. Librarian, no, Hamustra.” 
    

    
      Yes, we were a little late, but the story wasn’t over yet.
    

    
      “Open the book.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian held his breath.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
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      The room was silent.
    

    
      “W-what…”
    

    
      No one was around except the three of us. We were close to the prohibited area that the Indoor Librarian had previously mentioned. Therefore, the Indoor Librarian was groaning even louder than usual. He covered his mouth with his sleeves. 
    

    
      “How cruel of you. Death King, do you know the gravity of your proposition? The Constellation Murderer died at a school in that world. No, that isn’t enough to describe what he went through. That world abandoned the Constellation Murderer and left him to die! You’re asking him to fall into that very world again and regain Kim Yul’s memories. How can you…”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian couldn’t finish what he wanted to say not because he was complaining so loudly that his voice went out. I let go of the orphanage director’s hand and grabbed the Indoor Librarian’s wrist instead, revealing his face. 
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian was grinning. “How cruel… is that…?”
    

    
      “Yes, it’s cruel,” I answered curtly, looking down at him.
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian’s cheeks turned red. He was already imagining the stage I had proposed.
    

    
      I said, “But you think this way because of your favoritism. Do you know what is truly cruel? The grassroots and people in the world of the Heavenly Demon Chronicle had to turn into walking corpses because their Constellation died at the hands of the Constellation Murderer. They still don’t know anything about it. What happened to them is true cruelty.”
    

    
      “Hmm, um. Hmm. Well, you have a point…” The Indoor Librarian’s eyes lit up. “So, are you really planning to make the Constellation Murderer remember everything?”
    

    
      “If they are memories to be remembered, sure.”
    

    
      “Are you going to make him apologize to the countless victims of the Heavenly Demon Chronicle? Do you know how many Constellations he has slaughtered so far? Are you going to make him apologize to everyone who lived and died in those worlds?”
    

    
      “Yes, at least to the people of the worlds I decided to carry.”
    

    
      “Death King…” The Indoor Librarian’s breathing was ragged. “You have such a beautiful way of talking about the path to hell…”
    

    
      The Constellation seemed to follow the demon’s rite of forewarning destruction. “Favoritism is completely natural. Ahh, I know the ending of a person who chose a path similar to yours. That is why I feel extremely bad. The… No, revealing this violates the agreement.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry for interrupting you while you’re enjoying the story to the fullest.” I let go of his wrist and added in a quiet voice, “Open your book already.”
    

    
      “Gladly.” The Indoor Librarian chuckled, opening The Story of the City of Ascension. “The trauma you dreamed of is nothing more than a world of illusion. It was artificially created and meant to exist for only a limited period of time. Even if you change its ending, it cannot be incorporated into the Tower’s official history. If I had to put a name on it, it’d become a side story. To be honest, I have never enjoyed a delicacy like this before, so I don’t know what the stage will be like.”
    

    
      Black smoke came out of the book. Yes, it was indeed black. Until now, when an apocalyptic book was opened, only white light leaked out. This time was different. The black smoke rose ominously, like the tentacles of the Void that had swallowed up the trauma. 
    

    
      “Huh? Huuuuh?” The Indoor Librarian was a bit surprised to see that. He noticed something. “This is Zrakua’s shadow… Aha. I see, I see. Even if it’s the Golden Contract, I thought it was too much to manifest trauma into a world, but I see it now! A truly esteemed person directly intervened in this matter. You’re truly favored, Death King. A lot of people would be jealous of you...”
    

    
      
        Favoring me? Who?
      
    

    
      
        [The Indoor Librarian attempts to negotiate.]
      
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian was muttering as if he was talking to someone else. “Hmm. In that case, it would be difficult for me to be a voyeur this time… That world has already become the owner’s domain. Gosh. Then please at least leave a record in the apocalyptic book after it’s all over.”
    

    
      The black smoke swirled. 
    

    
      “Good! I’m glad you understand me. You’re really the Constellations’ lovely clown...” The Indoor Librarian smiled, stroking the black smoke as if it were a pet. “Death King, Constellation Murderer, and Death King’s nurturer. The three of you have been selected as new characters in The Story of the City of Ascension: Side Story. Once you open your eyes, you’ll find yourselves in the side story before the serialization unfortunately discontinues. Be careful. Especially you, Death King.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian wrapped his fingers around the black tentacles. “A higher-up has an eye for you.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “The Tower remembers everything. I can only get a glimpse of your past by reading the book, but the Tower remembers all your past. Naturally, they also remember that you used an expedient to get to the fiftieth floor. Since you broke the Tower’s rules, you should be punished to some extent, so the Tower asks you if you really, truly, trust your nurturer and the Constellation Murderer?” 
    

    
      The black fog tentacle crawled around the Indoor Librarian’s fingers.
    

    
      “Do you trust that your nurturer will not crumble down with guilt? The Constellation Murderer may be so obsessed with revenge that he may not even forgive your nurturer. Perhaps no one will be able to forgive or be forgiven.” 
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian glanced at the Constellation Murderer and the director.
    

    
      “Do you believe that those two can reach a different ending than the official story?”
    

    
      It was an ominous question, but I already had an answer to that question.
    

    
      
        “Sorry, Class President.”
      
    

    
      I remembered Kim Yul and the class president together on the rooftop.
    

    
      
        “I didn’t mean to hurt people like you.”
      
    

    
      The Kim Yul I saw was a very strong individual. Even in the hell of animals, he took care of them on the farm.
    

    
      
        “There was one person. I thought there was no one.”
      
    

    
      
        “I didn’t mean to hurt someone like you.”
      
    

    
      Kim Yul, who used to be classmates with the director, was incredibly stronger as a human being than the Constellation Murderer, who had killed countless Constellations. The director was also strong for continuing to live in a world without Kim Yul.
    

    
      “Yes, I do.”
    

    
      The two ended up plagued by despair because they had met each other too late. I believed in the moment they shared on the rooftop that day. That moment encapsulated their true feelings. Not all illusions were false. 
    

    
      I repeated, “I believe in two humans.”
    

    
      “Poor animals.” The Indoor Librarian smiled. The fog wrapped around his fingers melted. 
    

    
      
        Swiiish!
      
    

    
      The fog spread quickly, engulfing the Constellation Murderer, the director, and me.
    

    
      Just before the world around me turned pitch black, I saw the Indoor Librarian’s smile.
    

    
      “If so, prove it. However, you won’t be the one doing that.”
    

    
      The world turned black. I heard a voice.
    

    
      
        [Imposing strong penalties on you.]
      
    

    
      
        [You will be deployed to the world a year earlier than the other challengers.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your character immersion is strong from the start.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 95%.]
      
    

    
      The nightmare began.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        Penalties. The immersion level is ninety-five percent from the start… 
      
    

    
      I took action as soon as I opened my eyes.
    

    
      
        I have no time to hesitate. None. Soon, my immersion level will hit one hundred percent. I should finish all preparations before then.
      
    

    
      It was easy to complain about being given such cruel penalties, like how I was the only one who ended up in this world a year early, but nothing would change if I did. I couldn’t waste the precious time I had on resentment and anger.
    

    
      
        This is about forcing the Constellation Murderer to get his life back, the life he threw away. 
      
    

    
      It meant I should also be prepared to receive unwanted disgusting memories, even if they were the perpetrator's.
    

    
      
        Simply returning Kim Yul’s past to the Constellation Murderer isn’t enough. Kim Yul should want to keep on living. The director will figure things out by himself, but…
      
    

    
      I remained calm while planning things out.
    

    
      
        … he can’t do it on his own. Yes, right now, he’s just an ordinary high school student. What a single high school student can do on his own is very limited.
      
    

    
      Before the perpetrator completely consumed me, I had to do what I could.
    

    
      
        Revenge. I have to help the director and Kim Yul get revenge on those scummy animals.
      
    

    
      Time to move.
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 95%.]
      
    

    
      After I witnessed the end of this trauma, I was left with some regrets. I could have done a little better, but I didn’t. 
    

    
      Maybe it was because I had been too flustered. Even though I had possessed the perpetrator for a long time, I missed out on the things I could do with my role.
    

    
      
        I have to leave evidence of bullying.
      
    

    
      Creating physical evidence was something only I could do. 
    

    
      “Everyone, attention. Good morning, Teacher.”
    

    
      I was in a classroom. It seemed the director was the class president even in his first year of high school. Perhaps he remained class president for the rest of his high school years. However, I no longer saw the Black Witch in this role, but a young version of the director.
    

    
      
        One year left.
      
    

    
      Unlike me, the director and the Constellation Murderer hadn’t arrived in this world yet.
    

    
      Kim Yul was also in the same classroom, already exiled to the window seat in the last row. What was supposed to be the best spot in a classroom had become an off-limit area of some sort because it was easy to harass him in secret.
    

    
      When the teacher turned toward the blackboard, the students gathered eraser powder and turned it into small balls, into which they inserted pieces of mechanical pencil leads. They looked like crouching hedgehogs. They then secretly threw the thorny pencil lead balls at Kim Yul.
    

    
      “Ha.”
    

    
      “Hehe…”
    

    
      Kim Yul flinched every time he got hit. He tried his best to ignore it, but his nape turned red after being hit by those balls multiple times. The young bullies had many different ways to enjoy inflicting pain onto him.
    

    
      
        I have one year left.
      
    

    
      I held back.
    

    
      
        I’m in the past. This happened decades ago.
      
    

    
      Society back then was worse than when I was young. Much worse.
    

    
      
        To prove that bullying happened, I need physical evidence. If it’s seen as a one-off incident, the perpetrators will only get a slap on the wrist. I had to prove that the bullying had been secretly carried out with utter malice for a long time.
      
    

    
      There was only one way to screw over the cruel bullies—it was to become as malicious as them.
    

    
      “Hey, guys. Look here.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      
        Snap!
      
    

    
      I took pictures of the students throwing those balls at Kim Yul. The photos from this era weren’t great at taking pictures, so I bought a digital camera and a camcorder to take pictures and videos.
    

    
      “Uhm, Sunbae…” One of the middle school hoobaes looked worried. It was the person who had been the Moonlight Demon King of the Four Demon Kings in the trauma last time. “Is it okay to film this?”
    

    
      “Don’t worry. I’m only going to share it with a few people and then delete it. Hey, the video is getting repetitive, so introduce yourself.” I gestured at him with my chin. 
    

    
      “What? Uh, my name is…”
    

    
      I recorded the bullying that occurred every single day. There was no end to the misdeeds committed by me and the people around me. Smoking was actually one of the cuter misdemeanors. Not only did I bully Kim Yul, but I also harassed other students from time to time and even enjoyed bullying one middle school student.
    

    
      
        Crazy bastards. 
      
    

    
      How was any of this normal? Did this happen in other schools as well? If so, did it mean that something like this was happening in every school in this world? Then why on earth was no one doing anything to put an end to it? Why did everyone keep quiet about this? How could they do something like this?
    

    
      Kim Yul was sprawled on the floor. He looked up at me. My gang and I attacked him while he was taking care of rabbits and chickens on the farm behind the school. We laughed at him for taking care of the animals, calling him tacky.
    

    
      “I was wondering what that smell was. It’s animal poop.”
    

    
      “Why are you raising chickens? Are you trying to eat their eggs? I can buy some off of you, you know.”
    

    
      Kim Yul didn’t say a word in response. He just stared at me while I was recording everything with the camcorder. The small screen of the camcorder reflected his pitch-black eyes.
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 95%.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 96%.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 97%.]
      
    

    
      Hellish records piled up day after day.
    

    
      
        It’s dangerous now.
      
    

    
      I felt my limit after eleven months. 
    

    
      
        My immersion level can hit ninety nine percent at any moment. 
      
    

    
      My mind was already in shambles. At some point, I didn’t feel angry or guilty as I filmed while Kim Yul was getting assaulted. Instead, I felt a subtle sneer taking over my face and instantaneous pleasure.
    

    
      
        My job here is done. 
      
    

    
      I lifted the cardboard box. 103 voice recordings, 311 videos, and 30,790 photos. My and Kim Yul’s cell phones contained the incriminating text messages. All the voice recordings, videos, and photos had the exact date and location. 
    

    
      No one would be able to deny this evidence. There was no way one could slip away by lying or saying stuff like “I regret my past mistakes” or “I didn’t mean for this to happen.” 
    

    
      
        Director.
      
    

    
      I put the box down in front of the house where the director’s family lived. When he was young, the director used to live in a small apartment. 
    

    
      I rang the doorbell and hid. The director came out.
    

    
      “Huh?” The director, who hadn’t yet been possessed, looked around. “Who is it? Who—”
    

    
      He paused when he saw the box. Attached to the top of the box was the A4 paper I had printed.
    

    
      —I’m sending you all the evidence of bullying. You can decide how to use it. If you choose to take action, please do so after thirty days.
    

    
      The director was cautious even when he was young. Instead of bringing the box inside right away, he brought a box cutter and unsealed it. As he slowly checked the contents, his face turned more and more serious. He looked around again. Without letting down his guard, he took the box inside, quietly and carefully.
    

    
      
        Thump.
      
    

    
      The door closed. I could finally be at ease.
    

    
      Ahhh. I did it. I held on. I heaved a sigh of relief since arriving in this world. It’s done. I held on. I did everything I could. 
    

    
      On the way back home. I looked up at the dark night sky.
    

    
      
        I did all I could, but could I have done something more? Was there a better way? Will the days ahead be worth more than the violence I could have stopped over the past eleven months?
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 98%.]
      
    

    
      I lay down on the bed.
    

    
      
        I don’t know. I don’t know, but I didn’t give up just because I didn’t know. Yes, I made the right choice. If there is anyone who can or has the right to change the ending of this story, those people are Kim Yul and the director. I should leave everything to them. This isn’t my story to tell...
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 99%.]
      
    

    
      I clasped my hands together like I was praying.
    

    
      The wicked should just disappear. The role given to me in this world is just to wait.
    

    
      I closed my eyes.
    

    
      
        I’ll wait. Kim Yul and Director…
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 100%.]
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 141: The Late Life (3)

    
      ★
    

    
      Well, it was time to talk about my defeat. I had only played the role of a protagonist and a hero so far, but now, I became a villain who had to be taken down.
    

    
      Until now, losing was not something I could accept because one defeat was fatal for me. If I had been defeated, the slum would have been engulfed in flames and completely burned down. My defeat meant the fall of the empire, 
      
        gangho, 
      
      and so on…
    

    
      In this case, however, my defeat didn’t mean destruction. This was new. Finally, this was the story where I had to lose. The story could reach the ending only when 
      
        I
      
      
        [1]
      
       met my fall.
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 100%.]
      
    

    
      But 
      
        I
      
      
        [2]
      
       was strong and thoroughly cunning. 
    

    
      I didn’t know how other people remembered their school days. Were they happy and fun? Was their classroom small enough to embellish everything that happened there because of the ignorance and excuses of childhood mistakes, only to paint the past in pretty sepia as time passed?
    

    
      I was a little more clever and cunning than them. Maybe there was no one like me in other schools. Or perhaps people didn’t really remember a person like me, but I existed. 
    

    
      Falsely accusing or actually framing a classmate. Threatening classmates to silence them. If 
      
        you
      
       were a person who remembered doing all of these things, you were my comrade. At least you would be able to know that I existed. If I was lucky, you would understand me. 
    

    
      Yes, while other students were defenselessly tinkering away with their so-called school days, 
      
        we
      
       easily hunted down foolish prey.
    

    
      Our hunting was stealthy, so people didn’t remember. With our proficiency, we kept our hunts a secret. However, most people ended up understanding our hunt in the exact opposite way. They called us immature, not smart enough to engage in advanced hunting.
    

    
      Who were they calling not smart enough? Who? Us? How ridiculous! They didn’t even remember what happened right under their noses. 
    

    
      Now I was going to confess my secret hunting techniques to these people. 
    

    
      This was how things used to be before 
      
        I
      
       was possessed by someone else.
    

    
      In school, students are divided into two groups. First, there are students who are good at studying. If they want to get good grades, students have to put in effort, but they don’t want to put in effort more than others. However, it’s easy and takes no effort to ignore and laugh at others.
    

    
      Sarcasm takes no effort either, so any student can easily join in on making fun of others. This is the main difference between studying and sneering. A lot of students can easily bully others. Studying, on the other hand, is difficult.
    

    
      To increase the score by one point on the test, a student had to study for an extra ten minutes. Meanwhile, it takes less than ten seconds to make fun of someone else.
    

    
      ‘Who is better at making fun of others?’ is a much more interesting question than ‘Who is better at studying?’ It’s also a much easier activity. Unlike studying, anyone can easily join in on this game. Therefore, it’s much more impactful. That’s why sneering can happen in any school.
    

    
      This was how the theory of bullying came to be.
    

    
      First, the scapegoat should stand out. Were they noticeably richer or poorer than other students? Did they have a particularly strange appearance? Did they give off a strange smell? Did they slur their words? Were they overly diligent? These all made good selection criteria. It didn’t matter which one you chose.
    

    
      Since it’s easy to make fun of others, the person you’re making fun of should also be defined by traits that make sneering at them easy. There’s a good reason Kim Yul was chosen as the prey.
    

    
      “He’s noticeably poor,” a student said at some point. “It’s so pungent. Every time I go near him, my nostrils get assaulted by a horrible stench.”
    

    
      Even a monotonous school uniform couldn’t hide poverty. The cruel thing about poverty is that it’s visible. Anyone could see that Kim Yul was poor. Everyone found the smell he gave off unpleasant. It was easy for anyone to laugh at it, so you could easily get started.
    

    
      “Hey, it doesn’t feel right to say this, but if I go near him…”
    

    
      “Oh, right. He does smell a little. I feel bad for him…”
    

    
      At Level 1, you should take it lightly. As you are already aware, you shouldn’t reveal your goal from the beginning. That’s stupid. 
    

    
      “I heard he’s attending this school thanks to a scholarship?”
    

    
      “I’ve known Kim Yul since middle school, and even then…”
    

    
      It’s better to start out by turning him into a simple conversation topic. 
    

    
      “Do you want to know a secret? Actually…”
    

    
      Little by little, you should increase the number of students participating in the conversation.
    

    
      “That’s where he lives? That is literally a dumping ground.”
    

    
      “His dad collects garbage.”
    

    
      “Uh, is he the guy who picks up garbage near my house?”
    

    
      “Come on…”
    

    
      That was how you were supposed to gradually increase other’s attention to an issue. What you had to be careful about was to never reveal your malice. 
    

    
      You would also know that it wasn’t the time to set the plan in motion yet. Look. Rather than saying “Doesn’t Kim Yul creep you out a little?” it was better to say…
    

    
      “Hey. Guess what? The person who picks up the waste from my house is really Kim Yul’s father!”
    

    
      This was a much wiser choice.
    

    
      “What? Really?”
    

    
      Of course it was a lie.
    

    
      “How did you know?”
    

    
      “I wasn’t sure at first either, so I asked the man who picked up the trash last Sunday, ‘Are you Kim Yul’s father? I’m his friend from school.’ He got a little embarrassed and asked me to look after his son in school.”
    

    
      “Oh my god…”
    

    
      “Seriously?”
    

    
      Lying was our most basic skill. Although our classmates were skeptical, they looked at me with sparkling eyes. Those eyes of curiosity were proof of success. We succeeded in attracting attention to the story of Kim Yul.
    

    
      “Kim Yul! Is your father—”
    

    
      “Hey, hey. Why would you ask him that? Don’t.”
    

    
      “Why? You were lying, weren’t you?”
    

    
      “It’s not like that. Anyway, sorry, Kim Yul. Don’t worry about that.”
    

    
      At Level 2, you should just observe. From here on out, malice would snowball on its own.
    

    
      “
      
        Ha.
      
      ”
    

    
      Everyone in the world made mistakes. Some students more than others. Now, your classmates paid more attention to Kim Yul’s every move, as if they were holding a magnifying glass over his mistakes.
    

    
      “
      
        Haha…
      
      ”
    

    
      He missed the volleyball during gym class and had to run a little further to get it. After falling asleep during the fourth period, he dozed off even during lunchtime. He stuttered a little when he answered the teacher’s question. 
    

    
      So they laughed.
    

    
      “
      
        Ha…
      
      ”
    

    
      It didn’t matter if it was a very minor mistake. 
    

    
      “Hey, he always goes behind the school during lunchtime. He does that to…”
    

    
      “He feeds the chickens? Really?”
    

    
      “Go to the window and look down. It’s real.”
    

    
      You should always remember the theory of sneering. The scapegoat should easily stand out, and people should feel at ease to participate in the game.
    

    
      “Kim Yul, look over here!”
    

    
      “Oh, he really sees us.”
    

    
      “Does he plan on getting the chickens for himself after they grow bigger?”
    

    
      “
      
        Ewww.
      
      ”
    

    
      The ultimate goal was to create a game that everyone could participate in. As you already know, the vast majority of bullying stopped at this point. This kind of bullying could occur naturally without a main perpetrator and accomplices. Even if there were only participants, the bullying could easily reach Level 2.
    

    
      Level 2 bullying indicated minor violence once every two weeks. Group violence occurred once every three months, and public beatings once every six months. Lastly, one small unerasable scar was left on the scapegoat. 
    

    
      It could last an entire semester, or even three whole years. Occasionally, there would be a student who temporarily took the lead, but there was no long-term instigator...
    

    
      But you already know we weren’t going to stop here.
    

    
      “Hey. Let’s test it.”
    

    
      We went one step further.
    

    
      “Test what?”
    

    
      “These are the shoes I bought. They’re brand new.”
    

    
      If you successfully progressed the game up to this point, you must be very good at lying. From now on, you had to perform a little magic show for your classmates.
    

    
      “I’ll use a marker and draw a star on the soles of my shoes like this. Can you see them? You guys can see it, right?”
    

    
      “Yeah. So?”
    

    
      “I’m going to leave them in front of my house along with the garbage.”
    

    
      “Where are you going with this?”
    

    
      “You idiot, Kim Yul’s dad collects garbage from near my house.”
    

    
      It was a lie. The garbage collector who passed by your house wasn’t actually Kim Yul’s father. But that didn’t matter because the students supposedly knew one of the routes Kim Yul’s father took to collect garbage.
    

    
      “If Kim Yul’s father is really the man who collects garbage and finds a brand new pair of shoes amid the garbage, he’ll obviously give it to Kim Yul as a gift.”
    

    
      “
      
        Uh…
      
      ”
    

    
      “I guess so?”
    

    
      “I bet Kim Yul will wear these shoes to school tomorrow.”
    

    
      Actually, you prepared two pairs of identical shoes.
    

    
      “Hey, look. I’m leaving them here. You see them, right? I’m not going to move them from here.”
    

    
      One pair was thrown away at your house in front of your friends. The other pair had already been left on Kim Yul’s father’s route a day earlier. Of course, both pairs had ★ drawn on the soles.
    

    
      You just wanted to show your friends a cool magic show, so you acted like I drew the ★ right now. If you had been a little more cautious, you would have hung out with my friends all day and created the perfect alibi.
    

    
      The next day in the classroom during lunchtime…
    

    
      “Hey, hey. Check it out!”
    

    
      “What if we get caught looking through his stuff?”
    

    
      “Just take a quick look!”
    

    
      “It’s just a quick look.”
    

    
      While Kim Yul went down to the cafeteria, we rushed to his desk. His school indoor shoes bag
      
        [3]
      
       was hanging on the hook at the side of the desk. 
    

    
      The students’ eyes sparkled. As if they were telling themselves that this was just a joke, they continued to laugh as they picked up the bag and took out the shoes, which were a little cleaner than usual.
    

    
      “Wow.”
    

    
      “I-It’s real.”
    

    
      Of course, ★ were drawn on the soles of the shoes Kim Yul wore.
    

    
      “What the hell. You threw these away, and Kim Yul really…”
    

    
      “You didn’t plan this with him, right?”
    

    
      “No, he’s been hanging out with us for two days straight.”
    

    
      “Then it’s real…”
    

    
      The students looked at you as if they had just witnessed an amazing magic show. 
    

    
      There were many things you could say at this moment, depending on your personality and tastes. One of your possible choices was to boast like “See? I’m right.” Or you could choose to reveal your malice a little and say “It creeps me out a little.”
    

    
      But I would recommend this line. 
    

    
      “Whoa, it’s real…”
    

    
      You should go along with the students and act like you hadn’t been sure this would happen either. 
    

    
      “I mean, that guy could have lied about being Kim Yul’s father, so I wasn’t one hundred percent sure if he was telling the truth either.”
    

    
      Laugh as if you found everything absurd, check the shoes again, and act as if you just witnessed something unbelievable. Refine your voice as if you just found out something new.
    

    
      “Wow, this actually happened…”
    

    
      And then you should take a step back.
    

    
      “I don’t know about this, man… We can call off the bet. Pretend you don’t know anything. This stays between us. Forget everything. I don’t know anything. Okay?”
    

    
      Inexperienced instigators always tried to create works on their own. As you already know, that was a foolishly impatient choice. The impatience originated from how you yourself could feel that the evidence and the magic show you fabricated were crude and ugly. That was why you had to perform the magic show perfectly from the beginning.
    

    
      It was lunchtime, so the students returned to the classroom one by one.
    

    
      “What’s up?”
    

    
      “Hey, Kim Yul is actually… ”
    

    
      “Huh? What is it?”
    

    
      Of course, you deliberately made sure the show would take place at lunchtime. At lunchtime, classmates returned in groups. The magic show couldn’t be wasted on something like recess. There was plenty of time to spread rumors about the “incident” in whispers. 
    

    
      “The heck.”
    

    
      The classmates took a look at Kim Yul’s shoes.
    

    
      “It’s real?”
    

    
      
        No, it isn’t.
      
    

    
      You sat in the back and closed your eyes, pretending to sleep. You were more cautious than before, so you never spread the story yourself in front of others. You didn’t hog the prey because you knew the virtue of a lion who shared it with his pack.
    

    
      “What are you guys talking about?”
    

    
      “Come over here quickly.”
    

    
      “What’s this about Kim Yul’s shoes?”
    

    
      You should let the others spread rumors. This way, it’s more fun! Give them the illusion that they discovered the truth themselves. Let them enjoy the bloody meat. 
    

    
      “
      
        Eww.
      
       Does that mean all his belongings are from the streets?”
    

    
      Believe in human malice.
    

    
      “I didn’t tell you before, but Kim Yul’s father actually collects the garbage for a living. Kim Yul and I went to the same middle school, and there was a time when we talked about my parents’ occupations...”
    

    
      Trust the power of sneering.
    

    
      “That’s a little nasty.”
    

    
      Believe in the magic of ★.
    

    
      “Wow, he just recycles everything?”
    

    
      “He’s the Recycling Man.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ha.
      
      ”
    

    
      ★
    

    
      “It’s unfortunate, but that’s really nasty.”
    

    
      “Wow, he reeks. Didn’t you say that those shoes were new?”
    

    
      ★
    

    
      “Hey, Recycling Man is here. Stop talking.”
    

    
      ★
    

    
      “Kim Yul, did you feed the chickens?”
    

    
      “Your shoes are clean today!”
    

    
      “
      
        Ha.
      
      ”
    

    
      ★
    

    
      After school hours, you formed a group and went down to the main gate. The goal was to chase after Kim Yul. He tilted his head in confusion, but he didn’t care. The moment Kim Yul took his shoes out of his bag and put them on…
    

    
      “
      
        Ha, ha!
      
      ”
    

    
      …★ achieved its purpose.
    

    
      “
      
        Haha…!
      
      ”
    

    
      “Hey, Kim Yul! Do you know those…”
    

    
      “Those are the shoes Eun-Seo threw away in front of his house yesterday!”
    

    
      “Look at the soles of your shoes!”
    

    
      The young animals were immersed in the pleasure of revealing the 
      
        truth
      
       that Kim Yul didn’t even know, indirectly calling him dirty. There was no use in denying it because we had evidence that those were the same shoes.
    

    
      The actual truth was that Kim Yul’s father had found a new pair of shoes near where he lived and picked them up. After a close examination to see how new they were, he had cautiously given them to his son, thinking that they were in quite a good condition. Even though Kim Yul knew those shoes couldn’t have ended up there by themselves, he accepted his father’s gift without a word. 
    

    
      The actual truth consisted of a father’s worries, silence, and Kim Yul’s expressionless eyes.
    

    
      But animals weren’t smart enough to think of any of that. They didn’t even try because it was much easier to laugh at him. With the evidence you provided, the animals could enjoy ★ with ease.
    

    
      “Do you have nothing better to do?” Kim Yul asked indifferently. “Is this funny to you? If you’re bored, mind your own business.”
    

    
      He turned his back and left the school.
    

    
      “
      
        Uh…
      
      ”
    

    
      The classmates were silent for a moment. If someone said, “Hey, this is no longer alright. Let’s stop,” maybe this would have been the end of Kim Yul’s bullying. All you had to do was make people feel like “You’re already a high school student, so why are you bullying someone else again?” As you already know, it took courage to say something like that.
    

    
      “What? What’s wrong with him?”
    

    
      “We were just joking…”
    

    
      “He’s so full of himself.”
    

    
      “He wears other people’s trash at school.”
    

    
      “I didn’t know he was like that…”
    

    
      When no one said what was supposed to be said, things escalated to Level 3—bullying the scapegoat was now publicly allowed.
    

    
      “Hey, someone should buy indoor shoes and throw them away. Let’s see if he wears those too.”
    

    
      I wasn’t sure how you would remember your school days.
    

    
      “He leaves his bag behind during lunchtime. Put this pencil case inside when he’s gone.”
    

    
      “You’re really evil.”
    

    
      “Right back at you.” 
    

    
      Were you happy? Did you find it fun?
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
       That’s the pencil case I threw away yesterday!”
    

    
      “What? Did Kim Yul recycle again?”
    

    
      “
      
        Ha.
      
      ”
    

    
      Was your classroom small enough to embellish everything that happened there because of the ignorance and excuses of childhood mistakes, only to paint the past in pretty sepia as time passed?
    

    
      “
      
        Eww. 
      
      The stench is unbearable…”
    

    
      “Hurry and hide it under his desk.”
    

    
      “Quick! Next class is going to begin soon!”
    

    
      I wasn’t like you.
    

    
      “Where is this strange smell coming from?”
    

    
      “Do you smell it too?”
    

    
      “Yeah, it was tough to endure it during math class.”
    

    
      “Give me a sec. I’ll look for it. 
      
        Sniff.
      
      ”
    

    
      “I think it’s coming from the back row.”
    

    
      I was a little more clever and cunning than you.
    

    
      “Yul, why are you washing the mop? Even if you wash it, it’s still a rag.”
    

    
      “I feel bad for him. He feels sympathy for a rag…”
    

    
      Maybe there were no people like me in your school. Or maybe you simply didn’t remember them.
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 100%.]
      
    

    
      But I was definitely here in this city, school, and this classroom, holding a mechanical pencil.
    

    
      “Class president, why are you looking at me?” 
    

    
      The class president had a strange look on his face. “Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      The class president trembled faintly. It looked like he was fed up with something, and it also seemed like he was lamenting over something. But his strange look quickly faded. He cleared his throat and said, “No, it’s nothing. It’s just that I suddenly couldn’t remember your name. What’s your name?”
    

    
      “What? Are you already suffering from dementia? It’s Hwang Eun-Seo. Hwang Eun-Seo.”
    

    
      “Oh, yes. That’s your name,” the class president muttered. He usually didn’t interact with my group. “I heard your girlfriend is running for a student council position.”
    

    
      “Yeah, why are you telling me that?”
    

    
      “I think I’m gonna run too. Please tell her that I’m looking forward to seeing her in the election race.”
    

    
      “What? You want to be the student council president? I thought you only cared about studying.”
    

    
      “If I want to go to Seoul National University, I have to get a recommendation letter. Some say that becoming a student council president is the easy way to get one.”
    

    
      Was that so? It sounded plausible. It was a bit funny to see him openly say that he wanted to become the student council president to go to Seoul National University. Well, he was the class president and an honest guy, so I decided not to give much thought to it.
    

    
      “That’s great. Good luck, Class President. I’m going to vote for my girlfriend, but I’m sure you’ll do well anyway.”
    

    
      The class president nodded. “Yes, thank you…”
    

    
      I was strong. I was the embodiment of evil. 
    

    
      “…I’m planning on it.” 
    

    
      Therefore, it was time to talk about my defeat.
    

    

    
      1. Gong-Ja ☜

    

    
      2. The bully ☜

    

    
      3. Korean students weren’t allowed to wear outside shoes in school, so they had to bring a separate bag to put their outside shoes in while they were in school. Outdoor shoes are allowed now, depending on the school. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 142: The Fall (1)

    
      One day, my girlfriend said, “There seem to be no new videos these days.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “You spread a video of Kim Yul at least once a week. Is there a delay because you are carefully selecting the next episode? Quite a lot of students in our group are waiting for it. They really liked the last video of him getting his nails cut.” 
    

    
      My girlfriend looked nonchalant. I narrowed my eyebrows for a moment. 
    

    
      
        Video. Right. I filmed using a camcorder whenever we went to bully Kim Yul, but why did I do that?
      
    

    
      
        “I’ll wait. Kim Yul and Director…” 
      
    

    
      Why?
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 100%.]
      
    

    
      Ah, yes. 
      
        I remember now.
      
       
      
        I filmed it to give the guys something to watch as entertainment.
      
    

    
      Shinseo Middle and High Schools were filled with children of prestigious families from the local region. Due to their prestige, the children were forced to always behave well, which stressed them out quite a lot. Among them, some chose to take the lead in bullying to relieve stress, but that was dangerous. Most students weren’t willing to take that risk. So, I provided videos of Kim Yul for guys like them, on quite a scale, too.
    

    
      J: Director, I want an episode of cutting Kim Yul’s fingernails with scissors! 
    

    
      7: Please let him grow his hair and tie it with a yellow rubber band. 
    

    
      11: The kids in the last video beat him way too much. How distasteful… 
    

    
      This school had something called the Student Council Suggestion Box. The students used it whenever they wanted to send a note or letter directly to the student council, but 
      
        I
      
       used it for a slightly different purpose with my girlfriend’s help.
    

    
      It was now known as the Kim Yul Request Box. Even the teachers didn’t touch it. If someone was caught putting a note in the submission box, there were no issues. No one thought this whole deal was very strange. My girlfriend had been in the student council for a year, so she had access to the request box.
    

    
      
        I really think I’m smart.
      
    

    
      It wasn’t a genius idea, but the box had turned out to be a huge success. The noble students relished in the ability to participate in bullying with almost no risk as the request box guaranteed anonymity. They submitted their requests using initials such as A, K, Q, and J, as if they were playing cards from a deck.
    

    
      Q: Please have an episode consisting of slapping his cheeks for twenty minutes straight.
    

    
      Q was my girlfriend’s initial.
    

    
      7: I like seeing his shabby clothes, but sometimes I want to see him wearing different clothes! 
    

    
      7 was the head of the broadcasting club.
    

    
      8: Director, I enjoyed watching your last video. Forcing Kim Yul to talk respectfully was a brilliant idea. I think Kim Yul is popular because he has an unbreakable pride, so, unlike some sponsors who like to humiliate him physically, I believe mental humiliation is the better approach. Director, one way to break someone’s mental state is to harm them physically, but…
    

    
      This guy was in middle school, a member of a band. He always wrote long comments and put them in the submission box. Long story short, he was batshit insane. His ID was 8 because he was suffering from main character syndrome. Of course, even if he was a crazy second-year middle school student, he was still from a chaebol family who was quite influential in the region. That made him a valuable customer.
    

    
      Those were the customers of the so-called Trump Card Club. Their wish was to have their subtle sadism quenched. By providing entertainment of vicarious satisfaction to my customers, I managed to maintain my status.
    

    
      The number of 
      
        friends
      
       who started favoring me openly or subtly had increased since I started providing entertainment for them. That was how I had met my girlfriend too.
    

    
      Without the bullying, there was no way I could have dated a rich girl. I had never won any writing contests in middle school like my mom and dad. It wasn’t like I could be an idol like my older brother because I didn’t have such a pretty face as him. If I were to climb the social pyramid, I would need to pay tribute to the higher-ups.
    

    
      “Sorry.”
    

    
      That was why I apologized for the delay. I was late in delivering the tribute. However, I also wondered why I hadn’t filmed a video of Kim Yul lately. I had no reason to stop, but a good excuse immediately came to mind. I was really good at coming up with excuses.
    

    
      “You’re running for the student council president position. I’m going to refrain myself during the election.”
    

    
      “What? You were being considerate of me?”
    

    
      “We have to be careful. People might start talking...”
    

    
      My girlfriend raised her eyebrows and stroked my head. “Now, who’s a good boy? I like a smart puppy.”
    

    
      Even though she blatantly treated me like a dog, I didn’t care. Rather, I played along. “
      
        Woof, woof! Woof! Woof!
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Haha.
      
      ”
    

    
      Finally, my girlfriend laughed. I was the only one in this school who could make her laugh. I jumped up and down like an excited dog.
    

    
      “You know, Hwang Eun-Seo, you’re really funny.”
    

    
      Her words proved my worth. I was a fun guy to be around. She could always laugh out loud when she was around me, the most popular guy who set the tone in school. My brother used his looks to find dates, but there was a limit to that. True love depended on how good a person was at talking… 
    

    
      “
      
        I’ve been waiting for you, Gong-Ja.”
      
    

    
      I narrowed my eyebrows. 
      
        What?
      
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 100%.]
      
    

    
      My mind went blank again, even though it was only for a moment. Was I hearing things? It seemed this was happening more frequently these days. 
    

    
      I cleared my throat. “Anyway, I’m going to take a break from filming for the time being. We might run into problems during the elections. If any of our customers have complaints, please tell them that I’m slowing down at the moment because Kim Yul might not come to school at all if I mess with him too m...”
    

    
      Just then, I heard a voice from the speakers. 
    

    
      —This is an announcement from the broadcasting club. 
    

    
      The voice was familiar. Of course, it was 7’s voice. Yes, he was part of the Trump Card Club, but he was also the head of the broadcasting club. Surprisingly, he sounded less energetic than usual, which unsettled me for some strange reason.
    

    
      —Hwang Eun-Seo from Year 2 Class 5.
      
        [1]
      
       Hwang Eun-Seo from Year 2 Class 5. Please come to the broadcasting room immediately. This is an announcement from the broadcasting club. Hwang Eun-Seo from Year 2 Class 5. Please come to the broadcasting room immediately. 
    

    
      That was the end of the announcement. 
    

    
      My girlfriend looked at me. “Is everything okay?” 
    

    
      I didn’t understand either. “I don’t think I did anything to get called to the broadcasting room… I would understand if I had to go to the teachers’ office.”
    

    
      “It’s the broadcasting club leader, so he may have just called you for personal reasons. Maybe he wants to know why there hasn’t been a new episode lately. He’s a little crazy,” my girlfriend muttered. “Go. I’ll be fine on my own.”
    

    
      After thinking for a bit, I kissed her cheek. “Okay. Thank you.” 
    

    
      I was pretty good at acting cute today, and the lie that I was acting considerate of my girlfriend also worked. A kiss on the cheek would probably be allowed. 
    

    
      Above all, I had a duty to pretend that we were the perfect couple in the eyes of all the students. My girlfriend chuckled, probably reading my thoughts.
    

    
      “You’re cute.” 
    

    
      
        Look, everyone. The princess laughed again.
      
    

    
      I said, “I’ll get going. I’ll text you once I find out what’s going on.”
    

    
      I was much smarter than other students. As I walked down the hallway, I replayed today’s events. Were there any mistakes in my social interactions?  Did I talk strangely? Did I make the other guys laugh and laughed back moderately? The result of my retrospection was…
    

    
      
        … today was perfect, as expected from me.
      
    

    
      I was talented. I could not only bully someone, but also turn it into a game. The upper class students had learned how to have proper fun from me, so they would keep in touch with me even after they left to attend university. They might even invite me to their league.
    

    
      
        Still, I don’t care if they invite me.
      
    

    
      They would remember that they pulled off some naughty pranks during their school days alongside me and my girlfriend. She would probably dump me as soon as she enrolled in university, but she would still remember her ex-boyfriend who had once made her happy. 
    

    
      Hwang Eun-Seo would forever remain in their memories as a delightful nostalgic guy that could bring a smile to their faces. This alone was a huge reward for me. 
    

    
      Unlike students who were clueless about their future, I already had a roadmap planned out.
    

    
      
        I’ll become a movie director.
      
    

    
      I didn’t have to become very successful. The goal was to film a few indie films and build a decent career and a social network. This would be enough to open many doors for me since no one disliked a struggling young director.
    

    
      Next, I would help new actors meet those from the upper class. As a party designer
      
        [2]
      
      , I was going to satisfy the brilliant actors and actresses in ingenious ways like I was doing right now. Since my older brother worked in the entertainment industry, I could branch out in that field as well.
    

    
      
        Good.
      
    

    
      I was going to have a hell of a great life. Clearly, I was on a completely different level from those who did nothing but study and thought about their career path only after getting into a university. 
    

    
      “I'm here. You called for me?”
    

    
      As soon as I entered the broadcasting room, I stopped in my tracks.
    

    
      “St-stop.”
    

    
      There was only the broadcasting club leader inside. That wasn’t strange. The broadcasting room had soundproof walls, with thick curtains covering them. That wasn’t strange either.
    

    
      “Hw-Hwang Eun-Seo.”
    

    
      But the broadcasting club leader was holding a camcorder and filming me. Now 
      
        that 
      
      was very strange.
    

    
      “Close the door.”
    

    
      I did no such thing.
    

    
      “Hurry. Close the door. If you don’t, you and I are going to get in trouble.” 
    

    
      The broadcasting club leader was trembling like a cornered rat. I didn’t know why he was doing that, but there was no benefit in provoking someone in that state. Slowly, I closed the door. 
    

    
      “Close the curtains.”
    

    
      I did as he asked.
    

    
      “Hey, now look at me.”
    

    
      I turned around.
    

    
      “Hwang Eun-Seo from Year 2 Class 5, you threatened me and forced me to take part in bullying Kim Yul, who is also from Year 2 Class 5. Right? Say it’s true.”
    

    
      “Is this a hidden camera show or something?”
    

    
      “Shut up and say it’s true!” 
    

    
      The broadcasting club leader was shaking out of genuine fear. An ominous feeling struck me. Normally, I would have joked and asked, “How am I supposed to speak if you’re ordering me to shut up?” but I couldn’t because I was genuinely shocked. 
    

    
      I frowned. “I don’t understand what’s going on. You should at least tell me what your deal is before you ask me to do something like that.”
    

    
      “Y-you approached me first. I said no… but you tempted me, saying that you had something interesting to show me, and that I should take a look. Right? That’s what happened, so this is all your fault!”
    

    
      Something was off.
    

    
      “What are you talking about? When the videos were shared within my group, you heard the news and came to see me. You offered to introduce me to the middle school students. In exchange, you wanted to join the group, so why are you—”
    

    
      “No! No!” The broadcasting club leader’s face turned pale. “It’s all your fault, Hwang Eun-Seo. You said we would never get caught because you guaranteed our anonymity. You said that you’ll take responsibility if something happens. W-why is there a video of me out there?”
    

    
      “What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “I only made an appearance once!”
    

    
      Occasionally, customers volunteered to appear in my videos because they wanted to personally take part in the bullying. If I remembered correctly, the broadcasting club head did appear in a video once.
    

    
      “Wait a sec. Are you doing this because you’re worried that the video may be leaked? Don’t worry. The videos are discarded after we watch them…”
    

    
      The broadcasting club head grimaced. “Don’t lie! You son of a bitch…. You’re just a big bully who has nothing better to do. I shouldn’t have believed a bastard like you. Just spit it out already! You tricked me to get me involved in this whole charade! If you don’t say it, I’ll tell everyone what you guys have been up to!”
    

    
      I was stunned, unsure what to say. 
    

    
      “Say it! I should show everyone what you’ve done!”
    

    
      It was crazy. I had a feeling I wasn’t supposed to be here anymore. 
    

    
      “Sorry, but I can’t admit to something I haven’t done. That goes against my principles. I definitely showed it to you at your request, and although I no longer have the video of you, I have all the notes you put in the box. I don’t know why you’re doing this, but go cool off. Let’s talk later,” I said, turning my back to him.
    

    
      The broadcasting club leader groaned. “S-stand right there! Don't go. Don’t go, Hwang Eun-Seo! If you leave, it’s over! It’s really over! I’m going to tell the other students and end your life! Don’t you understand? Hey, Hwang Eun-Seo! You son of a bitch, you’re done! Your life is over! Just wait and see. I’ll tell your parents about what you’ve been doing at school...!”
    

    
      I closed the door, cutting off the broadcasting club leader’s voice. The curtains hid the soundproof walls that absorbed all the noises, so the broadcasting club leader’s shouting became a buzz at best. No one was around the second-floor hallway either. 
    

    
      “Fuck. What’s wrong? He wouldn’t make a damn fuss like that for no reason,” I muttered.
    

    
      Maybe the video really got leaked. One of the customers may have really made a copy and kept it to threaten the broadcasting club head.
    

    
      “Shit.”
    

    
      I did hear that managing customers was more difficult than getting them. It seemed that was indeed the case. I picked up my phone and called my customers one after another.
    

    
      
        Brrrrrrrr—
      
    

    
      The dial sound rang for a long time before I was asked to leave a voicemail. 
    

    
      “What?” 
    

    
      I held back my temper and called the next customer, trying to ask if he knew anything about why the broadcasting club leader was making such a fuss.
    

    
      
        Brrrrrrrr—
      
    

    
      The next customer didn’t answer the phone either. After all, school was over, so I thought that was maybe why they couldn’t pick up. I tried to maintain my composure as I called the next person on my list.
    

    
      
        Brrrrrrrr—
      
    

    
      However, they didn’t answer either. Neither did the next one, or the one after. All twelve customers from the Trump Card Club, excluding my girlfriend, didn’t answer my calls.
    

    
      
        Why? 
      
    

    
      I had a really bad feeling about this. It felt like an invisible hand was slowly gripping my nape.
    

    
      
        What’s wrong?
      
    

    
      Without thinking, I called a classmate who wasn’t a customer. I was the director, but he was my secretary. On my behalf, he delivered and retrieved the videos from the customers.
    

    
      
        Brrrrrrrr—
      
    

    
      He didn’t answer my call. 
    

    
      Only then did I realize that someone was trying to hunt me down.
    

    

    
      1. Korean high school is a three-year system. Freshmen are 16, and there are multiple classes(반) in one grade. Some countries use alphabets like Class A, but Korea uses numbers. ☜

    

    
      2. He’s talking about making a shady sponsorship deal that often happens in the field of entertainment. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 143: The Fall (2)

    
      
        Who is it?
      
    

    
      I didn’t understand.
    

    
      
        Who is out there to get me because of Kim Yul?
      
    

    
      Kim Yul practically had no relatives. People started bullying him before he had any chance to make friends, so no one had a reason to help him. I had chosen Kim Yul as the scapegoat for a very good reason!
    

    
      
        Anyway, I have to question him. He must know something. Anything.
      
    

    
      I quickly ran to the back of the school. At this time of the day, Kim Yul would be taking care of those animals on the school farm. I knew his schedule like the back of my palm. 
    

    
      Sure enough, he was there, handing out chicken feed.
    

    
      
        Yes, that’s where you belong.
      
    

    
      He filled his ego by feeding animals that were weaker than him. Surely that was why Kim Yul was so obsessed with the school farm. After all, humans were beasts. Weak beasts had no choice but to serve the stronger ones.
    

    
      
        [Your immersion level is 100%.]
      
    

    
      The school was just like that farm, though slightly larger.
      
         I
      
       was a stronger beast than Kim Yul.
    

    
      “Hey, Kim Yul!” I growled. “What have you done?”
    

    
      He didn’t look back or react in any other way. Instead, he continued handing out the fodder as if he couldn’t hear me.
    

    
      
        Ha, don’t tell me that he ignored me just now.
      
    

    
      I couldn’t believe it. I walked over and harshly grabbed his shoulder. “Hey, you bastard. When someone calls, you answer—!”
    

    
      The moment Kim Yul looked back, something dropped from his ears. Earbuds. I noticed too late that Kim Yul was wearing them. Classical music blared from where they were looped around his neck.
    

    
      When our eyes met, I flinched in shock. Tears were welling up in Kim Yul’s pitch-black eyes.
    

    
      “What…?”
    

    
      It was only for a moment, but I was at a loss for words. I couldn’t tell why. Was it because this was the first time I saw Kim Yul cry? Maybe. No matter how persistently I tormented him, he never shed tears, further provoking the customers’ sadism.
    

    
      But it wasn’t just that.
    

    
      
        Who is this?
      
    

    
      I didn’t recognize his eyes.
    

    
      
        Who is he?
      
    

    
      Kim Yul’s eyes were extremely unfamiliar. His gaze was distant, looking at something beyond me. He kept crying, not saying a word. Even those tears seemed like they would fall in a distant place, not on the ground next to us.
    

    
      “You…”
    

    
      “It’s beautiful,” Kim Yul said.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I’m talking about the song I’m listening to. A deaf composer made it.”
    

    
      Music flowed out from the earbuds. I had heard the song many times before, but right now, I found it very suspicious that this beggar somehow got his hands on an MP3.
    

    
      “I was thinking about the humiliation and curses the composer must have suffered in his life. Someone probably insulted him by calling him a deaf mute. Giggling, they probably told everyone to look at that deaf mute.”
    

    
      “What the hell are you talking about…?”
    

    
      “I find that sad. Wounds have long histories, and even someone from hundreds of years ago must have endured prolonged humiliation. This has been happening for thousands of years and will continue happening for thousands of years into the future too.”
    

    
      Had he gone nuts?
    

    
      “There is nothing in the world that is beautiful by itself. Beauty is visible only to the wounded. Only those whose lives have been ruined become fortunate enough to appreciate a life untainted by ruin. They shed tears for those who keep enduring even after they have nothing left.”
    

    
      Kim Yul was still looking somewhere in the distance.
    

    
      “If someone sees the world as beautiful, the world must have ruined everything they had. Only those who live in hell see the world as praiseworthy. The deaf man who composed this song must have been humiliated many times in his life.”
    

    
      “Where did you learn all this nonsensical stuff…” I grabbed Kim Yul by the collar and shook him. “Whatever. That doesn’t matter. What have you done?” 
    

    
      He lost his grip on the bag he was holding. Yellow fodder poured out of it, spilling all over the ground.
    

    
      “What have you done to my customers, you recycling good-for-nothing!”
    

    
      Only then did Kim Yul look at me. “I didn’t do anything, Death King.”
    

    
      “Death… What?”
    

    
      “I’m just looking at what I threw away.” 
    

    
      He grabbed my wrist. 
    

    
      
        How dare he? 
      
    

    
      Dumbfounded, I tried to shake off Kim Yul’s grip, but he didn’t budge.
    

    
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      In a split second, he broke away from my grip with ease. Flustered, I extended my hand again, but he struck my wrist. I couldn’t get a hold of him, so I just ended up grasping at air. 
    

    
      I looked at Kim Yul blankly. “
      
        Huh
      
      ?” 
    

    
      He calmly picked up the bag on the ground. “What a pity. Kim Yul is angry. What he wants isn't physical violence. It’s much deeper than that. More precisely, he wants revenge. And… I think I want to make Kim Yul’s wish come true.”
    

    
      “Y-yo-you. What have you done? What kind of game are you playing?”
    

    
      “Kim Yul wants you to go through everything he endured. That’s what revenge is. It’s about dragging someone down the depths of hell with you. That’s how Kim Yul sees it.”
    

    
      This wasn’t Kim Yul. It was someone else. 
    

    
      He continued talking. “And I happen to agree with him. Just you wait, Kim Yul’s killer. The day is coming to an end, and there is a long way to go. Very long. We’ll see each other again after all is said and done.”
    

    
      Kim Yul walked away leisurely while holding the bag of fodder. 
    

    
      “Hey! Hey! You stop right there! Stop…!”
    

    
      My phone vibrated in my pocket, meaning I had received a text message. Perhaps one of the customers saw my missed calls and decided to respond. Glancing in the direction Kim Yul was walking, I quickly checked my phone.
    

    
      —Don’t ever contact me again. If you do, I’ll kill you.
    

    
      I was dumbfounded. In disbelief, I called the customer who had sent the text. However, no matter how many times I called, they didn’t answer. I couldn’t help shaking.
    

    
      
        What…?
      
    

    
      Even the next day, things didn’t get any better. 
    

    
      
        What’s going on?
      
    

    
      Things got much, much worse.
    

    
      “E-Eun-Seo.”
    

    
      When I got to class, one of my friends hesitantly approached me. He had messed with the Kim Yul Game dozens of times and was quite popular with customers thanks to his knack for hitting people. I always thought he liked participating in the game because he was enjoying the popularity. 
    

    
      But, right now, my friend seemed terrified.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I-I have a note to give you.” 
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “It’s… I-I’m sorry.” 
    

    
      My friend left a note on my desk and ran away. I frowned and opened it. Something was indeed written on it, but the handwriting was terrible. 
    

    
      —Hwang Eun-Seo lives in a garbage dump. All his school uniforms and indoor shoes are recycled. There is only one piece of trash that cannot be recycled, and that is Hwang Eun-Seo.
    

    
      The absurdity of it made me stare blankly at the note. I scoffed and looked at my friend. “What’s this… Are you kidding me?”
    

    
      My friend, who was standing behind the other students, cowered. I had already spent the whole night stressed out because my customers were treating me like shit, and seeing my friend behave like that made me feel angry.
    

    
      “Did Recycle Dude tell you to do this? Hey, hey. Look at me. 
      
        Look at me!
      
       Even though we’re friends, there are things you should and should not do. Did Kim Yul tell you to give me this note?”
    

    
      My friend couldn’t say anything, still terrified. I was so dumbstruck that I was about to get closer to him. 
    

    
      Just then, another classmate approached my desk. “Hwang Eun-Seo…”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Sorry. Take this.”
    

    
      What my classmate practically threw on my desk was another note. I reflexively snatched it and read it.
    

    
      —I feel so sorry for the juniors at my school T.T Why? Because they need to call you sunbae, Hwang Eun-Seo. Have you thought about how they feel? How do you sleep at night?
    

    
      I felt dizzy. Taking advantage of that opportunity, three more classmates left notes on the desk again. Like the previous two, these guys had also actively participated in the Kim Yul Game.
    

    
      —Hwang Eun-Seo… You’re really dirty. How can you be dirtier than the math teacher? LOL. I didn’t think something like that was possible. 
    

    
      What?
    

    
      —Shocking news! There is a student who doesn’t wash his school uniform!
    

    
      Why were they doing this to me?
    

    
      —You smell really bad. Seriously, you’re soooo gross.
    

    
      Something happened yesterday, but I was the only one who didn’t know about it. Someone had turned all my customers against me. Not only that, my friends had been threatened and forced to put on this shitshow.
    

    
      My heart was pounding frantically.
    

    
      
        Stay calm. Calm down. Did Kim Yul do this? No, that can’t be. Yesterday he was acting a little strange, but no, he couldn’t have done this. Who is it? Who did this?
      
    

    
      The door opened, and the homeroom teacher stuck his head out. “Hwang Eun-Seo!”
    

    
      The students all turned to look at him as he glanced around the classroom. When he found me, he beckoned. “Come with me for a moment.”
    

    
      “Me…?”
    

    
      “Are there two Hwang Eun-Seo in the class? It’s no big deal, so come over here already. Oh, yeah. Class President, collect everyone’s phones and bring them to me.”
    

    
      I hesitantly followed my homeroom teacher out of class. Everyone was strangely quiet. It didn’t feel right. They didn’t look surprised that our homeroom teacher was looking for me specifically. My classmates seemed to know why I was being called over. Only the model students were busy looking at their notes, studying before the start of the class.
    

    
      In the teachers' office, the homeroom teacher said, “Hwang Eun-Seo.”
    

    
      “Yes…?”
    

    
      “Have you been up to anything bad recently? You haven’t, right?” the homeroom teacher asked calmly, making it sound like whatever was going on was no big deal, really. 
    

    
      Students in uniforms walked around to collect the leftover printable papers. Teachers were organizing their printed materials before their first-period class.
    

    
      “What?” I responded.
    

    
      “Have you been going around and doing bad stuff these days? Anything?”
    

    
      My heart was racing. “No… I don’t think I have.”
    

    
      The homeroom teacher scratched his head. “Hey, don’t talk about what I’m about to tell you to anyone else, okay?”
    

    
      “Okay…”
    

    
      “Listen to this.” 
    

    
      The homeroom teacher handed over earbuds, so I took them. They were connected to his computer. 
    

    
      
        Click.
      
    

    
      After he clicked on the mouse, I could hear some recorded voices.
    

    
      「Hey, hey. Don’t hit him yet! Just make him kneel!」
    

    
      「Now, many people have submitted their suggestions. We will draw from among the five suggestions we got and decide the theme of today’s episode.」
    

    
      I felt a chill. 
    

    
      「Ah, today’s prompt belongs to Queen. Congratulations, Queen. What are you all doing? Clap.」
    

    
      「
      
        Whoaaaaaa!
      
      」
    

    
      The voices belonged to me and the friends, who had just given me the notes. 
    

    
      「As for Queen’s request, let’s see. Hey, they even gave us a donation of one hundred thousand won. They told us to not go hungry and use this money to get some food. As for our superstar, they want to give him a mix of 
      
        jjajangmyeon
      
      
        [1]
      
       and 
      
        jjambbong
      
      
        [2]
      
      .」
    

    
      
        Click.
      
    

    
      The homeroom teacher stopped the recording. “Did you hear those voices just now?”
    

    
      “Yes, I did.”
    

    
      “I received this recording in my email yesterday. The sound quality isn’t that good, but when I listen to it, it sounds like you and some other students. So I’m asking just in case. Hwang Eun-Seo, is this you?”
    

    
      “No.” I tried to put on my best shocked expression. “Who is the queen supposed to be here? Is this a play or something?”
    

    
      “I’m not sure either. I also listened to it from beginning to end, and I find it strange. Very unpleasant, too. The email said to show this to Hwang Eun-Seo from Year 2 Class 5. I was wondering if this is a prank among you guys…”
    

    
      Shit. This was it. This was how the kids were getting blackmailed. 
    

    
      Fortunately, the homeroom teacher was an idiot. He suspected this was a student’s prank even after listening to the recording. Well, that was probably why he didn’t even know what was going on in his class. How lucky for me.
    

    
      
        A recording like this can’t do anything to me. It’s just a blank bullet.
      
    

    
      Maybe one of my friends or the customers copied the videos and were messing with me using one of the copies. If whoever was behind this had more concrete evidence than this recording, there would be no reason not to send it to the homeroom teacher...
    

    
      
        The problem is that the blank bullet scared my friends. Damn it.
      
    

    
      The homeroom teacher looked up at me. “This is really not a prank you guys pulled, right?”
    

    
      “No, it isn’t. 
      
        Uh
      
      , am I not supposed to tell this to the others?”
    

    
      “Don’t say a word. Anyway, that’s it. You said this isn’t you. Go back to the classroom.”
    

    
      “Okay.” 
    

    
      I left my homeroom teacher’s desk with quiet footsteps. 
    

    
      
        Shit. Shit. Shit!
      
    

    
      The moment I opened the door of the teachers' room, I saw the class president standing across from me. He was holding a blue plastic box, which contained the phones collected from the classroom.
    

    
      “Ah, sorry,” the class president said in his usual tone, looking like his usual self. He moved slightly out of the way. 
    

    
      Normally I would have said thank you, but I didn’t have the time. I just nodded at him and went out into the hallway.
    

    
      
        I don’t know which bastard leaked my videos, but I’ll definitely get that son of a bitch today! That fucking bastard is messing with me too hard… looking down on me… This is not just a harmless joke. How can they do something like this to a classmate?
      
    

    
      The door behind me closed quietly.
    

    

    
      1. A Korean noodle dish topped with a sauce made of chunjang, diced pork, and vegetables. It originated from Zhajiangmian, the Chinese noodle dish. Image ☜

    

    
      2. A Chinese-style Korean noodle dish. It’s spicy. Pork or seafood is used for the broth. The dish is known to be similar to chaomamian, the Chinese dish, but the origin itself is unclear. Image. ☜
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    Chapter 144: The Fall (3)

    
      
        First things first, I should console my friends.
      
    

    
      Some bastard was trying to destroy my friend group.
    

    
      
        I won’t go down like this.
      
    

    
      I had to skillfully regain control of these cowards who were very scared after receiving threatening emails. Easy. I could do it. 
    

    
      As soon as I returned to the classroom, I approached my friend group. “Hey, I know why you guys are doing this, but stop it. We’re friends, aren’t we? Man, I’m sad. If you have something to say to me, just go ahead. I’ll listen. Isn’t that what friends are for? Right?”
    

    
      But their reaction was odd. Without any response, they kept glancing at my desk, so I went and checked. There were dozens of crumpled notes in the drawer. Each and every one contained an insult directed at me.
    

    
      —LMAO. You really loved it when I said hi to you in the hallway yesterday. Hey! I only did that because I lost at rock-paper-scissors! Don’t delude yourself. T.T 
    

    
      Anyone would know this was just a lie. These messages contained nothing but malice and ridicule. I hadn’t been at the teacher’s office for too long, but a mountain of notes had piled up on my desk. 
    

    
      “Y-you bastards…”
    

    
      “
      
        Ha.
      
      ”
    

    
      Someone laughed. I immediately looked straight in the direction the laughter came from, but I couldn’t tell who did it because there were too many students in that spot.
    

    
      “Who did this? Who did this to my desk?”
    

    
      “W-we didn’t do it,” one of my friends said. “Just a few minutes ago, someone from another class came and left a bunch of notes...”
    

    
      “Another class?”
    

    
      “Yeah, he asked me to tell you never to contact him again.”
    

    
      So one of my customers had dumped all these notes. This mysterious mastermind was messing not only with my classmates, but also with my customers.
    

    
      “Eun-Seo, 
      
        um… 
      
      ”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “On your back…”
    

    
      “On my back… what?”
    

    
      “Well, 
      
        umm. Uhh
      
      …”
    

    
      I turned right and left, trying to catch a glimpse at my back, but I couldn’t really see anything. Laughter leaked out from all over the classroom.
    

    
      “
      
        Ha…!
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Haha.
      
      ”
    

    
      I reached out to check my back and caught something. Someone had taped a piece of paper to my back. I quickly peeled it off to see what in the world was written on it.
    

    
      —Shinseo High School’s official trash!
    

    
      It was written in a cute, round font. 
    

    
      When did this happen? Who put this on me? Had it already been on me when the homeroom teacher called for me? Or did someone secretly tape this to my back after I entered the classroom just now? 
    

    
      Unfortunately, I didn’t have the time to find out.
    

    
      “L-let’s start class… ”
    

    
      The first period began. It was math, and the math teacher was the biggest pushover in school. My classmates would have normally chatted among themselves for quite a while, but all of them immediately sat down, as if they had all decided to be model students this time. 
    

    
      I gritted my teeth.
    

    
      
        Shit.
      
       
      
        I’m the weird one if I raise hell right now. Shall I storm out of the classroom? No, no. That’s really not the right move. Who knows if they’ll trash-talk me after I leave? Fuck, fuck…!
      
    

    
      In the end, I had no choice but to stay at my desk quietly. When I looked around, I could see some guys laughing under their breath. Kim Yul was looking at his notes expressionlessly. The class president returned to the classroom late, so he excused himself to the math teacher before returning to his seat. 
    

    
      Everyone was going about their daily lives as if nothing had happened.
    

    
      
        Fuck.
      
    

    
      I felt anger boiling in my chest. Of course, I was angry at the mastermind behind this elaborate plan. However, my anger was now soaring because of my friends and classmates. 
    

    
      
        You guys are on it too!
      
    

    
      It was unfair.
    

    
      
        Are they really going to back out now? They also made fun of Kim Yul, beat him up, and did everything they wanted to him. It’s not like I ordered them to bully the dude. They did everything out of their own volition.
      
    

    
      So unfair.
    

    
      
        Every single person in this classroom laughed at Kim Yul at least once. Many have begged me to show them my videos. Why are they now pretending they don’t know anything?
      
    

    
      This was very unfair. I had worked hard to achieve something that others couldn’t. How difficult was it to plan out someone else being ostracized by an entire collective? My subtle bullying turned Kim Yul first into an outcast and eventually into the school’s official punching bag. Did they think they could also do what I had done? 
    

    
      
        They’re maggots—no, leeches.
      
    

    
      I at least tried. I created a system using the student council box and built connections with kids from rich families. When my classmates studied and lived their average lives, I at least thought and planned for the future! But what had these leeches done?
    

    
      
        They just hitch-hiked the system I worked so hard to create!
      
    

    
      Because the others laughed and ostracized Kim Yul. These bastards only had one reasoning for their actions. 
    

    
      —Others do it too.
    

    
      
        Disgusting bastards.
      
    

    
      And they were going to pretend they didn’t know what had taken place. They would make excuses like “Others also did it,” “I didn’t think much of it,” or “I didn’t mean to do that,” forgetting that they also enjoyed playing the Kim Yul Game. 
    

    
      
        No, they really don’t know what happened, they’re not just pretending.
      
    

    
      These guys were just stupid. They couldn’t even remember what they had said or done. If they weren’t imbeciles, then why were they doing this? They were just idiots who blindly followed what someone else told them. And yet they were acting as if they did nothing wrong…
    

    
      
        It’s unfair. So very unfair. Why is this happening to me? Why only me? These bastards are worse than me. It’s unfair!
      
    

    
      If someone truly righteous who had been living an upright life ever since they were born was here to slay me as if I was the villain in a story, I would at least accept the consequences, but this wasn’t the case right now.
    

    
      
        Even now, no one has apologized to Kim Yul, right?
      
    

    
      Yes. I was sure of it. Therefore, what they were doing to me wasn’t fair. The mastermind was just using these guys and inciting them to backstab me, so it was unfair. That wasn’t how I wanted to go down. Those inferior bastards! I was greater than all of them!
    

    
      
        Brrrrrr—!
      
    

    
      My phone rang in my pants pocket. I received a text from my girlfriend. 
    

    
      —Hwang Eun-Seo, what did you do? Don’t ever come and talk to me again. We’re done.
    

    
      Time passed by helplessly. I had no time to think of a way to fix everything. The mastermind had been non-stop pushing me, not giving me a single chance to fight back.
    

    
      I contacted my girlfriend, but she didn’t answer. Even when I visited her during recess, she just glared at me coldly. Just yesterday, she smiled at me and said she had fun when we spent time together.
    

    
      
        What’s the matter… I’m supposed to be the funny guy...
      
    

    
      After that, even during recess
      
        [1]
      
      , I was too afraid to even go to the bathroom. What if someone came and put notes in my desk drawer again while I was away?
    

    
      
        Fuck.
      
    

    
      Even at lunchtime, I just lay down at my desk and pretended to sleep. I wasn’t an idiot. There was no way my classmates would eat lunch with me right now. I would rather pretend to sleep than go to the cafeteria and eat alone.
    

    
      
        Still, at least someone will ask me to eat together, right? 
      
      I thought, putting my head down on the desk. 
      
        Then I’ll say right away that I feel sick today. If I refuse like that, everyone would know that I wasn’t that affected by what they’re doing, but I am sulking a bit. Then they’ll know that they need to comfort me. 
      
    

    
      They would do that.
    

    
      
        I’ve looked out for them so much until now. I paid for their meals regularly and even let them appear in my videos. When they fought among themselves, I mediated for them. And, and…
      
    

    
      But no one invited me to go to the cafeteria. The classroom became quiet after all the students left at lunchtime. 
    

    
      It was 12:45 P.M.
      
        [2]
      
       The silence was eerie. No one was wandering around in the hallway. The wind blew through the windows, swaying the white curtains.
    

    
      I sat up, muttering, “Bastards… It won’t kill them to say something, even if it’s just for pleasantries…”
    

    
      Suddenly, I felt shame consume me. I had walked around without knowing that there was a note on my back and been dumped over a text message. Those leeches had laughed at me. I felt ashamed in every way possible.
    

    
      “Demons…” 
    

    
      I searched through my classmates’ desk drawers one by one, thinking that I would maybe find some evidence about the mastermind. Perhaps there were specific instructions lying around, such as what to write in the notes or when to give them to me.
    

    
      
        Please let there be something. Please!
      
    

    
      “Hwang Eun-Seo, what do you think you’re doing?”
    

    
      I looked up in surprise. Since I was in the middle of searching through a desk drawer, I turned around awkwardly. Four of my classmates were standing at the back door of the classroom.
    

    
      I stammered. “
      
        Uh…
      
       I-I was just…” 
    

    
      “Just…? Just what?”
    

    
      “I was just trying to see…”
    

    
      “You were just trying to see what’s in someone else’s desk drawer? Are you crazy?”
    

    
      
        No.
      
    

    
      “Hey, Hwang Eun-Seo looked through our desk drawers while we were away!”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      No, I… 
    

    
      “Why is he searching through other people’s desk drawers?”
    

    
      “This may not be his first time.”
    

    
      “Wow, that creeps me out…”
    

    
      It wasn’t like that. 
    

    
      
        Listen to me. You should listen to me. Someone is manipulating you all. Whoever is behind this is taking advantage of you all without you guys even knowing it. You should know that since you guys have participated in the game too.
      
    

    
      
        I’m in the same boat as you! We’re on the same team! Same team! You get that? If you backstab me, you guys will be in real trouble. I’m serious. Who else will take care of you all like I’ve done? I created the Kim Yul Game for your entertainment. I made you happy. Who did all this for you? I did!
      
    

    
      
        Protect me, you idiots! Don’t get manipulated like a bunch of imbeciles. Wake up and see who is on the same side as you! This is a conspiracy. I’m the victim, you scummy bastards! I know that you’re incredibly stupid, but can you not distinguish between friend or foe? Or do you just have no sense of loyalty?
      
    

    
      
        We’ve made some good memories together so far. You guys also had fun tormenting Kim Yul. He lives in a garbage dump and collects trash with his single father, so you laughed as hard as you could at him once you found this out! You scumbags, how can you bite the hand that has been feeding you so far!
      
    

    
      The rumor that I had rummaged through the drawers during lunchtime quickly spread among the students. Yes, I had done just that, but it wasn’t a big deal. However, my classmates seemed to think that me searching through their desk drawers was much more serious than how they had bullied Kim Yul.
    

    
      
        This is so unfair…
      
    

    
      They had always smiled around me and called me Director. However, they betrayed me just because the mastermind had made a slight threat, even after how much I had contributed to the class’ joy.
    

    
      
        I’m so frustrated that I feel like dying.
      
    

    
      Even after school hours, nothing changed. My friends had at least pretended and said they were sorry this morning, but after what happened at lunch, they glared at me coldly, as if I deserved to die.
    

    
      
        Crazy bastards. It’s not like I committed a crime. It’s unfair. It’s soooo unfair.
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The classroom was now empty. The class president asked, “Hwang Eun-Seo. I’m sorry, but do you have a minute?” 
    

    
      He was the only one who had maintained a poker face throughout the day.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I tried not to intervene as much as possible. The homeroom teacher and even the classmates told me various things since I’m the class president, so I feel like I should at least try.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ha…
      
      ”
    

    
      I couldn’t even be sarcastic and reply, “You’re shoving your nose into someone else’s business.” The class president was the first classmate to talk to me after lunchtime. To put it in a good way, he was a model student, but he wasn’t a part of any of the friend groups in the classroom. Maybe that was how he could ignore what was happening around him.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      At that moment, I saw a way out of this hellish situation.
    

    
      
        That’s right. He’s the class president.
      
    

    
      The class president had good grades, so the teachers subtly adored him. Even my classmates rarely messed with him. Maybe he had been born with it, but it seemed that he had a certain air about him that made it difficult to talk to him. 
    

    
      I could turn the situation around step by step. First things first, I needed to persuade the class president.
    

    
      “
      
        Uh
      
      , actually…”
    

    
      I told him that I had been treated unfairly by my classmates. 
    

    
      “I may have been rude to Kim Yul just a little bit, but someone has been spreading ridiculous rumors. Maybe they don’t like that I’m dating a girl from a rich family. It’s unfair, but our classmates won’t even listen to me. Please help me…”
    

    
      The class president calmly listened to me ranting for about thirty minutes without stopping me. He didn’t counter my claims, he simply just listened to me. I was grateful for that.
    

    
      He finally nodded. “I see. Eun-Seo, I understand why you think this is unfair. It really is. There are times when people act coldly about stuff that doesn’t personally concern them.”
    

    
      “Indeed!”
    

    
      “But I’m not sure how to help. What should I do…” 
    

    
      The class president was deep in thought. Even I, who was not very close to him, could sense that he was quite concerned. We both fell silent. 
    

    
      After a while, he raised his head and tapped on the desk. “Ah, Eun-Seo, what about this? I think this kind of problem can only be resolved if Kim Yul forgives you.”
    

    
      “Kim Yul…?”
    

    
      “Yeah. To put it bluntly, the other students don’t really have anything to do with this, so if Kim Yul forgives you, they won’t have any more reasons to be mean to you.”
    

    
      I would have never thought about this solution, but now that I heard it, it felt right. No matter what the students said, they would stop being rude to me if Kim Yul said he forgave me. 
    

    
      “
      
        Uh…
      
       But…”
    

    
      There was a problem.
    

    
      “Will Kim Yul accept my apology? I don’t think he will…”
    

    
      The class president smiled softly. “Don’t worry. It’ll be quite troublesome, but I’ll try talking to him. Let me help you, Hwang Eun-Seo.”
    

    
      His smile was very kind.
    

    

    
      1. Korean schools have recess after every class. But it's short. It's around ten to fifteen minutes. ☜

    

    
      2. Korean school lunchtime usually begins at 12:30 P.M ☜
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  Chapter 145: The Friends (1)
“You’re going to help me?”
The class president smiled bitterly. “Yeah, well, though I shouldn’t talk too patronizingly about this kind of matter…” 
Has he always been so expressive? 
He seemed a little off to me. We had been in the same class since the first year of high school, but I never really talked to him before.
“I’m running for student council president this year to get a recommendation letter for a university... Anyway, I want to become the student council president, so I need to try to resolve any problems that arise in class. I’m not sure how to solve this, but I’ll talk to Kim Yul. Do you know his phone number?”
“Uh… Wait a second.”
While looking through my contacts list, I realized that the class president didn’t know Kim Yul’s number. All my classmates who had watched the videos with me knew it. In other words…
The class president isn’t the mastermind.
There was still a possibility that he was just acting.
No way. He’s an ordinary model student, so he had no way of obtaining the videos.
I was sure the class president was not the culprit. 
I nodded, signaling that I had found the number, but the class president said, “Ah, no. It’d be a little inappropriate to talk about this over the phone. I’ll just privately talk to him at school tomorrow. Would that work?”
“Uh, yeah, you’re right. It’s inappropriate. Well, thank you for the help.”
“If you’re truly grateful, please vote for me, not your girlfriend.”
“Alright.”
My girlfriend and I already broke up today. The class president didn’t seem to know that, so this gave me one more reason to remove him from the list of suspects. 
I was beginning to have some hope. 
Okay. It’s not over yet. It’s not over! If just one person supports me, I can use them to come up with a plan. This won’t last for much longer. After a while, my friends will return to normal.
From that day on, the class president really took action. I couldn’t tell exactly how he was doing it, but it seemed like he was actively using the model student image he had built up over the years.
The following afternoon, the class president told me, “Okay. I finished talking with Kim Yul.” 
The two of us had a secret meeting in the empty classroom. Once again, I didn’t go down to the cafeteria. My classmates continued to subtly ostracize me, so I didn’t want to get swayed by them. 
“Really? What did he say?”
“He wants you to formally apologize in front of all your friends. He’ll never accept your apology if you only do it in front of his face. If you apologize sincerely so that others can see it, he’ll forgive you.”
What a crazy guy. What kind of apology was that?
Kim Yul was no different from his classmates. He was just trying to embarrass me with this shit because he wanted to taste power a little longer.
“He was very adamant that he’ll never forgive you if the apology doesn’t feel sincere. It seemed he was really angry at you because I couldn’t read anything else from his face.”
I’m going to go insane. Can’t I just give him one million won and be done with it? 
He would take it because he was a beggar.
“What does he mean by sincerity? How do I show sincerity?”
“Well, I’m not sure about that either... Anyway, he said it’s important to apologize in front of the other students, so how about making a speech in advance?” 
The class president sounded slightly annoyed. Perhaps he finally realized that the situation was more complicated than he had thought.
Shit. My school life and future depended on this. Hell, my life was at stake here. If he decided to pretend to be nice, he had to be responsible until the end!
“Yeah, I should try writing a speech. Phew…” I put on the most pitiful look I could muster. After all, I had to put on the performance of my lifetime. “I was a real idiot. Why did I bully Kim Yul? All the kids were doing it, so I joined in without even thinking much about it. Shit, I shouldn’t have done that.”
Come on, feel sorry for me. Have pity on me. I’m a human being. I know how to feel regret and I want to repent for my mistakes. I didn’t commit a mortal sin, goddammit! Go ahead and take pity on me!
“Kim Yul has every right to be angry at me. I could have stopped them, but…  Phew, I really feel bad now. If I could, I would apologize in front of the entire school. Really.”
The class president stared at me with thoughtful eyes. It was difficult to imagine what was going on in his head, but there was no doubt that he was intently listening to what I was saying.
He jumped up from his seat. “I have an idea.” 
“Huh?”
“I thought of a way for Kim Yul to forgive you. Just wait a moment. I’m going to make a quick trip to the teachers’ office.” 
And just like that, he was gone. 
I was dumbstruck. What was wrong with him? I absentmindedly took a bite of my bread[1] in the otherwise empty classroom. By the time I halfway nibbled through the bread, the class president came back.
“Okay! I got the teacher’s confirmation.”
“Confirmation for what?”
“I’m talking about the student council president election speech. I asked if someone who isn’t a candidate can go up to the podium, and he said there is no rule against it.” 
The class president flashed a confident smile. The corners of his mouth were a little wet, as if he had dropped by the bathroom. 
“You said you would apologize in front of the entire school if you could. And I was thinking about what to write in my speech to beat your girlfriend, so this is good.”
“Uh…”
“Hear me out.” 
The class president sat down and took out a notebook. His pen left fancy cursives on the paper, though his handwriting was quite old-fashioned. 
“You apologize to Kim Yul, then I take over the microphone and continue my speech by saying, ‘The school environment I want to create as the student council president is one where we admit and forgive each other’s wrongdoings.’ Do you understand what I’m trying to do here?”
I wasn’t sure.
“My speech is going to have a story, unlike those speeches that just make promises!”
Right…
“I don’t know what your girlfriend’s speech is going to be like, but she’s super rich, that much is obvious. She’ll probably say that she’ll spend her own money to install a perfume dispenser in all the school restrooms, and make sure the toilet paper doesn’t run out. She’ll try to tempt the other students with things like that. If it’s about making promises, my chances of winning are zero, so… Yeah, I should fight her with a story.”
He wrote some catchphrases in his notebook.
—The student council that solves problems! The student council that keeps you all connected! We will be your emergency communication channel!
“Uhhhh…” 
The class president’s eyes sparkled. “How does that sound?”
Very corny. 
“Now is the era of storytelling! I’m sick of bathroom perfume dispensers, toilet paper, or anything of that sort. We’ve heard those kinds of promises in every election since elementary school. This will work. Let’s go with the storytelling strategy!”
Well, the student council election was an event defined by corny promises, like proper communication between the council and the students and other convincing lies. The idea the class president came up with right now didn’t seem bad.
I’d had this feeling for a while, but I really couldn’t believe it. This bastard isn’t interested in anything other than his own election!
Even though he was the class president, I had been wondering why he was going out of his way to help me. He was just a selfish bastard who wanted to use me to gain votes in the election. From the looks of it, he seemed indifferent to what was happening in the class, to Kim Yul, or me being ostracized, and only got involved because he figured out a way to boost his popularity for the election. And the reason for running for class president was to get into a good university, not to actually help the students!
But it helped me completely set aside my doubts.
Yeah, this guy is just like me.
The class president and I were like two peas in a pod. He thought and worried about the future, hoping to enter a good university and live a good life. Not many people would seriously aim to become a student council president in hopes of receiving a recommendation letter for their admission to Seoul National University.
He’s just like me.
He was much more trustworthy than those who pretended to be nice for no particular reason. Once he grew up, he would definitely turn out successful. 
“But only a few days are left until the election. Are you sure it’s okay to change your speech because of me?”
The class president smiled. “It’s okay. Winning is what matters most. If I include making posters and all that, I devoted twenty hours to the election when I could have been studying, so I can’t lose.”
This bastard really thinks like me.
I trusted him more, even feeling a sense of kinship.
“Okay, Class President. I’ll help you with anything I can, but you should help me too. Please tell my classmates that I want to make up for my mistakes. I’m truly sorry for everything, and I want to be friends again if possible.”
“Yeah, I will. Let’s make this a win-win situation.”
The two of us shook hands. I was going to help him with the election. Even though I couldn’t help him with it in the open, I edited the speech and planned the election campaign together with him. Although my classmates still ostracized me, just having something to do at school gave me a strong sense of stability.
As the sunset seeped into the room, only two of us were left in the classroom of Year 2 Class 5.
The class president was satisfied with my apology and the election speech. “Whoa, you’re good at writing. We will win for sure as long as you put up a good act.”
I tilted my head. “Act? What act?”
“Hmm? You don’t actually feel sorry for Kim Yul at all.”
I didn’t confirm nor deny that.
“Oh, it’s okay. I’m not blaming you. I don’t think it’s important that your apology is sincere or not, but you should apologize nonetheless. I don’t get what it means to be sincere either.” 
The class president handed me back the apology note. 
“You’re saying sorry to him in front of the entire school despite how embarrassing that will be for you. Where can you find an apology more sincere than that? How many times you say you’re sorry or how sorry you actually feel doesn’t really matter. You should prove it by actually doing something to remediate your wrongdoings. On that note, you’re a thousand times better than the other students.”
Hmm. Umm…
“I asked Kim Yul yesterday if anyone had properly apologized to him so far, but he said no one had. I heard that you were the only one who asked him how to get his forgiveness. Seriously, the kids in our class are shameless.”
“Class President, you…”
He really was just like me! I was a little impressed.
“Ah, well, that’s good news for me. If you were to say ‘Vote for my girlfriend!’ I would have lost a few dozen votes at least. I pity you for getting ostracized, but honestly, I’m glad this happened to you.”
I blinked. “Wow, you’re such a dickhead…” 
“Yeah, thanks, but isn’t everyone like that?”
I laughed because he was right. It was the first time I had laughed since my girlfriend dumped me.
This guy really knows something.
Humans were scumbags and animals. If humans appeared docile, it was simply because they had turned into livestock. Only those who figured this out fast would survive.
[Your immersion level is 100%.]
Then they would get to be hyenas, not baby goats. If they were lucky, they could even become lions. Some people complained that human relationships were difficult, but it was because they tried to see other people as humans. It was a lot easier to see your peers as animals.
If someone didn’t have any friends, that was because there was no benefit to staying with them. They should at least help others relieve their stress by playing together. People only had a lot of friends if those friends could gain something out of the friendship. 
That was how the world worked. True friendship was born only from people’s interests.
If I’m with him, I won’t suffer any losses at least.
I grinned. “Class President, do you want to be my friend?”
He chuckled. “Let’s do that after I get elected as the student council president. The speech is pretty good, but try editing it some more. I’m doing a lot right now to get you and the other classmates to apologize. If I don’t get elected, this is all for nothing.” 
“Alright, alright. I’ll give you a really awesome speech. And I’ll cry my eyes out as I give my apology! I, Hwang Eun-Seo, shall devote myself to making you the student council president of Shinseo High School!”
“Yes, that sounds great. I look forward to seeing the fully edited version of my speech, Mr. Eun-Seo.”
We chuckled together.

1.  There is a snack bar within Korean high and middle schools. The schools provide meals, but the students go there a lot if they don’t like the food being served in the cafeteria.  ☜
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    Chapter 146: The Friends (2)

    
      
        Man, that’s why people say ‘never say die!’ 
      
    

    
      Despite my recent misfortune, I had the blessing of experiencing true friendship for the first time since starting high school.
    

    
      
        It’s said that only people who approach you during difficult times are true friends.
      
    

    
      Yes, I should admit I had been too arrogant so far, even though people make mistakes in life. I had trusted my friends too much and hadn’t considered the possibility that one of them could leak the videos and screw me over.
    

    
      
        It’s okay. I have a long future ahead of me.
      
    

    
      I was only a second-year high school student, meaning I had more than sixty years left of my life. I would continue to make mistakes and get frustrated because of them. 
    

    
      
        But there’s always a chance to turn the tables. 
      
    

    
      So I shouldn’t give up so easily. I had to believe in myself and my friend! Unlike those trashy livestock, I was strong.
    

    
      
        Life is all about experiences.
      
    

    
      I should consider what had happened as a good experience to learn from. I was glad this happened before I graduated. Yeah, that was what I should think. It wasn’t as if my business failed or that I got arrested. I just got bullied by the other students a little. That too would be over after the election.
    

    
      It was really a good experience. Including how sorry I was to my ex-girlfriend in the apology letter wasn’t a bad idea. She’d hate it if I did that and everyone could tell what I was talking about, so I had to do it so subtly that only the people who knew what I was talking about would understand.
    

    
      I would better apologize to my customers for the inconvenience since they were the ones who really deserved an apology, not Kim Yul. This whole charade would end as soon as I was done saying sorry to him anyway. However, the customers could come back to my business at any time, so I should take the time and put some serious effort into this apology. 
    

    
      On the day of the student council election, I finally completed my masterpiece.
    

    
      
        Hello everyone. I’m Hwang Eun-Seo from Year 2 Class 5.
      
    

    
      
        (Bow in greeting.) 
      
    

    
      
        I came up to the podium today even though I’m not even running for election. I have something to confess to you, my fellow Shinseo High School students! 
      
    

    
      
        I did something horrible. I, Hwang Eun-Seo, took part in bullying my classmate.
      
    

    
      
        (Pause for two seconds.)
      
    

    
      
        Even when I saw my classmate being bullied, I didn’t do anything. Instead of putting an end to it, I joined in. I said it was just a prank and made fun of him. I cursed and laughed at him, saying it was a joke.
      
    

    
      
        (Take a deep breath.)
      
    

    
      
        Dear students of Shinseo High School, until now, I didn’t know the extent of my wrongdoings. I hurt and mocked this student. I didn’t even know what I was doing was wrong. That is my biggest mistake. I thought it was just a joke between friends, a prank at most. However, we shouldn’t call hurting or sneering at other people pranks and jokes.
      
    

    
      
        The candidate running for the student council president election this time made me realize my mistake. At first, I told him I didn’t do anything wrong and refused to listen to him. After all, these were just pranks and jokes to me. 
      
    

    
      
        However, the candidate stayed with me in the classroom after hours for two weeks and changed my mind, telling me that I should apologize. He encouraged me by saying, “If you apologize sincerely, your friends will also forgive you...”
      
    

    
      
        I thank him for that.
      
    

    
      
        (Bow to the class president.)
      
    

    
      
        Thanks to this candidate’s efforts and encouragement, I was able to come up here today and confess the wrongdoing I have committed against my classmate here, in front of all of you. 
      
    

    
      
        Of course, I know my classmate’s wound won’t magically disappear even if I apologize today.
      
    

    
      
        (Look around the audience.)
      
    

    
      
        I hurt not only my classmate, but also my friends and many others at school. I said things and acted without thinking, so I believe many people are disappointed in me.
      
    

    
      
        (Bow to the audience.)
      
    

    
      
        What I did was wrong.
      
    

    
      
        (Speak with my head down.)
      
    

    
      
        I’m sorry.
      
    

    
      
        (Put down the papers, so I look sincere!)
      
    

    
      
        (Memorize everything else line by line! This Is Important!)
      
    

    
      
        From now on, I will never make pranks or jokes without thinking twice about it. I will put myself in the shoes of my friends and other people before doing anything. 
      
    

    
      
        (Add details to the story so that the story becomes more convincing.)
      
    

    
      
        (Change the mood.)
      
    

    
      
        The classmate I bullied comes to school early every morning and goes to the farm behind the school. He takes care of the chicks and rabbits when no one else does. He’s a really diligent and kind-hearted boy. I feel very guilty for tormenting someone as caring as him.
      
    

    
      
        (A promise of action that feels real and attainable.)
      
    

    
      
        From today until my graduation, I will come to school at 6:30 A.M. every day and take care of the farm on behalf of—no, with my classmate. I will not miss a single day. I will not skip a day just because it is the weekend or a holiday.
      
    

    
      
        (Give a convincing reason.)
      
    

    
      
        This is not only to apologize to my classmate, but to also reflect on my grave wrongdoing every day.
      
    

    
      
        (LOL.)
      
    

    
      
        Apologizing here in front of you shouldn’t render my past actions null. It really shouldn’t.
      
    

    
      
        (Maybe it’s better to mention the candidate number, not the name.)
      
    

    
      
        My fellow Shinseo High School students! If I miss even a day of chores at the farm, please reprimand me. I haven’t changed yet, but I want to. I would like to thank Candidate No. 2 for helping me change.
      
    

    
      
        (Emphasize number two.)
      
    

    
      
        Dear students of Shinseo High School. Candidate Number 2 persuaded me to come up here today. He spent two weeks persuading me. I believe that this is true communication. Communication means making time and putting in effort to change the people around you.
      
    

    
      
        (Stop looking at the papers.)
      
    

    
      
        (Make eye contact with people one by one.)
      
    

    
      
        Candidate Number 2 works hard. He’ll take his time for you. He’s the candidate who will change the students around him.
      
    

    
      
        (Wrap it up.)
      
    

    
      
        I don’t know how you will remember your school days, but I hope you remember them as happily as possible. But one of us shouldn’t suffer for all of our school days to be joyful.  
      
    

    
      
        For slightly better and more enjoyable school days, please vote for Candidate Number 2.
      
    

    
      
        (Step away from the microphone.)
      
    

    
      
        (Don’t use the microphone.)
      
    

    
      
        (Yell.)
      
    

    
      
        Kim Yul! I’m sorry for what I did! I’m really sorry! I hope we can get along well from now on!
      
    

    
      
        (Bow to apologize and say your goodbye.)
      
    

    
      
        (Exit.)
      
    

    
      Perfect.
    

    
      “Hmm. It’s alright…” the class president commented after reading the apology. 
    

    
      Alright? Alright? I was sure his eyes were just for decoration. It wasn’t just alright, it was a masterpiece. I had put a ton of psychological strategies into this, but he couldn’t even recognize them! However, I was the generous one, so I should let it slide. 
    

    
      “There are quite a lot of lines you need to memorize. Can you do it?” he asked me.
    

    
      “Of course. I stayed up all night memorizing this thing. I can repeat it in my sleep.” I pounded my chest confidently. 
    

    
      “I feel like I can trust you on this, Hwang Eun-Seo. You’re such a good friend,” the class president said, tapping me on the shoulder. “Let’s do a rehearsal first to check the details.”
    

    
      The class president planned to present his promises and goals as the student council president through a PPT, so the auditorium had to be dark. Fortunately, if I pressed the button and waited a moment, the curtains closed automatically, making the auditorium quite dark. 
    

    
      During the rehearsal, I saw my ex-girlfriend glancing at me. She pretended she didn’t know me, but I still lowered my head a little, like I was apologizing. Her eyes widened in surprise.
    

    
      I smiled in my mind.
    

    
      
        Just hold on. Today will be my big return.
      
    

    
      The time for the election speeches came, and all the students gathered in the auditorium. The room was packed with people. My ex-girlfriend was nervously walking back and forth in the back. 
    

    
      Meanwhile, the class president was calm, sitting on his chair upright. It was as if he wasn’t nervous at all. How brave was this guy?
    

    
      “Hey, aren’t you nervous?” I asked.
    

    
      “Nope,” the class president muttered softly. “Only those who aren’t thoroughly prepared feel nervous. I prepared so, so much for this day. I dreamed of a stage and a day like this so many times that I lost count. There’s no way I would ruin it by being nervous or something.”
    

    
      His cold voice sent a chill down my spine, even though it was brief. That was how ruthless the class president’s voice sounded. We had been spending time together after school for quite some time, but this was the first time I’d heard him speak in this manner.
    

    
      
        What? He’s different from his usual self.
      
    

    
      I simply stood there, hesitating, feeling as if I had been rebuked for no reason. 
    

    
      Someone approached us. I knew him.
    

    
      “H-hey. We’re about to get started… so if you have any USB to hand over…”
    

    
      It was the head of the broadcasting club who tried to threaten me not too long ago. He awkwardly cowered when our eyes met. 
    

    
      
        Ha.
      
    

    
      Maybe he knew that he had treated me too harshly last time.
    

    
      “Yes, here.” The class president handed him the USB. 
    

    
      The broadcasting club leader received the USB with trembling hands. “A-all I have to do is upload the file here, right…?”
    

    
      “Yeah, you just have to follow the rehearsal.”
    

    
      “If I just follow the rehearsal… then…”
    

    
      “Then your work is done.” The class president stared at the broadcasting club leader. “What is it? Do you think you have more work to do?”
    

    
      “N-no! I was just asking to make sure I got it right. Sorry! I’ll get going now!” 
    

    
      He hurried down the platform, taking the USB with him.
    

    
      Below the platform, there was a dizzying array of broadcasting equipment, including a laptop and a projector.
    

    
      
        What the fuck?
      
    

    
      The head of the broadcasting club was acting very suspicious. Although he had always been strange, he never stammered that badly.
    

    
      “The principal will give his speech now.”
    

    
      But there was no time to dig into his suspicious behavior now. The principal and the chairman of the election committee, who was last year’s student council president, spoke one after another. The auditorium, which had been noisy with all the students, gradually became quiet.
    

    
      “Candidate Number 1, please come forward.”
    

    
      My ex-girlfriend gave her speech first. Just as the class president expected, she made a plethora of promises. Every one of them was costly, but she was rich enough to keep those promises, something most students knew. My ex-girlfriend ended her speech with thunderous applause.
    

    
      
        It’s simple but powerful. It’s okay. If I put up a good act, we’ll win. No, there is no need for the class president to do something. I just have to do a good job as an actor. The important thing is to apologize to Kim Yul in front of all the students. Then my friends will say “He’s done enough…”
      
    

    
      I took a deep breath.
    

    
      “Then, Candidate Number 2, please come forward.”
    

    
      I looked back. The class president nodded at me.
    

    
      
        Good. Let’s go. I’ll act with all my heart.
      
    

    
      With each step, more gazes landed on me. 
    

    
      
        Badump. Badump.
      
    

    
      I got on the podium, desperately trying to calm my racing heart.
    

    
      The thick curtains moved to block out the sunlight. The auditorium was shrouded in dark shadows. As the broadcasting club head adjusted the projector, clear light illuminated the stage, revealing dust particles flying in the air. I could feel hundreds of eyes on me, all of them expectant. 
    

    
      I began speaking slowly. “Hello, everyone. I’m Hwang Eun-Seo from Year 2 Class 5. I came up to the podium today even though I’m not even running for election. I have something to confess to you, my fellow Shinseo High School students!”
    

    
      And my masterpiece of a speech followed.
    

    
      
        Oh.
      
    

    
      Once I set the tone, the tension seemed to have disappeared from within me. No, I still felt somewhat tense, but the excitement of my performance overwhelmed my nervousness, allowing me to speak without any difficulties.
    

    
      
        It’s working. 
      
    

    
      I was in full control of my voice.
    

    
      
        It’s working!
      
    

    
      I could feel my facial muscles moving naturally.
    

    
      
        Hell yeah! It’s working!
      
    

    
      Now that I thought about it, I had shot countless videos. I was the director of the Kim Yul Game, which could definitely be considered a film or an art project of some sort. I was better at acting than anyone else at Shinseo Middle and High Schools.
    

    
      “Dear students of Shinseo High School. Until now, I didn’t know the extent of my wrongdoings....!”
    

    
      The theme was bullying, a topic that always started a spark, and my acting skills were necessary for this play to be successful. Even the seniors who weren’t interested in speeches all looked at me.
    

    
      “What I did was wrong.”
    

    
      The students all looked at me.
    

    
      “I’m sorry.”
    

    
      The sound of the students’ breathing felt almost tangible. 
    

    
      “I haven’t changed yet, but I want to!”
    

    
      
        Look. Look at me. My life isn’t over yet. My videos ridiculously got leaked, but that was a mistake. Still, I can easily make up for my mistakes like this. I’m an awesome guy. Even my ex-girlfriend is looking at me with her mouth wide open!
      
    

    
      “For slightly better and more enjoyable school days, please vote for Candidate Number 2.” I took three steps away from the microphone and shouted. “Kim Yul!”
    

    
      I was confident of my victory.
    

    
      “I’m sorry for what I did! I’m really sorry! ”
    

    
      I bowed in the direction where the Year 2 Class 5 students were gathered.
    

    
      “I hope we can get along well from now on!”
    

    
      A small sound that broke the silence in the auditorium. 
    

    
      
        Clap. 
      
    

    
      Applause rang out from the direction I was bowing toward.
    

    
      
        Clap, clap, clap.
      
    

    
      Kim Yul stood up and clapped. Yes, it really was him. The person I apologized to was applauding me. Although his face was still cold and he wasn’t clapping very loudly, this could mean only one thing—forgiveness! 
    

    
      Thanks to Kim Yul’s lead, other students also began to clap. After all, applause was very contagious. The students clapped as if they had seen a good performance and I had done well enough. Even the teachers joined in.
    

    
      Tears streamed down my face. 
    

    
      
        Ha… ! Thanks!
      
    

    
      It wasn’t because I was happy that Kim Yul forgave me. Who cared if Recycle Dude absolved me of my sins? I was proud that I had crawled out of this hell with my own efforts.
    

    
      
        Thanks, me! Thanks for not giving up! Well done!
      
    

    
      
        Clap clap clap clap—!
      
    

    
      
        Thank you too!
      
    

    
      
        Clap clap, clap—!
      
    

    
      
        Thank you for being livestock that gets so easily manipulated! Thank you! Please continue to be livestock! Remain as livestock even when I graduate from school and go out to the real world as an adult. Stay as livestock forever!
      
    

    
      I was thankful for everything this world had to offer.
    

    
      「Uh.」
    

    
      Something could be heard from the speakers installed in the auditorium, but the applause had hardly subsided, drowning out the sound. However, the head of the broadcasting club increased the volume, gaining the audience’s attention. 
    

    
      「Sunbae, is it okay if we film this?」
    

    
      I wiped away my tears. I wasn’t sure, but it seemed like the head of the broadcasting club was playing some kind of video. When I turned around, I saw a recording being projected on the dark wall of the auditorium.
    

    
      「Don’t worry.」
    

    
      A familiar face appeared in the video.
    

    
      「I’m only going to share this with a few people and then delete it.」
    

    
      It was me. 
    

    
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      「Hello, dear customers. Today, the Kim Yul TV you’ve been waiting for is back. Oh, I got a lot of messages saying that the name is tacky. And I agree!」
    

    
      It all seemed unrealistic. In the video, I was holding a camcorder and filming my face and Kim Yul’s. The game hadn’t begun, so the other guys who were with me were just keeping it light with Kim Yul.
    

    
      「But I’m not really good at coming up with names. Haha. I would be very grateful if you could give us suggestions for the new name of the series!」
    

    
      
        What?
      
    

    
      「Okay, I’ll keep the intro short. Many of you left suggestions about how we’re going to play with Kim Yul today. Among those who applied today, the one who won is… Give me the drum roll.」
    

    
      All the students in the auditorium were murmuring among themselves. The teachers were paying close attention to the video.
    

    
      「It’s Queen! Congratulations! Queen’s entry is... Okay, okay. I’ll be quick. Prepare two banana milks, put a centipede in one, and in the other—」
    

    
      My mind turned blank. My ex-girlfriend, who had returned to her seat after finishing her speech, stood up and screamed, “Hwang Eun-Seo, you crazy bastard! You idiot! You son of a bitch…!”
    

    
      I could barely understand what she was saying. Out of instinct, I turned and looked at the broadcasting club head. His head was down as he was holding the mouse connected to his laptop. 
    

    
      I then turned toward the class president. He was smiling. Very kindly.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
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The class president’s smile was simply perfect. The corners of his mouth rose just the right degree, and the corners of his eyes had a trace of intrigue. Shortly after, his seemingly perfect smile faltered, and his eyes went back to normal as he returned to his usual poker face. I felt as if I was under the effect of a spell or something.
The class president climbed on the podium as murmurs filled the auditorium. Leaving me standing aside, he grabbed another microphone.
“Students of Shinseo High School, the video you are watching now shows Hwang Eun-Seo, from Year 2 Class 5, engaging with other students in acts of bullying against Kim Yul, another student from the same class. This video is not staged. It shows exactly what happened.”
The class president wasn’t holding papers. His speech was completely different from the one we had practiced during rehearsal. 
“I obtained these thanks to an anonymous informant. Yes, you heard it correctly. There are more videos like this. Hwang Eun-Seo’s crimes are recorded in 103 audio recordings, 311 videos, and 30,790 photos.”
Crimes? Videos? Photos?
“Broadcasting Club Leader, please pull up the PPT,” the class president instructed with a gesture. 
“Yes, yes…” 
A projector displayed photos one after another. The quality wasn’t very good, but they were still clear enough to show that everyone was wearing our school uniform.
“After today’s presentation, we’ll report Hwang Eun-Seo to official authorities. Of course, Kim Yul, the victim, will also sue Hwang Eun-Seo.”
Report? Sue?
“I would like to ask if any of the teachers working at Shinseo High School have been aware of what has been going on… I see that’s not the case. Yes, that’s right. Despite the repeated criminal activities over the past year, the teachers, who are supposed to be responsible for our safety at school, have not taken any action. This is the reality of Shinseo High School.”
The teachers’ reactions weren’t much different from mine. Most of them couldn’t pull themselves together. A few whispered with a sense of urgency to their colleagues until one of the lead teachers stood up. 
“Wait a minute. Hey! Step down from the podium! What do you think you’re doing?”
The class president went on. “I believe that the teachers should also be held responsible when we make the report. After all, that is one of the reasons I’m informing you about the bullying that has been happening in our school.” 
“Well, if you wanna do things this way…”
“I would like to call your attention that my presentation is currently being recorded and videotaped. The videos, photos, and recordings have already been sent to some media outlets this morning.”
The lead teacher stood up and looked at the principal. Actually, all the teachers’ eyes were on the principal, who opened and closed his mouth a couple of times before he glanced down at his phone. “G-give me a minute. Please.”
Whether he was making or receiving a call was unclear. He just lowered his head and started talking to someone. His response left the teachers paralyzed.
“That’s a lie!” I screamed into the microphone I was holding. “These are all fabrications! You’re lying!”
However, the speakers didn’t carry my voice. The head of the broadcasting club had turned off my microphone. Only the class president’s voice could be heard through the speakers. 
“Please take a look at Hwang Eun-Seo here. Do you remember what he said a moment ago in his apology? He said, ‘Instead of stopping it, I participated in the bullying myself.’”
A buzz of murmurs followed from the students.
“He defended himself by saying he was merely participating in the bullying. According to his words, he wasn’t the main offender. However, he was the one who formed this group, filmed the videos, and distributed them. He never admitted to these mistakes and pretended to feel remorse in front of all of you.”
All the students looked at me.
“Look at Hwang Eun-Seo’s face. Remember his facial expression, his reasoning, and how he tried to run away unscathed from what he did despite starting the bullying.”
Yes, the class president was the one who had been secretly trying to hunt me down.
He lowered the microphone and turned to me, his right hand wrapped around the device to block all sounds from being transmitted. He spoke very quietly, so that only I could hear him. “Oh, that was hard.”
His voice was so calm that I had a hard time realizing that this was really happening to me.
“Anyway, Hwang Eun-Seo, your life is over. You’d be surprised to know how many criminal charges can be applied for what you’ve done. Well, I can’t send you to prison for the rest of your life because you’re a minor, but that’s okay. I can just end your social life forever.”
“Y-You…”
The class president sighed. “I had a hard time pretending to be your friend. I mean it. I was too emotional when I was young. Talking to you often made me feel nauseous. It’s nice that my back doesn’t hurt, but I used to have such a naive worldview…  Well, that’s why I got into university like that, I guess.”
He went on, grumbling. “Do you know that you need a lot of money to serve society? No matter what you do, even if it’s just a little bit, life is all about money. Even if you want to plant a tree, go to a region that’s in distress, or help orphanage teachers, it costs money. Phew. I wish I had known this when I was in school...”
“What the fuck are you talking about?” I screamed, unable to hold back my boiling anger.
I paused, realizing that my voice echoed much louder in the auditorium than I had expected. Unlike the class president’s quiet whispering, everyone heard me shouting. 
“Yeah.” The class president smiled. “I talked nonsense on purpose to make you snap like that, kid. You walked right into that one, didn’t you?”
His smile made my head spin again.
“Perhaps, by now, those connections you think you have… Ha.” The class president covered his mouth with his left hand and laughed. “Oh, sorry. It’s too funny.”
This bastard.
“Anyway, you probably think that your connections will help you. Not at all. Your girlfriend and I negotiated various things in exchange for deleting the videos featuring her. All of your customers made negotiations like that. Remember. Those children from wealthy families don’t care about you at all. Their only concern is that their names won’t be associated with this incident.”
Meanwhile, the broadcasting club head continued to flip through the PPT, showing more and more photos on the projection screen. The students’s buzz got louder, some even yelling “Fuck” and “This is so sick.”
“I’m sorry to Mr. Kim Yul, but… this is all I can do as class president. I guessed it can’t be helped. I told you this many times since you were young, Gong-Ja.” The class president’s kind smile returned to his face. “People do what they can.”
That smile made something inside my head snap. 
“One day, you will meet a person who will make you think that they will ruin the world if left to their own devices, and you’d probably be right. Get rid of them. You should screw them up when you can so you can save yourself from regretting it later.” 
The class president chuckled. I yelled and threw myself at him. Although he didn’t fight back, he continued to laugh quietly.
“This is why they say you have to raise your children well. So you can spend your final years without having to worry about them…”
I clocked him in the jaw, knocking him down and crushing him with my weight. I heard people screaming behind me, but I didn’t stop. 
You son of bitch! You motherfucker! How dare you! Because of you, my life…!
“Hey, Hwang Eun-Seo! Calm down! Teachers, you need to stop him!”
“Broadcasting Club Head, stop filming right now!”
“E-even if you yell at me… I have to do this…”
My life!
[The quest's clear requirements have been met.]
[Requesting a decision to be made due to the stage’s unique characteristics.]
I did my best in my life... Even though I didn’t live the best life, I really did my best! No one here has worked harder than me or taken life as seriously as I have!
[A decision has been made.]
[The Master of All Life acknowledges that the stage has been cleared.]
No!
[However, The Story of the City of Ascension: Side Story will not be included in the official history.]
No!
[The stage has been cleared.]
I refuse to acknowledge that this is happening! I refuse! I’ve been tricked! Tricked! It’s not fair! It’s not right! Yes, what about my human rights? Mine, no one else’s! Everyone has the right to a fair trial... I am also human! This is wrong!
[Announcement.] 
[The twenty-ninth floor has been cleared today.]
It’s not fair. Have pity on me... Come on. Pity me.
[The Master of All Life speaks on behalf of the Tower.]
[Thank you for your hard work, everyone.]
I didn’t do anything wrong.
[I made a somewhat partial choice, but the other children will probably overlook it this time since I tend to be a little more generous to those who went through a lot.]
I didn’t…
[May luck be with you.]
***
That was my first defeat. I inhaled sharply and jumped up reflexively, my heart hammering in my chest. It wasn’t the first time I had been completely immersed in a character, but it was hard to get used to the heartache I had when I came back to my senses. When I looked around, I realized I was in a corner of the great library.
“Mmm…”
“Ugh…”
The Constellation Murderer and the director also sat up. For a while, the three of us caught our breath, too out of energy to do anything else. Our thoughts were jumbled together.
After over ten minutes, the orphanage director whispered, “Gong-Ja… ”
“Yes?”
“Please come here…” the director told me, gesturing with his hand.
For some reason, I had an ominous feeling about this. When I lived at the orphanage, I had seen his eyes turning fierce like that after the kids fought among themselves. I calmly went to the director’s side and kneeled.
“I’m here…”
“Long ago, during the Spring and Autumn Period, there was someone named Wu Zixu.”
I became more and more anxious. When the director scolded the kids, he never did it right away. He always took a break and talked about a story, just like how he would think about a question for a day before answering. 
From what I remembered, the story of Wu Zixu was an S-level warning sign among us.
“Yes…” 
“I’ve told you this story a lot, so I’m sure you remember. The man dug up the body of an enemy who had killed his family and whipped him until his bones turned to dust. But think about it for a bit.”
I nodded. “Okay…” 
“Let’s suppose when Wu Zixu tried to dig up the grave to seek revenge, someone had already dug there, making exhumation easy. They even took out the coffin for him. Do you think Wu Zixu would be happy and say thank you for someone else exhuming in advance? Or do you think he’d be angry and ask why they messed with the grave of the guy whom he called dibs on getting revenge first?” the director asked.
“Uh…”
“Half of the story is missing, isn’t it?[1]”
“D-Director,” I stammered, confused.
“Yes?”
“Aren’t you angry because I pushed myself too hard? Or why I chose to sacrifice myself too much and not take care of myself...? Isn’t that what you wanted to tell me…?”
“Gong-Ja, you’re an adult now. You know best how to take care of yourself, so why would I say something about it? It was hard raising you, but do I have to worry about that even when you’re all grown up?”
The director’s voice was cold. Amazing. He said that as if it was nothing. I couldn’t believe how much my memories had fooled me. I had forgotten that the director was actually like this.
“When I was raising you, I made sure that you would grow up to be as strong as possible. Sympathy is like a gift that brings you joy if you happen to get it from time to time, but if you get used to it, you become weaker and eventually wither away. Gong-Ja, I don’t pity your life at all. Live the way you want to live.”
The Guardian nodded.
—I see… I was wondering where your temper originated from, Zombie. You’ve been taught this from a very young age…
I suddenly became curious about how my peers from the orphanage were doing nowadays. Kim Han-Bi was a member of the National Assembly. Would I be able to find a video of him online?
“Gong-Ja.”
“Yes?”
“Even if you hadn’t given me the videos or photos, I would have worked my fingers to the bone to screw… Sorry. No, I don’t need to be sorry. You are an adult now too. Yes, I would have worked my fingers to the bone to screw over Hwang Eun-Seo. Why did you go ahead and did all my work for me? Did you want me to scold you once we were done?”
Hey, I’m too old to be nagged! On top of that, the Guardian and Shiny are watching!
“No, but I had to do something, too... Besides, I entered the stage a year earlier than you and started with an immersion level of ninety-five percent. Wouldn’t this make anyone feel a little under pressure?”
The director paused.
Yes! I knew it! The director pretended not to, but he actually cared a lot about other people. I knew it! I was an adult now, so I could tell!
I quickly added, “Yes, Director. You told us that we should live the way we want to live. When I entered this stage, I did what I wanted to, based on what you taught me.”
The Guardian looked like he had another realization.
—I see… I also wondered how you managed to hone your talking skills. Your shamelessness is also part of your early education.
Just then, the Constellation Murderer stood up. The corners of his eyes were watery, as if he had shed tears in his sleep because of a nightmare. He looked straight at me without wiping his eyes.
“Death King, just as you hoped, I have come to understand Kim Yul after experiencing his past firsthand and remembering how he used to live. I have learned a lot, but there is one thing I would like to ask you. What do you want me to do next?”
I said, “Kim Yul is a victim who got killed. There is a will that Kim Yul left behind when he died.”
—You’re the ones who killed me. Don’t forget that you did this to me.
The two sentences made up Kim Yul’s resentment. Even if it meant giving up his own life, he had left a scream behind that would haunt his murderers, the animals, so that they would never forget what they had done. This way, they would suffer forever. 
I took out the handkerchief from my pocket and held it tightly. “But you forgot something.”
The Constellation Murderer tilted his head. “Forgot what?” 
“Humans from countless worlds have been sacrificed because you killed Constellations. You forgot about them.”
On the fiftieth floor, which I had gotten to using an expedient, the Constellation Murderer had said that he didn’t remember what he did.
“I made two mistakes. First, I didn’t consider the possibility of a new Constellation being born again in a world where a Constellation perished. The second mistake is that I underestimated how bad of a curse a Constellation can cast on their world upon their death.
“I won’t make the same mistake in the future. To express my gratitude for your advice, I offer a reward.”
I grabbed the handkerchief even tighter. “You did it because you didn’t know. It wasn’t intentional. Is it okay to just forget about it and live on? Did Kim Yul think it was okay for the animals to forget about him?”
The Constellation Murderer didn’t reply.
“The people who bullied Kim Yul were the worst sons of bitches, Constellation Murderer. But that doesn’t make your sins wash away. Don’t make the same excuses as those animals.”
What I wished for was that he would stop being a puppet. If he could turn back into a human, that was even better.
“Face those who have wronged you and the lives you have wronged. Please face them head-on.”
The Constellation Murderer remained silent.
“Please make a decision. Now. If you don’t want me to summon you using Monster Legion Reincarnation, then I’ll never do it again. One day, I’ll find all your puppets and destroy them. But if…”
“If?” The Constellation Murderer finally looked at me. There was a vortex of emotions in his blue eyes. “What happens if I decide to face everyone I have wronged?”
I didn’t know whether this was a trace left by Kim Yul, a student from Shinseo High School’s Year 2 Class 5, or whether it was an emotion that the Constellation Murderer himself felt. That was why I asked, “What would Kim Yul have done?”
No response.
“What do you want to do?”
The Constellation Murderer finally said, “I…”

1.  The raw is 굴묘편시(掘墓鞭屍)에서 졸지에 굴묘가 빠지겠구나.(굴묘(掘墓/exhume) is missing from the four-letter idiom. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 148: The Prologue (1)

    
      In the Great Library of All Life, the bookshelves’ shadows overlapped, forming a complex web.The Constellation Murderer’s voice echoed throughout this web.
    

    
      “I don’t know. It’s difficult to fathom. Have I killed that many people? That many lives have been lost because of me? It’s impossible to take responsibility for one death, let alone for all those people living in so many different worlds…”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer took out an old diary with fumbling hands. Just as Kim Yul left behind a trace of him in the form of the Constellation Murderer, there were traces of the Constellation Murderer in the diary he kept on him at all times.
    

    
      “The Goddess of Protection. The Elder in Deep Seclusion.The Blind Follower.”
    

    
      Those were the Constellations that the Constellation Murderer had killed. He quietly recited their names, which had straight horizontal lines drawn over. The words turned red.
    

    
      “The Exuviated Serpent of the Seven Noises. The Minstrel Stork of the Universe. The Dawn-Dying Witch. The Immortal-Dreaming Lion. The Corpse-Decaying Flower. The New Moon that Swallowed the Old. The Yellow Dragon of the Great Lake…”
    

    
      He listed out names on a seemingly endless list. After calling out the hundreds of Constellations one by one, he slowly looked up at me. 
    

    
      “I don’t know. I can’t. However, when I became Kim Yul, I felt his anger and how much he cursed the world. I sympathized and agreed with him. He wanted revenge on those who had done all of those horrible things to him.”
    

    
      He stayed silent for a moment before he added, “I see. I also deserve the revenge of the worlds I affected.”
    

    
      He closed the diary.
    

    
      “Even if I end my life, that isn’t good enough of an apology. Those worlds only want me to suffer for eternity, but simply suffering doesn’t mean anything… How can I suffer to seek forgiveness for the lives that have already perished?”
    

    
      I nodded and called out, “Mr. Librarian.”
    

    
      As if waiting for me to call him over, the Indoor Librarian peeked out from a bookshelf, his cheeks flushed red. “Welcome back! Unlike the previous apocalyptic books, I wasn’t able to watch you directly. I’ve just finished reading the newly added entry to 
      
        The Story of the City of Ascension: Side Story. 
      
      It was truly…”
    

    
      “Just come here, please.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian came flying meekly. “You are becoming stricter toward me with every passing day, Death King… Well, here I am. What do you want me to do? If you want—”
    

    
      “Please hand me 
      
        The Epic of Lefanta Aegim.
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah…
      
       I did say you can have them if you want them, but do you know that all the books in my possession are my relics? Across the universe, only I can create these books. It’s quite a predicament if you ask for these books like they are your milk cartons in your fridge. … Though I’ll give this one to you without any problems,” the Indoor Librarian said, handing me the book.
    

    
      “Constellation Murderer,” I said, turning in his direction.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “This book tells your story. How you first fell into this world, met the Goddess of Protection, became Lefanta Aegim, and then the Constellation Murderer. Your entire life is recorded in this. You have lost your memories, but the process isn’t irreversible. Retrieve them.”
    

    
      Silence fell in the library. The Constellation Murderer stared at 
      
        The Epic of Lefanta Aegim
      
       without saying a word before looking up at the two of us. Although the Constellation Murderer didn’t understand, the Indoor Librarian immediately did.
    

    
      “By ‘retrieve them,’ you mean…” the Constellation Murderer trailed off. 
    

    
      “Yes, retrieve them in the same manner you recall your past as Kim Yul.”
    

    
      “From the beginning?”
    

    
      “From the beginning.”
    

    
      “I’ve been living for hundreds of years. You’re asking me to start from the very beginning?”
    

    
      “What you did, what you thought, what worlds you destroyed, and what kinds of lives the people in that world lived—remembering these is the first step in everything. ‘Don’t forget’ is what Kim Yul put his life on the line to say. You’ll have to do the same.”
    

    
      The silence lasted for a long time.
    

    
      “I understand. I conclude that you are correct.”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer received 
      
        The Epic of Lefanta Aegim
      
       from me. To do that, he had to put his diary away. Instead of a diary filled with random entries, he held the book that described his life from beginning to end and muttered, “I see. Just repeating your life can turn the world into hell. Does everyone carry their own hell with them wherever they go?”
    

    
      He turned his head to where the orphanage director was sitting. “Class President.”
    

    
      It took a few seconds for the director to reply. “Yes, Mr. Kim Yul?”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer also took his time responding. One of them had endured decades of suffering, while the other had withstood hundreds of years. The silence, heavy with their suffering, enveloped the entire library.
    

    
      “Kim Yul wanted to forgive you,” the Constellation Murderer said. “And I agree with him. I want you to be forgiven.”
    

    
      The director closed his mouth and eyes, but he wasn’t aware he had done just that. He zoned out long ago, too overwhelmed. The only thing he could do was groan, as if wanting to say something. He could say “Thank you,” but what he probably wanted to say was “I’m sorry.” However, he held back his every word. What he couldn’t hold back escaped his throat in the form of groans.
    

    
      “I…”
    

    
      The groans weren’t random words, but fragmented sentences. Somehow, I was able to put the fragments together, like how they were supposed to be.
    

    
      “If only I…”
    

    
      
        If only I had been born into a richer family…
      
    

    
      
        If only I’d had a little more power…
      
    

    
      
        If only I had been a little smarter when I was young…
      
    

    
      The director’s lips were pursed, the skin around his closed eyes wrinkled. Slowly, he got down from his chair and pressed his hands on the floor, his arms trembling as he bowed. Suddenly, he started screaming, startling me.
    

    
      
        Ah. It’s what I have to prove.
      
    

    
      The world was a chaos filled with animals and humans. Among them, some people screamed, isolated like islands. Their screams sometimes caught my attention.
    

    
      I just wanted to prove that the screams were real and let everyone know of their existence. Leaving their existence as an unerasable scar on this universe was what I wanted.
    

    
      
        There are people here.
      
    

    
      It was my demonic heaven. 
    

    
      
        People live here.
      
    

    
      The person who established the Demonic Heaven Arts and the first preacher of the doctrine of shadows had surely felt exactly like I did right now. They had been angry and sad after seeing starving, thirsty people. After witnessing the nine ways of life and death, they felt compelled to prove that what they had seen truly happened. 
    

    
      
        I shouldn’t forget.
      
    

    
      I wanted to capture that image of the director in my Demonic Heaven, to forever ingrain it in my mind. That wasn’t all. The dance of the children who smiled at me in the Infernal Mansion. How Preta cried out to the sky while holding onto the bodies of a mother and a baby in the middle of the village. Teacher’s sword dance on a snowfield whose name was lost. And Raviel. Raviel…
    

    
      
        I must not forget.
      
    

    
      The first form of the Demonic Heaven Arts was about hunger.
    

    
      
        From here on out, this should be my Demonic Heaven.
      
    

    
      The children’s dance would be the first form, Preta’s scream the second, Teacher’s sword the third, Raviel’s sacrifice the fourth form, the director’s silence the fifth form.
    

    
      
        I want to capture them. 
      
    

    
      Would I be able to? It was very difficult to capture hunger alone, but I was talking about a person’s life—no, the lives of many, actually.
    

    
      
        Even if it means dedicating my life, I should prove that people lived and died, and how they perished. I’ll capture the noises made by animals and the screams of people. If people laugh, I’ll capture even the vibrations of that laughter.
      
    

    
      My life had a purpose now, but now wasn’t the time for that. I still had work to finish here. A lot. I was far from the level of recreating the Demonic Heaven Arts’s forms. It would also require a tremendous amount of willpower and effort, but it still may not be enough.
    

    
      
        Okay, let’s not rush. For now, I’ll do what I can.
      
    

    
      I turned my head and looked at the Indoor Librarian, who was watching the Constellation Murderer and the director with ragged breaths. 
    

    
      “Mr. Librarian—no, Hamustra.” 
    

    
      He flinched, his shoulders trembling. “Y-You called me by my real name? You’re making me blush! Please refer to me using my title.”
    

    
      “Please allow the Constellation Murderer to read 
      
        The Epic of Lefanta Aegim
      
       whenever he wants. You don’t need to give him a quest every time. Please allow him to watch his world, just like you do with other worlds.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah. Hmm. Hmm.
      
      ” The Indoor Librarian was deep in thought, breathing heavily. “In order to do that, I’ll have to share my ability… I think I should make him my apostle. 
      
        Hmm.
      
       Some Constellations mass-select apostles without a second thought, but for me, it feels awkward and it’s not exactly my style…”
    

    
      After all, his title was the Indoor Librarian. There was no way a man like him had subordinates or friends. He would rather have strange servants, like bookmark maids.
    

    
      “Do you not want to?” I asked.
    

    
      “It’s not that I don’t like it…”
    

    
      “I took him in using my 
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation
      
      , but the other Constellation Murderers out there are also puppets from 
      
        Puppet Master’s Parade
      
      . Is there any difference?”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian fidgeted with his hands. “
      
        Hmm, um, 
      
      no there isn’t…” 
    

    
      “It’s your choice.”
    

    
      “By choice, you mean…”
    

    
      “So far, you’ve loved the story of the Constellation Murderer, but, to use your terms, the Constellation Murderer is now at a branching point. He has two routes ahead of him.”
    

    
      “Two routes?”
    

    
      I met the Indoor Librarian’s eyes. “Yes. Route 1 goes like this: the Constellation Murderer didn’t meet me. He stays on the fiftieth floor as usual. Once he accumulates a week’s worth of memories, he’ll go out to hunt Constellations.”
    

    
      This was the puppet route where the Constellation Murderer used the 
      
        Puppet Master’s Parade
      
       forever.
    

    
      And the Constellation Murderer that had met me was here.
    

    
      “Route 2: the Constellation Murderer knows and remembers Kim Yul. He’ll live on, slowly retracing Lefanta Aegim’s life, starting from Kim Yul.”
    

    
      It wouldn’t be easy.
    

    
      “He would read the book and walk the same path he has been walking for hundreds of years.”
    

    
      It was going to be painful.
    

    
      “But he has me and the director on this route. He doesn’t have to reach the end as soon as possible, but he can slowly take his time. It’s okay to take breaks along the way.”
    

    
      By going down the second route, the Constellation Murderer’s life would become one and the same with Kim Yul.
    

    
      “Choose the route you desire,” I told the Indoor Librarian. 
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian looked at the Constellation Murderer. His silence didn’t last long.
    

    
      “Constellation Murderer. And the nurturer of the Death King.” He smiled and opened his arms toward them. “Are you interested in getting a job as a librarian?”
    

    
      Today, someone’s epilogue ended, but what followed after was a prologue.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 149: The Prologue (2)

    
      It was now time to talk about someone else’s prologue. The other Hunters left the forbidden books section of the Great Library, leaving only me and the Indoor Librarian, who seemed to want to say goodbye to me in private. He couldn’t have looked smaller with bookshelves of old hardcovers resembling brick walls towering behind him. 
    

    
      “That was a lot of fun! You know what, Death King?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      He smiled. “Happiness evaporates quickly. It’s all about enjoying a moment so much that you can’t help yourself. Moments are like a stream that continuously flows, so if I let my happiness float like a single maple leaf on that stream, I will always be happy.”
    

    
      Several apocalyptic books, including the ones I had cleared, flew toward the Indoor Librarian when he waved a hand. The apocalyptic books that the other Hunters had conquered were also there.
    

    
      
        Twenty-First Floor: 
        
          Great Library of All Life
        
      
    

    
      
        Twenty-Second Floor: 
        
          Heavenly Demon Chronicle
        
         (Genres: Murim, Fusion)
      
    

    
      
        Twenty-Third Floor: 
        
          The Space Iron Knight’s Epic
        
         (Genre: Sci-Fi)
      
    

    
      
        Twenty-Fourth Floor: 
        
          Diary from the Dawn Mountain Lodge
        
         (Genres: Mystery, History)
      
    

    
      
        Twenty-Fifth Floor: 
        
          Story of Sormwin Academy
        
         (Genre: Romance)
      
    

    
      
        Twenty-Sixth Floor: 
        
          Festival City apocalyptic book
        
         (Genre: Sports)
      
    

    
      
        Twenty-Seventh Floor: 
        
          Epic in Bakery Street
        
         (Genres: Cooking, business fiction)
      
    

    
      
        Twenty-Eighth Floor:
        
           Our Victim (Genre: Fairy Tale)
        
      
    

    
      
        Twenty-Ninth floor: 
        
          The Story of the City of Ascension: Side Story (Genre: School life)
        
      
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian’s eyes sparkled like a child’s. “It’s beautiful! The book list isn’t bad. Though it’s not flawless, it’s incomparably better than the book lists the warriors from other worlds have compiled. I almost feel like I don’t want to give these books to you.” 
    

    
      Everyone searched for their own treasure in childhood—fake jewelry made of clear plastic, a couple of red and black BB bullets mixed in with the white ones, or crude dolls with pretty hands. As children, we always felt the need to have a secret treasure of our own. 
    

    
      This was how the Indoor Librarian looked when admiring his own treasure.
    

    
      “How did Hunters in other worlds do it?”
    

    
      “Well, they either chose only the apocalyptic books with low difficulty levels or only the ones helpful to their Tower.”
    

    
      “The Hunters of this Tower technically chose the latter approach.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian covered his mouth with his sleeve. “
      
        Haha
      
      , you’re too humble. If you were simply aiming to clear the books, you had no reason to relieve the Heavenly Demon’s sorrow. Do you know what the simplest strategy to clear the book is?”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “It’s to hide in a secluded cave.” 
    

    
      The world around us changed when the Indoor Librarian touched the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
      . 
    

    
      
        Whoooosh!
      
    

    
      Light enveloped me. When I opened my eyes again, I was no longer in the library. Instead, we were floating above a snowy mountain with snowflakes blowing in the wind.
    

    
      “Hey. From what I see, we just have to wait until they die…”
    

    
      Hunters I had never seen before were hiding in the mountain’s cave. Their clothes were completely different from the ones I was used to, so I realized that they were from another world.
    

    
      “It’s not that difficult. Just be careful of the zombies walking around.”
    

    
      “Great! Let’s cheer up and hold out until it’s over!”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian looked down at them and said, “This is a record from the distant past. These Hunters are from a different Tower. They took on the challenge of the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       and chose to remain hidden until the Heavenly Demon and the Murim Alliance's leader died.”
    

    
      I stared at them.
    

    
      “Ten days after the challengers arrive in this world, the Murim Alliance's leader dies, and the Heavenly Demon loses her mind. In her madness, she vehemently disperses her vital force, then dies. 
      
        Ta-da! 
      
      Book cleared!” 
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian waved his hands around in a playful manner.
    

    
      “Well, they chose a bad spot to hide and were killed by zombies. But the strategy itself isn’t bad. If you just wait, the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
       will be cleared no matter what. You just need to come prepared for the cold, stacked with supplies, and you better be good at stealth to avoid the zombies and the Heavenly Demon. Isn’t the difficulty level of B very appropriate?”
    

    
      I didn’t reply.
    

    
      “But, Death King, you didn’t do that.” The Indoor Librarian looked at me. Behind him, a snowstorm from very long ago was projected as a hologram. “You always treated the characters as human beings and tried your best. You experienced anger and sadness as well, and embraced an apocalyptic book as if it were your world.”
    

    
      He touched 
      
        The Story of Sormwin Academy
      
       with his left hand. 
    

    
      
        Whoooosh! 
      
    

    
      The snowy mountain disappeared completely. We were now in the basement of the villa where Raviel used to stay. She was standing in front of a chained up man, who was kneeling on the floor, covered in blood. It looked as if he had been tortured.  
    

    
      “Hey, I’ve been tricked! Tricked! According to the strategy guide, you like white flowers! Why doesn’t your Affection increase even though I give you flowers, cook you the dishes you like, and have pleasant conversations with you? I’ve been tricked! This ending makes no sense!”
    

    
      Raviel clicked her tongue, disgust sewn in her features. “You’re pathetic. Are all Constellations’ apostles like this?”
    

    
      “F-fall for me, you half-wit Constellation! Hurry up and fall in love with me!”
    

    
      “Do Constellations perhaps regard my world as the trashcan of the universe? Is that why they’re throwing apostles here one by one? My, my. My hands are already full with taking care of the empire’s citizens. Life becomes more difficult as the days go by.” 
    

    
      Raviel poured poison on the man’s head, melting his scalp.
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh!!! Aaaaaah!!!! Aaaaaaaaah!!!
      
      ” 
    

    
      The man writhed under the lethal poison. With a long sigh, Raviel left the basement. 
    

    
      
        Thump.
      
    

    
      The basement door closed, cutting off the scream.
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian shrugged. “This is also from the past. It’s difficult for humans to treat others with compassion. I commend you for accomplishing this difficult task. Although we will never meet again, please remember that I’ll always root for you.”
    

    
      “Will we really never meet again?”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian chuckled. “Now I have to invite and welcome warriors from other worlds. I can’t just take care of you guys forever. There are infinite worlds out there, so that means there are also countless Towers. An endless number of warriors are also climbing their Towers as we speak! I made an agreement with the Master of All Life to greet them. Ah, I’m sorry. I can’t tell you any more than this.”
    

    
      He held out his right hand with a soft smile. 
    

    
      “Well done, Death King. Now the Great Library of All Life will disappear from the twenty-first floor. Instead, a small shelter will be created. I’ll be generous and make it paradise-like as a gift.”
    

    
      I shook hands with him. “Thank you.”
    

    
      “We really don’t know what life holds in store for us, do we? I never knew the day would come when I would shake hands with my bias 
      
        and 
      
      make my other bias my librarian... 
      
        Huh?
      
      ”
    

    
      There was a reason the Indoor Librarian made that sound. He tried to break free from the handshake, but I wouldn’t let go of his hand.
    

    
      “Death King?” He tilted his head. “Are you sad to say goodbye? I appreciate that, but you have now cleared the twenty-first to thirtieth floors. Oh, there will also be a shelter on the thirtieth floor. There is an apocalypse book called 
      
        Story of a Resort City
      
      . Its recreational facilities are truly paradise-like. As a bonus, I’ll give you…”
    

    
      I looked down at the Constellation expressionlessly. 
    

    
      “Death King? What’s wrong? You’re scaring me a little…” 
    

    
      According to the Indoor Librarian’s terms, today was the day when Kim Yul and the director finished the long prologue and finally entered the main story. But that wasn’t all.
    

    
      “Mr. Librarian, before we part ways, I want to ask you something.”
    

    
      “What is it?” 
    

    
      “You don’t have any reason to keep living anymore, do you?”
    

    
      Ever since I cleared the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
      , I had been looking forward to this moment.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        “You have the Constellation Murderer as your liked character. Why do you like him? Lefanta Aegim goes around and kills Constellations. I would have understood if you didn’t like him, but I’m not sure why you’d have any reason to like him.”
      
    

    
      
        On the day I finished clearing the Heavenly Demon Chronicle, the Indoor Librarian and I landed on a snowy mountain. For the very first time, we had an honest conversation, with the dead, blackened corpse of a dragon in front of us serving as our witness.
      
    

    
      
        “Since you’re the one asking, I’ll tell you. There’s this dream I’ve had for a long time.”
      
    

    
      
        “A dream?”
      
    

    
      
        “Yes! It’s to appear in the novel I like!” the Constellation said, his eyes sparkling innocently.
      
    

    
      
        The Indoor Librarian explained that there was a difference between intervening and appearing in a novel. His wish was to become a character who had been living in that world with the other characters from the very beginning.
      
    

    
      
        “I refuse to intervene in a story, so that leaves me only one way to become a character.”
      
    

    
      
        “What would that be?” I asked.
      
    

    
      
        “It’s simple if you think about it the other way around: instead of searching for a character in a novel, the character can come look for me.
      
    

    
      
        “Lefanta Aegim, the Constellation Murderer, constantly travels from world to world to kill Constellations,” he whispered with a smile. “He’s bound to visit my Great Library of All Life one day to kill me.
      
    

    
      
        “He’ll continue his story and stand before me someday of his own volition. On that day, I’ll finally appear in the story of The Epic of Lefanta Aegim. That is the day I’m waiting for.”
      
    

    
      
        The Indoor Librarian looked down at the now snow-free ground and smiled widely. 
      
    

    
      
        “Isn’t that the best epilogue I can ask for?”
      
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian loved the Constellation Murderer because he was the only way for the Constellation to become a character in a story.
    

    
      “You don’t have any reason to keep living anymore, do you?” I asked again, more adamantly this time.
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian’s expression turned serious. “What are you talking about?” 
    

    
      “You said that your dream is to one day become a character in a story without having to personally intervene. The Constellation Murderer is the only protagonist who will make that dream come true,” I said with a smile. “Are you still waiting for the Constellation Murderer to kill you?”
    

    
      He said nothing.
    

    
      “Do you think the Constellation Murderer will kill you after meeting you, Mr. Librarian?”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian glanced around. “I…  don't understand what you’re talking about. The Constellation Murderer who met your nurturer is simply someone under your monster legion. The real Constellation Murderer is still alive and well on the fiftieth floor. He’ll come to my library someday and kill me...”
    

    
      I held the Indoor Librarian’s right hand a little tighter. “That’s true. But that Constellation Murderer isn’t from the route you chose when I asked you earlier.”
    

    
      Route 1: The Constellation Murderer on the fiftieth floor never met me or forgave the orphanage director.
    

    
      Route 2: The Constellation Murderer met me and finally forgave the director.
    

    
      I had asked him which of the two he would recognize as the Constellation Murderer’s story.
    

    
      “You chose the second route.”
    

    
      That was what he chose to be the official story. The Constellation Murderer possessing Kim Yul and then accepting the director’s apology was what the Indoor Librarian had accepted to be the Constellation Murderer’s life. In other words…
    

    
      “Suppose the Constellation Murderer from the fiftieth floor pays you a visit one day, are you sure you can purely enjoy the moment? He didn’t even meet the director. Can you truly accept him as the real Constellation Murderer when he has never experienced anger, sadness, or the desire to get revenge and forgive? Will you really be able to accept the ending where the Constellation Murderer kills you?”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian may not have thought about this, but he had practically shattered his own dream.
    

    
      “You’ll never be able to accept it because you love stories more than anyone else. There’s no way you would want to be killed by someone you don’t accept as a protagonist, someone who’s just an extra.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian was still silent.
    

    
      “For your information, there is no use in denying it.”
    

    
      I could read him like an open book and knew who he loved. 
    

    
      
        Show me the character window.
      
    

    
      
        Name: Indoor Librarian
      
    

    
      
        Affection: 99
      
    

    
      
        Liked genres: Fusion fantasy, romance, mystery, adventure, horror, history, war, sports, SF, mythology, fairy tale…
      
    

    
      
        Disliked genres: None
      
    

    
      
        Liked characters: Characters, the Death King, Kim Yul
      
    

    
      
        Disliked characters: None 
      
    

    
      
        Liked plot: Completed stories
      
    

    
      
        Disliked plot: Discontinued serializations
      
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer’s name had changed to Kim Yul, and the order of liked characters had also changed. My name used to be behind the Constellation Murderer, but now it was before him.
    

    
      When the story of the Constellation Murderer came to an end, he had begun to love my story even more. 
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian looked at me in disbelief. “Death King, what have you… No, for how long have you been planning this…?”
    

    
      “Since I learnt what your dream is when we were on that snowy mountain. Of course, I hadn’t planned out all the details back then.”
    

    
      But I had already finished drawing the big picture. My plan was to make him like me more than the Constellation Murderer. That was why I had persistently tracked down the Constellation Murderer almost to the point of obsession, even though I had gone out of my way to do so. It was all to hunt down one Constellation, the one standing before me right now.
    

    
      “Hamustra.” 
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian flinched due to being called by his real name again.
    

    
      “Now you have two paths ahead of you,” I said.
    

    
      “Two paths…?”
    

    
      “Keep on living without ever being able to fulfill your dream. We’ll go our separate ways. Give up the hope that the Constellation Murderer will grant your dream one day. Stay confined to the library like you have been doing up until now, only serving and entertaining warriors who treat the characters as trash.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian trembled slightly, instinctively trying to break free from my handshake. However, his physical strength was insignificant, while my right hand’s grip was strong.
    

    
      “If you don’t want to choose that path, hand it over.”
    

    
      “Hand what over?”
    

    
      “A book that holds your story. Give me the book that records your life.”
    

    
      The prey I had been targeting for a long time wasn’t another apocalyptic book or books of other worlds. It was the book that had the story of the Indoor Librarian of the Great Library of All Life.
    

    
      “I’m going to make that book the thirtieth floor of this Tower. That way, you will naturally become a member of this Tower. Do you understand? You’ll also become a character in a story.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian’s jaw dropped.
    

    
      “Become my colleague and climb the Tower with me, Hamustra.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 150: The Prologue (3)

    
      “Hey, cool library.”
    

    
      In ancient times, there was a being with a name that humans couldn’t pronounce properly. Therefore, they named this being Pond of Memories.
    

    
      The actual pronunciation was ■■■■■. Just as humans didn’t consider the crickets’ inability to pronounce human names, ■■■■■ was also indifferent to humans calling him by his name since he hadn’t sat down to consider whether humans could pronounce it or not when he named himself. If he refined his name as much as possible, the pronunciation would be closer to Hamustra. That was what humans called the Pond of Memories.
    

    
      “Love the ambiance. Great book collection, too.”
    

    
      The person in front of him was different.
    

    
      “■■■■■, I’m happy to say that this is by far the best of all the libraries I have ever visited.”
      
         
      
    

    
      This person freely used Draconic, the language of dragons. That alone was already amazing. No one had ever set foot in this library before this person either. Besides, the pond had always been a being of curiosity. He had a good reason to show some mercy and try to satisfy his small curiosity about the person before him.
    

    
      “Who are you?” the pond asked. 
    

    
      The person before him had a variety of smells. It was bizarre. They smelled like a dragon, but weren’t one. Hamustra could feel a tinge of a god’s presence in this person, but he was sure they weren’t a god either. The pond had never seen a person like the one before his eyes. Naturally, he was on guard.
    

    
      “How did you get here? I never gave you permission to enter my world. State your reason for visitation, stranger.” 
    

    
      The person giggled. “I’m not a book thief. Please, you don’t need to be so vigilant. I’m a sort of insurance salesman, visiting and persuading each and every being like you.”
    

    
      “I asked why you’re here.” 
    

    
      “I’m building a house. Well, perhaps it’s more accurate to call it a summer house. I’m its owner, and I’m trying to persuade you to be my tenant,” the person said with a chuckle.
    

    
      The pond was annoyed now. Maybe it was the first time in more than two millennia since he felt irritated. He loved fictional characters, regardless of whether they were villains or heroes, and he also equally cared for both arrogant and humble characters. However, that was not the case for real people.
    

    
      He was a great being. Greatness could be defined in many ways, but as the pond interpreted it, true greatness depended on whether or not one could freely eliminate those he found irritating.
    

    
      “You’re annoying. Get lost.” 
    

    
      The pond snapped his fingers, deciding to show his greatness again today by lightly exercising his power. Within the library, his power was absolute. Not just ordinary humans, but even those scums who became Transcendentals would be reduced to dust before his power. 
    

    
      He was confident about his power. A long time ago, before he became as great as he was now, he had turned quite a lot of beings into dust.
    

    
      “Oh. sorry. I got carried away. Still, can you be patient for a little while longer? I had a hard time getting here. 
      
        Ugh
      
      , the roads were blocked, and they weren’t in good condition to begin with…” the person said, shaking their head. 
    

    
      The person in front of him was unscathed. They didn’t turn into dust, like they were supposed to. The pond was extremely shocked that his powers didn’t work at all. He couldn’t believe it. Maybe he didn’t use his full power when he struck, so this poor attempt didn’t count. After deluding himself that this was what happened, he attacked the person again. 
    

    
      His visitor was still fine.
    

    
      “While I’m at it, I should ask you this: why are there no doors or windows in this library? It feels more like a tomb. Get some windows, at least. The air feels suffocating in here. Shall I drill some holes for you?” With a wide smile, they even made holes in the library walls. “
      
        Ah
      
      , there you go. The library is finally getting some ventilation.”
    

    
      The pond was stunned. “What the hell?”
    

    
      It was the first curse he had uttered in millions of years. This library wasn’t just a place, it was his body and soul. Therefore, being able to drill a hole in a library wall meant being able to stab the pond in the stomach. He was competent enough to infer that, and also smart enough to hate being stabbed.
    

    
      “Okay, fine! I surrender! What do you want from me?” the pond shouted.
    

    
      The person smiled sheepishly. “Everything.”
    

    
      “You better kill me then!”
    

    
      “Oh, really? 
      
        Can 
      
      I kill you?”
    

    
      The pond was quite smart, enough to realize that the person in front of him was one hell of a lunatic. 
    

    
      “You don’t want to die, do you? Of course you don’t. Life is precious. I want to help you protect it too. Please sign here to protect your precious life.”
    

    
      It was bad luck for the pond that the lunatic had unimaginable power.
    

    
      “What is this…?”
    

    
      “It’s a contract.”
    

    
      The pond asked, “May I ask what this contract implies?”
    

    
      “Oh, of course you may ask about it. I’m not going to make you sign it without explaining. I’m not some thug, you know?”
    

    
      Even if the lunatic wasn’t a thug, they were quite similar to one. However, the pond didn’t point that out. In other words, he was smart enough to distinguish between what was and wasn’t okay to say.
    

    
      “I’m building a tower. My plan is to invite beings like you. Those you call minikins will also be allowed to enter.”
    

    
      The pond read the contract carefully, and the more he read, the more intrigued he became. Initially, he had thought the person in front of him was a thug who was here to take the library from him. The first part was true, but the person wasn’t going to take the library away. The contract was full of tempting offers.
    

    
      “You’re giving me the right to watch all the worlds out there? Really?” the pond asked in disbelief.
    

    
      The person laughed gently. “All worlds would be an exaggeration. I would say it’s limited to worlds I can intervene in.”
    

    
      “And these confidentiality provisions are…”
    

    
      “I’m afraid we cannot negotiate those.”
    

    
      It didn’t take long for the pond to decide, but his curiosity deepened. “Why are you trying to start this business? For what reason? How does this benefit you?”
    

    
      The person smiled. “No one is born because they want to. Everyone should get a second chance at life. Even though they may not be able to live the way they want, they should be able to live just because they want to.”
    

    
      The pond couldn’t easily understand the nuances behind the person’s smile.
    

    
      “You’ll also live again someday, Mr. Indoor Librarian.”
    

    
      He didn’t understand that either.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian looked up at me in confusion. Did he not understand what I said? Or did he understand, but his brain short-circuited? Either reason was fine, so I waited for a response without urging him.
    

    
      “Climb the Tower together with you all…?” the Indoor Librarian muttered after a while.  “I-I’m no ordinary Constellation. Unlike the ghost possessing you or your holy sword, I’m a Constellation that is in charge of stages. Though I may not look like it, my ranking is quite high… Affiliating myself to a specific Tower is… That’s…”
    

    
      “What happens if you do that?”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian trembled. “I don’t know. I have no idea. It’s unprecedented in all Towers’ history. There was a case when a Constellation became enamored with a warrior and volunteered to be his servant. There are quite a number of them, actually. The number of cases where a warrior takes in a Constellation is quite high too, much like how you devoured the Demon King of Autumn Rain with 
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation
      
      . But… but I’ve never heard of a Constellation turning into a Hunter...”
    

    
      “There is always a first.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian hesitated.
    

    
      “Hamustra, stop living in a place like this.” 
    

    
      I looked around. The library was a graveyard of books, filled with leftover traces of crumbled worlds. That was it. Time didn’t pass here. Every breath the people took in these stories remained sealed in their worlds.
      
         
      
      This was the place where one simply admired or envied the worlds of others.
    

    
      
        I’m used to this kind of place.
      
    

    
      It reminded me of the studio I had lived in before my regression. The walls of my apartment were covered in photos and interview clippings of the Fire Emperor. But the library’s scale was on a whole other level from my studio, so it almost felt like an insult. 
    

    
      
        They’re the same thing.
      
    

    
      That was why I could say, “It’s time for you to come up to the stage.”
    

    
      He had to get out of here.
    

    
      “Confining yourself to this kind of place is messing with your brain…”
    

    
      “T-That’s harsh…”
    

    
      “An apocalyptic book records people’s lives. It makes you feel like you know all about the characters, but you don’t. Hamustra, do you know what the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle 
      
      says about the world’s destruction?”
    

    
      The apocalyptic book described Teacher’s death like this: 
      
        A mysterious plague breaks out, killing the Heavenly Demon and wiping out the Heavenly Demon Cult and the other factions.
      
    

    
      “Do you?”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian didn’t have an answer to my question.
    

    
      “The ending of the story has no meaning,” I concluded.
    

    
      The readers of the chronicle would never know what kind of expression Teacher made at the end, how the cultists cried, or how hard the children by the river worked to dig out soft mud. 
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian countered, “B-but! I can watch it!”
    

    
      I had my response prepared. “You’re right. You can go into the world and observe it yourself. When Teacher passed away, I’m sure you felt sad, just as I did. I don’t doubt that.”
    

    
      “I-If so, then there is no problem…!”
    

    
      “But you probably weren’t sadder than me.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian closed his mouth.
    

    
      “The moment Teacher performed the last form of the Demonic Heaven Arts must have been breathtaking for you too. When the Sword Emperor struck back and put an end to it, you must have found that awe-inspiring, too. But what you felt was just a trace of the real deal.” I grabbed the Indoor Librarian’s hand tighter and pulled him a little closer. “You love Raviel too. I’m sure you do. But you know that you can never love her as much as I do.”
    

    
      He said nothing.
    

    
      “You can have a taste of stories as you sit down in this world of books, but you’re just a spectator who never walks on stage. You clap when you see a performance you like, and yawn when you don’t. That’s it.”
    

    
      “I…”
    

    
      “Live with me and those in this Tower.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian flinched. “I-I’m bound to a strict contract. Affiliating myself to a certain Tower is a violation of the regulations. The High Tower will definitely impose sanctions. I’ll probably lose all my power as a Constellation. If that happens, I will be useless to you.”
    

    
      “That’s not what I mean, and you know that.”
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      I looked straight into his eyes and said, “Hamustra, it’s your dream to be killed by the Constellation Murderer one day. Give up on that dream. I’ll give you a new one. It’ll not always be pleasant. To be honest, it’ll often be a nightmare. You will want to give up on it many times. But if you wish, I’ll share your dream with you. Live. Let’s do it together.”
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian still hesitated.
    

    
      “If you appear in my story, I’ll show up in yours, so that our lives will be intertwined.”
    

    
      His bottom lip trembled. He shoved his left hand, which was shaking even more than his lip, into his inner pocket to take out a book older than
      
         the Epic of Lefanta Aegim
      
      .
    

    
      ■■■■■
    

    
      The title was unreadable. It was in a language from another world that I couldn’t understand. The Indoor Librarian, or Hamustra, I should say, slowly handed over the book containing his life story. “Death King…”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “I’ll give you my final advice as a reader. I am your biggest fan. No reader loves or will love you as much as I do. So make sure you listen carefully.”
    

    
      “I’m listening.”
    

    
      “If you flirt like that with anyone else, the listener may misunderstand, so please use your eloquence only for the Duke of Ivansia. Otherwise, Death King, she’ll pierce your heart someday…”
    

    
      “I’ve already died like that before. Well, I’ll keep that in mind.”
    

    
      “Death King….”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Is it fun to live as a human?” 
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian was clearly afraid.
    

    
      I smiled. 
    

    
      “It sucks.” I gripped ■■■■■ in my hands. “The shitty stuff will cling to you like taffy, and it’ll cost your teeth from time to time. Still, taffy is delicious, and I’ll help you.
      
        [1]
      
      ”
    

    
      “Damn…” The Indoor Librarian teared up. “I can’t believe this is the last line of my apocalyptic book…”
    

    
      He grabbed the spine of the book, and I held the cover.
    

    
      I chuckled. “It isn’t easy for life to imitate art. Endure it.” 
    

    
      We opened the last apocalyptic book. 
    

    
      Even though fear was evident in his sobs, the Indoor Librarian steadfastly said, “Death King and the Indoor Librarian have been designated as characters in ■■■■■. The difficulty level of this apocalyptic book is undetermined. When we open our eyes…”
    

    
      “...we’ll be right here.”
    

    
      “Exactly.” The Indoor Librarian looked up at me. “I hereby declare that the stage has been cleared.”
    

    
      
        Whooosh!
      
    

    
      White light enveloped us.
    

    

    
      1. The raw is “엿 같죠.” 나는 ■■■■■를 잡았다. “하지만 엿도 씹으면 맛있어요. 가끔 이빨이 부러지긴 한데, 도와드릴게요. This is a Korean wordplay using how an expression 엿 같다(it’s shitty/ sucks) sounds similar to Korean taffy(엿/yeot). It’s notorious for taking away children’s loose teeth. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 151: The Prologue (4)

    
      The great library suddenly became brighter. A stream of white light constantly flowed out from ■■■■■, moving as if it was alive. It soon turned into waves, sweeping around us and floating through the bookshelves. 
    

    
      
        [The stage has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      The apocalyptic book didn’t stop its deluge of light.
    

    
      
        Whoosh!
      
    

    
      Light instantly drowned the great library, sinking its towering bookshelves. The light reached even the areas of banned books that had not been touched in thousands of years. The “pond” was getting flooded with light, and we were right in the middle of it. 
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      
        [The thirtieth floor has been cleared today.]
      
    

    
      I could hear the Hunters' screams from afar.
    

    
      “
      
        Aaaah!
      
      ”
    

    
      “W-what’s going on?”
    

    
      They were probably taken aback by the sudden flood of light. Fortunately, I had trustworthy colleagues at the library. A lot of them. 
    

    
      While some Hunters were shocked, others comforted them. Even though I couldn’t see their faces because the bookshelves blocked my view, I recognized each and every one of their voices.
    

    
      “Oh my gosh! I’m dying! My eyesight is already bad enough, but this light is going to blind me for good! 
      
        Uuuuugh. 
      
      Girl, you’re young, so the least you can do is give some health tonic to the elderly!” the Medicine King complained.
    

    
      “
      
        Eh?
      
       B-but medicine has to be distributed to those who need it first. I’m sorry to say this, but you don’t really need one, Mr. Medicine King. How about getting a new pair of glasses instead?” the Chemist offered.
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , don’t act rashly. This is what happens when you clear a stage. You may not have experienced anything like this before, but I’ve already seen it several times. Wonder is… what becomes ordinary the more you get used to it,” the Viper boasted, impressing his students.
    

    
      “
      
        Ooooooh!
      
       Teacher!”
    

    
      “I admire you so much…!”
    

    
      The Inquisitor asked, “
      
        Huh? 
      
      Does the thirtieth floor get cleared automatically? 
      
        Ah.
      
       I’m glad we can save time. Everyone from the Pantheon, please prepare for transfer! As soon as we return to Babylon, we’ll start taking care of the backlog!”
    

    
      “This is a problem. I don’t have experience working as a librarian,” the Constellation Murderer muttered.
    

    
      “Mr. Kim Yul, I’ll help you. I roughly know what we have to do,” the orphanage director said.
    

    
      “Okay. I trust you.”
    

    
      There were more people around. The Black Witch, the Countess, and the Paladin were there too. I could hear some voices from afar, others from quite nearby. Beyond the shelves filled with heavy hardcover books, I could hear all the mutterings and whisperings in the library as if the flood of light carried sound.
    

    
      Next to me, the small Indoor Librarian was trembling.
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      
        [The thirtieth floor has been cleared today…]
      
    

    
      
        Bzzzzzzzz—!
      
    

    
      Static mixed in with the Tower’s voice. The Indoor Librarian, who was already shaking, flinched and cowered.
    

    
      
        [Warning!]
      
    

    
      
        [An abnormal stage clear has been detected.]
      
    

    
      
        [A warning has been given to the Indoor Librarian.]
      
    

    
      The Indoor Librarian grabbed my sleeve. “I-it doesn’t matter. The stage for the thirtieth floor has been decided as ■■■■■. As the manager in charge of stages from the twenty-first floor to the thirtieth floor, I approve this. Also, I’m the Constellation that rules ■■■■■, so I acknowledge that the stage has been cleared—”
    

    
      
        [Warning.]
      
    

    
      
        [A severe penalty will be given to the Indoor Librarian upon the stage clear declaration.]
      
    

    
      
        [Confirming whether the Indoor Librarian still wishes to proceed with the stage clear declaration.]
      
    

    
      He gripped my sleeve a little tighter, his shoulders hunched. Due to his loose-fitting clothes, he looked bigger than he actually was, but not anymore. The space he occupied in this world was insignificant. He looked up at me while leaning against my arm. “It doesn’t matter.”
    

    
      He was telling this to the Tower, and to himself as well.
    

    
      Hamustra said. “I… I’ll live in this Tower. Please… Please acknowledge my fall, Master of All Life.”
    

    
      After a moment of silence, the Tower’s voice became clear.
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      
        [The thirtieth floor has been cleared today.]
      
    

    
      Cheers erupted. The library was still submerged in light, but the Hunters also heard the announcement that the stage had been cleared, so they were happy that they finally succeeded. But there was also a voice that only Hamustra and I could hear.
    

    
      
        [The Indoor Librarian is no longer able to maintain authorization level.]
      
    

    
      
        [Adjusting authorization level.]
      
    

    
      I had heard this before. It was just like the time Preta lost her power as the Demon King of Autumn Rain.
    

    
      
        [The Indoor Librarian’s title has been revoked.] 
      
    

    
      She screamed “No!” at that time, despairing over losing her status as a Constellation despite struggling not to fall from grace. Hamustra’s reaction was different. Without saying a word, he closed his eyes. 
    

    
      
        [The Indoor Librarian’s title has been revoked.] 
      
    

    
      
        [The Indoor Librarian’s authorization level has decreased.]
      
    

    
      The apocalyptic book in the hands of Hamustra and I vanished. Maybe “melted” was a better description. 
    

    
      
        Drip, drip.
      
    

    
      The book cover turned into what resembled a squishy slime. Each piece of paper turned into wax and dripped on the floor.
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      And, just like that, the apocalyptic book dispersed into particles of light. Hamustra said nothing for a while. He just inhaled and exhaled quietly. As his chest rose and fell, he slowly stopped shaking with fear and calmed down.
    

    
      “
      
        Haha…
      
      ” Hamustra jumped up and down. “Look at this, Death King.”
    

    
      His sleeves fluttered, but they were long enough to mop the floor even when he jumped. He jumped up ever so slightly only to land back on the floor. 
    

    
      “I can’t fly,” Hamustra said, looking back at me with a smile. “I can’t fly anymore. My hobby was to look down and see worlds from up high all day long. Sometimes, I would quietly look out at the horizon for days on end. I lost my hobby…”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      “I lost a lot of things.”
    

    
      “You did.”
    

    
      “I achieved my dream of appearing in a story myself, and I’m happy. But that’s not all. I’m afraid. I love you all. I’m afraid that you won’t like me. I want to be loved by everyone...”
    

    
      I placed my hand on his shoulder. “Hamustra, that’s impossible, so wake up.”
    

    
      He stared at me.
    

    
      “Let’s take this step by step. Since you lost your hobby, let’s start with finding a new one. How does that sound? Is there anything you want to do to commemorate your fall?”
    

    
      “Actually, I have two wishes.”
    

    
      “Tell me. I’ll grant them if I can.”
    

    
      “First of all, please treat me more like I’m your friend…”
    

    
      That was a wish I could grant him.
    

    
      “Okay, Hamustra, I will. What about the other one?”
    

    
      “My second wish is a little expensive…  It’s such an incredible luxury, that when you hear it, you’ll shudder…” 
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      Hamustra wiped his eyes with his sleeves, soaking them with tears. After he lowered them, he revealed a smile. “I want to try the white mocha frappuccino venti-sized with four shots, half java chips, and half chocolate drizzle… ”
    

    
      It was truly an incredible luxury, but fortunately, it was also a wish I was able to grant.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Wearing a school uniform, Raviel brought down the can of soda from her lips and said, “I see. So that’s why you died.”
    

    
      Now, anyone would be able to notice what a miraculous collaboration was achieved in just one sentence. Raviel 
      
        in a school uniform
      
       drinking 
      
        soda
      
      . Even an epic about the birth and destruction of the universe wouldn’t be able to match the sublimity of this single sentence. 
    

    
      As if I had witnessed the creation of heaven and earth, I…
    

    
      “Gong-Ja, you’re trembling.”
    

    
      “I-I’m not.”
    

    
      “Is that so?” Raviel, whom I was holding in my arms as if she was my princess, tilted her head to look at me.
    

    
      It had already been over three hours since I have been in this position. Using my aura or Skills was prohibited. I had to maintain this position using only my strength.
    

    
      “No matter how I look at it, it seems that you’re shaking,” Raviel said with a smile. “Oh, am I heavy?”
    

    
      “No, you aren’t. You’re as light as a feather!”
    

    
      “Which feather? Is it a dinosaur feather? Or a feather of an archaeopteryx?”
    

    
      “You’re lighter than a feather of a chick that has just hatched from an egg.”
    

    
      “That’s a relief. I almost felt so sorry and threw myself out of my love’s arms. Since you say there are no issues, I’ll continue to relax and enjoy this wonderful ride,” Raviel said, bringing her soda can back to her lips. 
    

    
      A drop of clear soda was on her lips. 
    

    
      
        Ah, I hate that drop. Evaporate and return to nature…
      
    

    
      We were on the twenty-ninth floor, the world of 
      
        The Story of the City of Ascension: Side Story.
      
       
    

    
      As Hamustra had said beforehand, the side story didn’t change the history of the outside world since it wasn’t incorporated into the official history. Instead, this city, centered around Shinseo Middle and High Schools, was separated like a remote island.
    

    
      
        Strangely enough, the residents here don’t notice anything is off.
      
    

    
      When someone from outside this world entered the twenty-ninth floor, they automatically became middle or high school students, living school life as if we were students who had been living in this world all along. There was a university nearby, but that was all.
    

    
      It was literally a city of education. Except for being able to go to school, it was completely useless—
    

    
      “Public education is beautiful,” Raviel murmured.
    

    
      Surprisingly, it seemed to be helpful to some extent.
    

    
      “Even people with little wealth can learn to their hearts’ content here. Isn’t this system a dream? In the future, I plan to select talented people from the empire and send them to study here. I knew it. My love deserves to be called the moon of Ivansia.”
    

    
      “Well, they probably won’t learn anything that useful…” 
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter. The purpose of education is to share common knowledge. A nation is an abstract concept that degenerates into a delusion if even one small thing goes awry. Measures should be taken to ensure that the people of a nation will always share the same dream.”
    

    
      “Same dream…”
    

    
      “How to naturally integrate the people of the Tower and the empire has been on my mind for a while. But I think the people of the empire educated here will be able to connect the two in the future.”
    

    
      Raviel sometimes talked about difficult topics. It was cool. 
    

    
      But one may wonder why I had been holding Raviel for over three hours.
    

    
      “Well, I’ll save the political talk for later. Right now, I want to savor the moment of punishing you.”
    

    
      Right. I was being punished… The reason was clear.
    

    
      “I was truly surprised, Gong-Ja. While working in my office, I was suddenly sent back to twenty-four hours ago. I froze for a moment but immediately realized that my consort died somewhere.”
    

    
      Raviel took out the golden card.
    

    
      
        
          A Certain Returner’s Love
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: EX
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Love is like poison to a returner. No matter how hard you struggle, you cannot share the same time with the one you love, so a certain returner made a wish. “Please protect my lover’s memories.” The wish reached the Tower and came true.
      
    

    
      
        You share your lover’s time. When your lover goes back a day, you also go back a day. If you go back a day, your lover will also go back a day.
      
    

    
      
        This is the oath of eternal regression and marriage of time.
      
    

    
      
        May luck be with you both.
      
    

    
      
        ※It is only active when you and your lover love each other.
      
    

    
      Right. Due to 
      
        A Certain Returner’s Love
      
      , Raviel also went back twenty-four hours if I died. She had also regressed after the Constellation Murderer killed me, meaning she could always know when I died.
    

    
      Goldencup, who was working as a maid at the Ivansia family, had given the testimony that as soon as Raviel regressed, she quietly muttered, “I don’t know which son of a bitch did it, but somebody hurt my consort.”
    

    
      Raviel had been completely expressionless at the time. Goldencup had added that she felt cosmic fear that day.
    

    
      “Sorry…” 
    

    
      “No, you don’t have to be sorry,” Raviel said calmly. “You told me the story, and it sounds like you tried hard enough to stay alive. There is nothing you can do now since you have already died.”
    

    
      “R-right?”
    

    
      “You just managed to clear the twenty-ninth floor but went out of your way to skip to the fiftieth floor. Even on the fiftieth floor, you dueled the strongest fighter there and ended up provoking everyone on the floor, but that was inevitable, my love. Everything you did was perfectly reasonable. I can’t find any reckless bravado in any of your actions. I understand.”
    

    
      “I’m truly sorry…”
    

    
      “Are you? Do you even know what you did wrong?” Raviel asked, pinching and pulling my cheeks like freshly made rice cakes.
    

    
      I was touched. 
    

    
      
        Ah, Raviel is pinching my cheeks.
      
    

    
      Raviel was wearing a school uniform in my arms. Was this really punishment? Wasn’t it a prize instead? Raviel, my goddess, was maybe praising me for doing a good job under the pretense of punishment...
    

    
      “This won’t work…” Raviel lamented. “Your focus is elsewhere. Your madness is your charm, but return to reality now, my love.”
    

    
      “I love you, Raviel.”
    

    
      “I love you, Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      Ah, soda smelled so good… 
    

    
      
        I’m happy…
      
    

    
      An uninvited guest interrupted our moment. 
    

    
      
        —Fuck, dude. Do I seriously have to see this shit every time you two meet? Isn’t this a bit much? People say love is an effect of hormones, but you two are nuts with your hormonal levels. What have I done wrong in my past life to endure this hell of a karma?
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny points out that the Sword Emperor has probably committed a lot of sins in his past life.]
      
    

    
      
        —Fu… ck…
      
    

    
      A true man was able to ignore someone’s yapping.
    

    
      I told Raviel everything that happened since we last saw each other—who killed me, what kind of past that person had, how he regained his memories; I told her everything. While listening to my story, Raviel looked back at Shinseo Middle and High Schools and took in the classrooms and the rooftop.
    

    
      Raviel nodded. “Well done, Gong-Ja. It’s something worth devoting your time to accomplish.”
    

    
      She was convinced that my arms had been through hell while my brain had been in paradise for over three hours, but considering what was more important, I considered this was a win for me. A huge win.
    

    
      “Then I shall see the bastard who killed you.”
    

    
      “Raviel, as I mentioned earlier, that guy is probably your ancestor…”
    

    
      “That makes me even angrier. If he’s my ancestor, he should have left his work to his descendants. How dare he mess with the moon of the family? Ivansia is mine right now. I’ll punish him according to the family laws.”
    

    
      
        I’m sorry, Kim Yul. You are dead meat, Constellation Murderer.
      
    

    
      Raviel smiled. Sunset shone down on the rooftop of Shinseo Middle and High School, washing her in a red light. “And I would also like to say hello to the person who raised you. Would you please take me to him, Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      “Okay.” I nodded. Holding Raviel in my arms, I whispered, “Send me back.”
    

    
      Light surrounded us. The next moment, we were standing in the library on the thirtieth floor. It had been just a few days, but the place already looked different. 
    

    
      First, the open and off-limit areas were strictly divided. In the open area, the shelves had ordinary books, so Hunters sat at the tables and leisurely enjoyed reading, surrounded by coffee and beverage cups.
    

    
      Hamustra, who had been walking between the tables, spotted us and quickly approached us. Instead of loose-fitting clothes, he was wearing a neat employee’s uniform. 
    

    
      “
      
        Ah.
      
       Welcome, Death King. I see that the Silver-Plated Heart came with you too. I’m glad to see both of you together here!”
    

    
      Hamustra had decided to get a job in the library cafe for now. Although he didn’t have the confidence to go down to the first-floor city and live there, he decided to slowly adjust himself to interacting with Hunters and get used to life as a human.
    

    
      “Um, is Kim Yul here? Raviel wants to see him.”
    

    
      “Yes, I would like to see his mug, my consort.”
    

    
      “She says she would like to see Kim Yul’s mug.”
    

    
      Hamustra smiled brightly. “He’s worth coming all the way here to see him. I understand. He’s probably sorting through children’s books right now. I’ll bring him here.”
    

    
      There was still a lot to talk about. Who was the new person in charge of the great library after Hamustra’s fall? Why did the Medicine King generously pay for the cost of creating a cafe to the point that he basically funded the whole thing? Even right now, the Medicine King was brewing coffee at the cafe counter, dressed as a bartender. 
    

    
      There was a lot to talk about, but there would always be other opportunities for that.
    

    
      “I’ll show you both to your seats!”
    

    
      The story would continue just as it had so far, only on a stage a little higher than now.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 152. Shine (1)

    
      A truly strange thread connected people. It could be something trivial, like how my new friend had turned out to be the grandson of the supermarket owner in the neighborhood. Or how the Hunter I had been a fan of for ten years was actually a crazy psychopath who had ended up killing me. And then I had killed him, and now we lived together… 
    

    
      No, I should stop with this analogy. The Fire Emperor’s case was a very peculiar one. Anyway, my point was simple. Human relationships were a real mystery. So far, I had met all kinds of strange and mysterious people, but I was still amazed by the sort of people I ran into.
    

    
      I was specifically impressed with the man I was on a video call with.
    

    
      —Hey. Kim Gong-Ja. Long time no see. You’re looking better than ever, though. For some reason, you’re more handsome than when you were younger. The Tower life suits you, doesn’t it? I’m jealous! Well, I guess I should have just followed you into the Tower when I left the orphanage. Gong-Ja, the air and the people here are bad. It’s not a good place to live.
    

    
      He was my age, but man, he chattered non-stop. His suit was neat, and his hair was neatly combed with a side-parting. 
    

    
      “Kim Hanbija…”
    

    
      —No, no. It’s Kim Han-Bi now, okay? I changed my name.
    

    
      “I heard from the director that you now have a National Assembly member badge. Congratulations, my friend.”
    

    
      This guy was probably the most successful among my peers at the orphanage. He was now a proportional representative councilman or something like that. 
    

    
      “He got lucky and made the right decision at the right time,” the director had casually criticized before, but it wasn’t easy to do something like that for someone at such a young age.
    

    
      —Come on. Compared to you, I’m just the king of a hill. Don’t you surf the Internet, like, ever? You’re really popular. You contributed greatly to raising our country’s prestige.
    

    
      “Sorry. I’ve not been online lately, so I don’t know much.”
    

    
      Kim Hanbija smiled bitterly.
    

    
      —Oh, really? That’s surprising. Anyway, my friend, please do me a favor. I’m going to run as a district representative councilman in the next general election. But, other than the fact that I’m young and new, I have nothing to appeal to people. Do you mind if I promote the fact that you and I were best friends at the orphanage?
    

    
      “Yeah, no.” I bowed. “Good luck, Councilman. Please practice clean and honest politics that put the people first.”
    

    
      —Huh? Hey! Hey!
    

    
      Kim Hanbija now sounded distressed.
    

    
      —Gong-Ja! Please, please! Help me! Sorry for not calling you until now! Who would have thought you would become so successful in the Tower? Um… one poster! I’ll make just one poster! Please help me keep my National Assembly badge... 
    

    
      I hung up the call immediately. The last thing I saw was my childhood friend crying and pleading, which got me thinking again. 
    

    
      
        I’m really successful in the Tower.
      
    

    
      A childhood friend I had never spoken to after entering the Tower called me. I couldn’t believe I even received a trivial request from a member of the National Assembly. It was something I couldn’t dream of before my over four thousand regressions.
    

    
      
        Brrrr—!
      
    

    
      As soon as I hung up, my smartphone rang again. Of course, it was Kim Hanbija. I accepted the call.
    

    
      “Hello,” I greeted, not bothering to hide my annoyance.
    

    
      —Mr. Gong-Ja, I’m sorry. I forgot my place even though we just hung out a bit when we were little.
    

    
      This bastard had become amazingly shameless, likely due to his years as a politician. There was something to be learned from his shamelessness.
    

    
      —I know you’re really busy, but could you please listen to my story for a moment?
    

    
      “As long as it’s just a story.”
    

    
      —Mr. Gong-Ja, I know that nationality is meaningless in the Tower. Still, aren’t we still fellow Koreans? You can use this to build new connections. There are so many people in the National Assembly and my party who favor you. 
    

    
      “That kind of goodwill often turns someone into a pushover.”
    

    
      —Just tell me what you want...
    

    
      “Uh, honest politics? Aim for global peace, please.”
    

    
      —Don’t ask for the impossible, you nuthead!
    

    
      I see… It’s impossible. I guess it can’t be helped, then. 
    

    
      An idea crossed my mind.
    

    
      “Ah, I have a favor to ask you.”
    

    
      —I knew it! The Tower is also where people live, so we can exchange favors. What is it? You can ask me anything. I’ll use my party to get it done. I already received a blank check from them before I called you.
    

    
      I smiled. “That sounds reliable. Do you know someone named Hwang Eun-Seo?”
    

    
      I, Kim Gong-Ja, would say the ties connecting people were so strange that sometimes the dead took revenge. 
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Well, that happened.” 
    

    
      “That’s to be expected,” the Sword Star responded after hearing my story. “I also received numerous requests when I became the Rank 1 Hunter. Not only people from my family but also politicians and businessmen called me thousands of times.”
    

    
      “Oh, are Swedish people like that too?”
    

    
      “It’s the same all over the world.”
    

    
      
        Claaaaang!
      
    

    
      My sword clashed with his. 
    

    
      We talked leisurely as we sparred to improve our sword skills. Not only was I up against the Sword Star, but I was also receiving life advice from him.
    

    
      “You’re undeniably a person of power now. One with special power, even. You didn’t gain this strength through political strategy but through your sheer skills and accomplishments. People in the outside world like you. The Hunters in the Tower admire you.”
    

    
      “You’re flattering me too much, sir.”
    

    
      The Sword Star swung his sword. “That means you have to be more careful, young man.” 
    

    
      
        Whoosh!
      
    

    
      His sharp sword strike aimed for my wrist. I held Shiny slightly diagonally and deflected his strike. Before, I couldn’t even follow his sword’s movements, but now, I was able to parry and deflect his attacks while leisurely chatting with him.
    

    
      “Aren’t I being careful in my own way?” I asked.
    

    
      
        Whoosh! 
      
    

    
      I channeled my aura into Shiny to hold onto the Sword Star’s sword tightly. 
    

    
      He frowned. “How you use your aura is incredible.”
    

    
      “I heard that I’m more talented at utilizing my aura than I am at swordplay.”
    

    
      “I don’t know who told you that, but they’re right. Aura is all about mental power. The power of one’s aura greatly depends on how strong the image in your mind is. What did you just think of?”
    

    
      A mansion burning in flames. The children inside, their hands and feet tied up. No matter how much they struggled, their restraints didn’t loosen.
    

    
      
        “It h-hurts…” 
      
    

    
      
        “Please forgive me…”
      
    

    
      I circulated my aura, thinking of the children’s hands and feet. By picturing their handcuffs, chains, and struggles in my mind, I firmly held back against the Sword Star’s sword with my own. 
    

    
      “Well, it’s a trade secret. I can’t tell you for free,” I said with a smile.
    

    
      A strange emotion appeared in the blue eyes of the Sword Star. “There is something I deeply regret. I gave up going to the Heavenly Demon Chronicle in favor of the OJP Sect Master. The person you were before going to that world and the person you are now are completely different warriors. Even if it meant I had to be unreasonably stubborn, I should have followed you into the book.”
    

    
      “Are you the type of person who regrets the past? That’ll tire you a lot.”
    

    
      The Sword Star laughed. “Don’t be cocky! I have no intention of handing over first place in the Hunter Ranking!”
    

    
      Blue aura exploded from the Sword Star’s sword. 
    

    
      
        Baaaaaang! 
      
    

    
      The impact was similar to a compressed air explosion. I quickly created a barrier with my aura to suppress it.
    

    
      The old man laughed energetically. “Haha! Good, good!”
    

    
      Amid the explosion, he continued to pour out his blue aura like a typhoon. In response, I carefully stepped back and blocked his sword strikes one by one.
    

    
      Whoosh, whoosh! 
    

    
      “I never thought having a rival could make me this happy!” the Sword Star exclaimed sincerely. “When we ran across the Aegim Empire together, I had no idea you would become the warrior you are now! You never know what life has in plan for you. I’ll forever be grateful to have met a young man like you!”
    

    
      His sword strikes rushed in like a storm, second after second.
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      I somehow managed to counter them using a combination of my sword and aura. However, I was getting impatient, which was obvious based on my movements.
    

    
      “Aren’t you enjoying this too much?”
    

    
      “Of course, I’m enjoying this! The Sect Master is improving day by day, and so are you. The speed of your growth is remarkable. Life feels so beautiful right now!” 
    

    
      The old gentleman’s laughter flowed across the field. We were on the Tower’s first floor, Babylon the Ascension City. Many Hunters were recording and watching our sparring with wide eyes. They even took notes in admiration.
    

    
      “Amazing…”
    

    
      “If I master aura, will I be able to fight like that too?”
    

    
      “No way! Only those two can pull off something like that…”
    

    
      “As expected, the Sword Star is still a level higher than the Death King.”
    

    
      Competitiveness boiled in my heart.
    

    
      
        So that’s what most people still think, huh? Alright, I’ll show them.
      
    

    
      I still considered myself inferior to the Sword Star. But what I thought and what other people believed were two very different things.
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Star.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Personally, I don’t like presenting incomplete martial arts forms because I believe that is inconsiderate of my sparring partner.” After I blocked the Sword Star’s sword, I retreated backward, putting a considerable distance between us. “But you and I aren’t ordinary sparring partners.”
    

    
      Instead of cornering me, he lowered his sword, waiting for what I would say next. “I don’t know, Death King. Do we share any special connection?”
    

    
      I grinned. “Sure, we do. We’re sect brothers, aren’t we?”
    

    
      The old gentleman’s face turned serious. The sect I was talking about wasn’t the Heavenly Demon Cult. It was the Guardian, the Sword Emperor. Just like me, the Sword Star had a Guardian of his own.
    

    
      
        In the Heavenly Demon Chronicle, the Sword Emperor used every knowledge of martial arts against Teacher.
      
    

    
      The Guardian and Teacher’s Verbal Match had been aired in the Tower, so any Hunter could watch it if they wanted. Of course, the Sword Star had been among the viewers.
    

    
      
        There’s no way he didn’t recognize it.
      
    

    
      Most Hunters wouldn’t have understood the match that day. However, even if no one else knew, the Guardian by the Sword Star’s side would have recognized the martial arts. He had created them himself, so how could he not?
    

    
      
        We both have a Guardian of our own.
      
    

    
      Now, both my Guardian and the Sword Star’s knew of each other’s existence.
    

    
      
        He didn’t ask me about it, though… He’s probably been waiting for me to bring it up first. He was being considerate.
      
    

    
      Still, he had never imagined that I would bring up this story at a time like this. What he likely envisioned was a secret confession in a quiet place. 
    

    
      Just as I had expected, the Sword Star became very flustered, urgently looking around to see if anyone from the audience had heard what I said. “Young man… Death King, if you say that here...!”
    

    
      “Are you embarrassed?” I beamed. “Good! Please get even more embarrassed, sir!”
    

    
      “W-what...?”
    

    
      “I haven’t completed this form yet. Please accept it!” 
    

    
      I charged at the old man. Yup, I brought up the topic of the Guardian for the sole purpose of bewildering my opponent!
    

    
      
        —Whoa, you cheap bastard. It’s said that there is no right or wrong in a fight, but this is...
      
    

    
      The Guardian, who was second to none when it came to ill temper, was impressed. Letting him compliment me, I raised my holy sword before bringing it down.
    

    
      
        The fire in a certain mansion. The suffocating smoke. 
      
    

    
      My aura exploded. It covered our surroundings like tentacles, engulfing the field with its blazing fire. Everything alive within it was smothered. The vacant lot quickly became an inferno. 
    

    
      Only then did the Sword Star react. He quickly pulled up his blue aura to fight back. I felt bad, but I wasn’t done yet.
    

    
      
        “I don’t want to die.”
      
    

    
      Resentment.
    

    
      
        “I’m hungry.”
      
    

    
      Desire. 
    

    
      
        “I want to live…”
      
    

    
      Hope.
    

    
      I channeled all of my wandering emotions into my aura. Each strand of it that had spread out carried the voice of a different child, and so it burned in different directions and with different intensities. 
    

    
      The fire attacked the Sword Star as if it was alive.
    

    
      “Hmm?” The Sword Star hurriedly acted to stop the fire. Since the waves of flames coming from all directions had to be stopped one by one he naturally left an opening in his defense. I aimed for that opening like a beast.
    

    
      
        New Demonic Heaven Arts, 
      
    

    
      
        First Form: Fireblaze. 
      
    

    
      This was my Demonic Heaven Arts. Its first form made the Sword Star’s eyes widen.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Senior Brother. I’ll win this fight!” 
    

    
      I swung my sword down toward the Sword Star’s head.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 153: Shine (2)

    
      “
      
        Ugh
      
      !”
    

    
      The Sword Star lived up to his reputation. Even though he was bewildered, he continued to swing his sword. If I hadn’t shaken him up, the attack delivered using my new form would have been blocked, but my attack narrowly made it past his defense this time.
    

    
      The old gentleman stopped moving, squinting at my sword that was only five centimeters away from his neck. He stopped struggling just as his sword was also fifteen centimeters away from my neck.
    

    
      I chuckled sheepishly. “
      
        Phew.
      
       I won, sir.”
    

    
      The Sword Star’s face scrunched. 
      
        Hard. 
      
      “W-what are you saying? This doesn’t count! Not at all!”
    

    
      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. A win is a win. Even if you lose on the battlefield, are you still going to say that it doesn’t count? Really? I never thought you were that kind of person.”
    

    
      “Still, this is... This is....”
    

    
      “This is what?”
    

    
      “Too dirty! You fought dirty!”
    

    
      Dirty? What an awesome compliment!
    

    
      “
      
        Hahahahaha! 
      
      Thank you, sir. I never thought the day would come when the Sword Star would say I fight dirty! How should I put this… Life is very beautiful. I hope you live a long and healthy life.”
    

    
      The Sword Star was so pissed off that he was shaking. The more he trembled, the more I was enjoying myself. 
    

    
      “You…I’ve also been holding back from wanting to talk about our 
      
        sect
      
      ! I’ve waited this long out of consideration for you. You can’t trample on an old gentleman’s heart like that! You’re being petty!”
    

    
      “Anything you say doesn’t change the fact you’re a loser. ”
    

    
      “L-loser? We’ve fought fifty-three times, and I’ve won fifty-two of our duels! Fifty-two wins in fifty-three matches definitely make me the winner!”
    

    
      “The last victory is the most important one. You are familiar with Xiang Yu, the Hegemon King of Western Chu. Even if you win ninety-nine out of one hundred fights, one defeat is enough to make you a loser. You’re Xiang Yu, and I’m Liu Bang, the ruler of the world,” I said with a grin. 
    

    
      “That is why we should go for one more round!”
    

    
      “No, no, I’m not going to fight you for the next six months. During this time, I’ll spread the word to everyone in the neighborhood that I defeated you. I’ll consider fighting again after that.”
    

    
      “
      
        Huhhh… Ugh…Ugh…!
      
      ” 
    

    
      The Sword Star was on the verge of fainting. How tragic. His meridians and vessels were as good as clogged and twisted, mentally putting him in qi deviation. I would have to pray for the Sword Star’s peace. 
    

    
      
        Swish!
      
    

    
      “I see you two are getting along well,” someone said from nearby.
    

    
      The Black Witch appeared out of thin air, landing easily on the ground after using her teleportation Skill. The spectators gasped upon recognizing her. The top three High Rankers were together.
    

    
      The Black witch smiled softly and waved her hand upon noticing the spectators’ gaze on us.
    

    
      
        Click! Click!
      
    

    
      The Hunters were busy using their smartphones to take pictures of the three of us together. Only then did the Black Witch turn her head to look at us, but she had a very puzzled expression on her face.
    

    
      “The Death King’s childish behavior isn’t anything new… but what’s wrong with you, Sword Star? Did your mental age decrease after hanging out with the Death King? Other than your lofty image, you’re nothing.”
    

    
      The Sword Star snapped. “I don’t want to hear this from you, two-faced witch! Why are you smirking like that?” 
    

    
      “Oh, yes. If I think about it, you were a bit of a zealot when you first entered the Tower. I vaguely remember... Though I don’t really miss it.” 
    

    
      The Black Witch’s eyes narrowed as she reminisced, but she soon calmed down and got to business. 
    

    
      “It’s good to play like kids from time to time, but you need to act like the Rank 1 and 2 Hunters today. Except for you two, all the other High Rankers are gathered in the great library.”
    

    
      I put the holy sword into the scabbard and asked, “What? What happened?”
    

    
      “I actually hope people get tired of stirring up troubles, but, unfortunately, every single day, something happens. Still… today is a bit of a big deal,” the Black Witch whispered. “Let’s unlock the thirty-first floor.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It had already been fifty-six days since I cleared the great library, but things had been hectic for us. Maybe I deserved a break after clearing from the twenty-first to the thirtieth floors, but that only applied to average Hunters. High Rankers like the Black Witch and I were actually a lot busier. I was being dramatic, but I had almost died from overwork.
    

    
      A month ago, a once successful warlord in Africa went completely broke, and about one thousand three hundred remnants of his army fled to the Tower. It almost drove me nuts, but such incidents happened quite often. A lot of people were already trying to enter the Tower, but the remnants of warlord factions made me busier than I was supposed to be.
    

    
      When we arrived at the great library, the Inquisitor smiled and welcomed us.
    

    
      “Welcome! I’ve been waiting for you guys!” 
    

    
      He seemed innocent, as if he was an angel, but he’d had the exact same smile when interrogating thirty-three people from the warlord’s dismantled band. Now that I remembered that, his smile seemed less angelic.
    

    
      “I heard that we’re going to open the thirty-first floor,” I mentioned.
    

    
      “Yes! The urgent tasks have been completed to some extent. There is still a lot of work to be done, but the guild executives should be able to handle it. Meanwhile, we have to fulfill our duties!”
    

    
      I nodded. High Rankers existed to conquer the Tower. We had to go to higher floors, raise our flag, and show those following us that there was still a road ahead of us. When one knew which direction to go, they were automatically inspired with hope. In return, we held power. The duty that came with this power was us putting our lives on the line. 
    

    
      “Mr. Death King, what happened during this morning’s sparring? The Sword Star behind you seems to be fuming!”
    

    
      “Maybe he has to go to the restroom. Let’s be considerate of the elderly and end the meeting quickly.”
    

    
      “Oh my! Mr. Sword Star, it’s okay to go to the bathroom first. The thirty-first floor won’t run away just because we wait a few more minutes! Oh, are you constipated by any chance? That’s a bit tricky.”
    

    
      The Sword Star gritted his teeth. “You guys…” 
    

    
      The Paladin cleared her throat before turning to look at Hamustra. “Now that everyone is here, let’s proceed.” 
    

    
      Hamustra was waiting by the table in silence, wearing a cafe employee’s uniform. He was no longer the librarian of this great library, but a part-time worker at Planetarium, the library cafe.
    

    
      “Please call the head librarian.”
    

    
      “Okay.” Hamustra smiled and walked out of the library cafe using the back door, where the Staff Only sign was hung. After a while, a child wearing loose pajamas appeared, walking behind Hamustra.
    

    
      Had she been sleeping? The child was even hugging a pillow with a colorful pattern of peaches in her arms. In every way, she looked like a kid.
    

    
      The child yawned loudly. “You called me…? Ah, it’s you. It’s been a while, Death King.”
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess greets you.]
      
    

    
      She was no child, but the newly appointed head librarian on the thirtieth floor, filling in for Hamustra. On top of that, she was a Pillar, not an ordinary Constellation.
    

    
      I bowed. “Yes, it’s been a while since I met you, Princess.”
    

    
      There would be an opportunity to talk more with the Constellation later. What was important now was that the Mirage-Walking Princess was in charge of the library and apocalyptic books. In other words, she was the guide and helper of Hunters in conquering the Tower.
    

    
      The princess looked around the cafe tables with sleepy eyes. “All the High Rankers are here... Oh, are you going to start today?”
    

    
      “That’s right,” the Black Witch answered on our behalf. “You said two months ago that you’ll unlock the next stage whenever we want. Now that we’ve sorted out our internal affairs, we’ll resume clearing floors.”
    

    
      “
      
        Heh
      
      , you guys are really fast…” the princess said, rubbing her eyes. “I’m telling you this in case you misunderstood—there is no time limit to clear the Tower. It doesn’t matter whether you clear it in six hundred or twelve hundred years. It’s actually okay if you don’t clear it at all. Are you really going to unlock the thirty-first floor today?”
    

    
      “Yes, we…”
    

    
      The princess shook her head. “Oh, sorry. I wasn’t asking you, Witchy. Something like this should be decided by the Rank 1 Hunter. Those are the rules. It’s the same for any Tower. You are third in line, so you have no power to make decisions.”
    

    
      The Black Witch closed her mouth. 
    

    
      “Sorry, I know I sound like a dictator, but the Tower has their reasons. Things can be really good or bad depending on who is the Rank 1 Hunter, but now, you’re lucky. In the past...”
    

    
      “Princess,” Hamustra whispered from beside her. “I’m aware that I’m in no position to point this out, but you’re talking too much.”
    

    
      “Oh, sorry. Ever since I descended to this place, I’ve been feeling sleepy... Anyway, Swordy, are you really going to unlock the thirty-first floor?” 
    

    
      The person the princess was looking at was the Rank 1 Hunter in this Tower—the Sword Star.
    

    
      He slowly looked around. Hunters who made eye contact with the old gentleman nodded one after another. When the Paladin, the last one to meet his eyes, nodded, the Sword Star finally said, “Please unlock the floor.”
    

    
      “Okay.” The pillow the princess held fell to the floor when she spread her arms. “I, the Mirage-Walking Princess, acknowledge your journey of ascension as your temporary guide in this Tower.”
    

    
      The Tower’s voice rang out.
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      
        [The next stage has been unlocked today.]
      
    

    
      The princess waved her hand. “I’ll skip the welcome greeting since I’m here.” 
    

    
      A list appeared before us.
    

    
      
        1. Puren
      
    

    
      
        2. Skian
      
    

    
      
        3. Shellmount
      
    

    
      
        4. Fingill 
      
    

    
      
        5. Archaen
      
    

    
      ...
    

    
      No matter how much I scrolled, there seemed to be no end to this list. There seemed to be at least hundreds of names listed here.
    

    
      
        I’m finally here.
      
    

    
      I held back my pounding heart. However, the other colleagues seemed more curious than excited. They narrowed their eyes and looked through the list.
    

    
      In times like this, the first person to ask a question was, of course, the Inquisitor. “What is this?”
    

    
      “Good question.” The princess chuckled. Perhaps she was the type who took pleasure in answering questions. “Click on any of them and you’ll find out.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor listened to the princess and pressed on Puren. A description window instantly showed up.
    

    
      
        
          Puren
        
      
    

    
      
        Extinction risk level: F 
      
    

    
      
        Motto: “We decide what the world will be like.”
      
    

    
      
        Description: A species whose abilities are all average. Depending on the world, Purens are sometimes enslaved by other species; other times, they reign as masters of the world. 
      
    

    
      
        “We represent all intelligent beings.”
      
    

    
      
        Purens claim that they are people of purity. It’s their belief that average is normal and further establish it as the standard.
      
    

    
      
        Traits: Quick Stance Switch, Legacy of Records, Square Enthusiast 
      
    

    
      
        Evolved Form: None
      
    

    
      
        Other names: Human, Hume, Humankind, etc.
      
    

    
      An image was kindly displayed next to the window. Anyone would say that it showed a human that looked just like us. My heart started pounding even harder. 
    

    
      If I remembered correctly, the stages from now on were…
    

    
      “It’s time for a species war! Choose one species, and that species will worship you like a god. They’ll build their civilization based on your orders, oracles, and prophecies.”
    

    
      The Fire Emperor, who had been the Rank 1 Hunter in the past, had chosen the species commonly known as elves, manipulating them in his usual manner, but the extent of what he did to them was so terrible that I didn’t even want to recall it. However, that was how I discovered that elves could be quite violent.
    

    
      The elves had slaughtered other species, shouting, “For the Fire God!” This was the prime example of what kind of disaster could occur if the wrong person was the Rank 1 Hunter. 
    

    
      The Inquisitor tilted his head. “What do you mean by building a civilization?”
    

    
      “I mean it literally. Build a civilization in any way you want. You can create a civilization of warmongers, or a civilization of scholars who revere knowledge. It’s up to you. Oh, maybe it’ll be easier to understand if I word it differently.” 
    

    
      The princess bent down and picked up her peach pillow from the floor, smiling when she hugged it to her chest. 
    

    
      “You’re going to experience what it’s like to be a Constellation!”
    

    
      My colleagues murmured amongst each other. I was still going through the list, trying to figure out which species would be the best.
    

    
      
        Subdracons sound ferocious because of the “dracon” part, but they’re like wyverns… I think? The Sylvans… Although I liked elves before the regression, the Fire Emperor seems to have deeply scarred my delicate heart... 
      
    

    
      The Guardian clicked his tongue.
    

    
      
        —You nuthead. Just pick Puren. Make an ordinary choice. You’re also a Puren. Those who have tasted meat know which is the best steak, so a Puren would know Purens the best.
      
    

    
      
        No, 
      
      I answered.
    

    
      It was obvious which species to choose.
    

    
      
        103. Terra 
      
    

    
      I silently tapped the name.
    

    
      
        
          Terra 
        
      
    

    
      
        Extinction risk level: A 
      
    

    
      ...
    

    
      
        Other names: Goblin, etc.
      
    

    
      Goblin. The word struck me like a lightning bolt. How could I express this lightning-like sensation? Love? Fate? No, I was a regressor who returned from my original world eleven years later. 
    

    
      
        This is meant to be.
      
    

    
      I took out the card from my pocket. It was the trump card that I had been cherishing for a moment like this. No one would have dared to guess what it was.
    

    
      
        The time has come.
      
    

    
      On the poop-colored card, something was neatly written.
    

    
      
        
          High Society of Goblins
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: F
      
    

    
      
        Effects: A problem greatly troubled the Goblin King: "Goblin culture is too uncivilized. Every sentence ends with ‘kerr-kerr’. I cannot show my dignity like this!" Just then, a stroke of genius struck the Goblin King. "That's right! From now on, I shall end my sentences with gorrr. Gorrr! It suits my elegance, gorr."
      
    

    
      
        ※However, it will intensify the conflict within the species.
      
    

    
      
        ※The Skill has been copied from Monster: Goblin King.
      
    

    
      The Guardian’s complexion changed after sensing that something was amiss.
    

    
      
        —Huh? Hey. wait. Wait, you’re kidding, right? I’m sure you’re not gonna do what I think you are. Gong-Ja, even if you are the universe’s biggest lunatic, you wouldn’t do something like that, right??
      
    

    
      I steeled myself and declared, 
      
        Goblins. It’s goblins.
      
    

    
      The Guardian was silent for a moment before he lost it.
    

    
      
        —Hey, didn’t I tell you that it’s about damn time you hold onto your screws?!
      
    

    
      Now, it was my time to shine. 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 154: Shine (3)

    
      Of course, I was the only one who had my eyes on Terras, also known as goblins. My other colleagues had various reactions as they looked through the list.
    

    
      “After all, dragons are the best species. These guys, the Subdracons, would certainly be the best choice.”
    

    
      “Look at the illustration. They just look like wyverns. Do they even know how to speak?”
    

    
      “There are so many intelligent species…”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh,
      
       I see.
      
         Whoa…
      
      ”
    

    
      The Countess was fervently going through the list as if she was choosing the freshest apples at an open market. Meanwhile, the Black Witch had her eyebrows narrowed as if slightly fed up with all this. 
    

    
      The Inquisitor’s eyes sparkled. “Princess, I have a question!”
    

    
      “I like students who don’t hesitate to ask me questions. It gives me a chance to show off for free. Inquisy, I’ll gladly answer your question just so I can show off.” 
    

    
      “Are we going to pick the species together?”
    

    
      The Mirage-Walking Princess buried her face in the pillow and laughed. “Good question. That’s your choice too.”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      , what do you mean it’s our choice?”
    

    
      “I’m going to give you, the top seven Hunters, gifts.”
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess has handed out your starting subsidies.]
      
    

    
      
        [700 species points in total will be distributed among the top seven Hunters!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 100 species points.]
      
    

    
      I had never received a reward like this before the regression. As the princess said, this was the privilege given only to the top seven Hunters. In the past, when I didn’t even have a title, it was something I couldn’t even dream of getting.
    

    
      “Now, Swordy has to choose since he’s Rank 1!”
    

    
      This bonus would technically be distributed to seven of us. We didn’t have it yet.
    

    
      “A total of ten disasters will befall you from the thirty-first to the fortieth floor. All of them are terrible! Your primary goal is to survive and make your civilization prosper. Well, it depends on Swordy’s choice… Do you want to go all in? Or do you want to make diversified investments?”
    

    
      The Sword Star frowned. “Go all in? What do you mean?”
    

    
      The princess smiled. “I mean it literally. You can pick just one species and spend all seven hundred points on that one. Or the top seven Hunters can each choose a species. In this case, you’ll start with one hundred points each. If you spend points on getting just one species, it’ll give you a head start, but it’s also more risky. If it goes extinct, all of you will fail the stages. On the other hand…”
    

    
      “If we each choose a species, the risk won’t be so high. Even if one species becomes extinct, the remaining six will still live on.”
    

    
      “Yup! I like that you guys catch on quickly.”
    

    
      The Sword Star stroked his chin and narrowed his eyes. In the past, the Fire Emperor, the Rank 1 Hunter at the time, had chosen to go all in without a second thought. He controlled the elves as he pleased, completely ignoring the opinions of the other Hunters and guild leaders. But the Sword Star was different. He was sophisticated. 
    

    
      “Evolution is the art of diversity and chance. The environmental changes that a species has to go through can be anything. To survive in a cruel world, species diversity should be secured first. I don’t know how great an asset seven hundred points is, but it’s hard to see it being worth more than choosing seven different species.”
    

    
      The princess looked amused. 
    

    
      “We will choose to make a distributed investment, Princess,” the Sword Star said.
    

    
      “Really? If you select seven species, you’ll compete against each other. One person may betray all of you.”
    

    
      “In the larger sense, conflict is part of competition. Those who have no rivals will most likely fall behind eventually,” the Sword Star said calmly. 
    

    
      The old gentleman glanced back at me. No words were exchanged, but we could see in each other’s eyes that we were thinking of the sparring we had not too long ago. I nodded at him. 
    

    
      The Sword Star nodded back. “I’ll say it again. Our Tower will choose to make distributed investments.”
    

    
      “Okay!”
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess welcomes your choice.]
      
    

    
      The princess took a seat on a nearby cafe chair. “Then please take turns choosing the species you will rule over! By the way, guys, multiple choices aren’t allowed, and the person after you can’t select a species that someone else already took.” 
    

    
      Hamustra quickly served her coffee smoothie. While taking a sip of the smoothie filled with chocolate chips, the princess winked at us. “You can take one hundred and twenty years to make your decision. There is no particular time limit on species selection either.”
    

    
      It was really unnecessary to ponder on the decision for that long. 
    

    
      The Sword Star chose his species first. “I will choose Purens.”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh…
      
      ”
    

    
      Other Hunters sighed. Purens were humans like us. The species had no unique characteristics, but we knew it very well. It seemed quite a few Hunters had their eye on Purens.
    

    
      “Well, it’s a safe choice. What will you choose, Death King?” the princess asked after turning in my direction.
    

    
      My colleagues also turned to me, looking forward to my choice.
    

    
      The Guardian was the only one who covered his face in frustration.
    

    
      
        —Zombie… Pick zombies instead… Zombies are better… Wait, what about elves? Those guys have good potential. They look cool, have a long lifespan, and a lot of mana. Let’s go with elves. Elves!
      
    

    
      I solemnly said, “I’ll choose Terras.”
    

    
      
        —Ah! You nuthead! AAAAAAH!!! You and your screws!!!
      
    

    
      The Guardian rolled around in the air. 
    

    
      Meanwhile, my fellow Hunters had confused looks on their faces. On their behalf, the Black Witch asked, “Terras? What are those?”
    

    
      “If you look at the list, they’re number 103.”
    

    
      “
      
        Uh….
      
       Number 103? Does such a number even exist...”
    

    
      Each colleague scrolled down the list. After a few seconds, silence enveloped the room.
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
      ” The Black Witch rubbed her eyes, as if they were deceiving her.
    

    
      But it was okay. She definitely saw what I was seeing, and vice versa.
    

    
      
        
          Terra
        
      
    

    
      
        Extinction risk level: A 
      
    

    
      
        Motto: “
        
          Kerr! Gorrr!
        
        ”
      
    

    
      
        Description: A species whose every ability is at the lower end of a bell curve. Their intelligence is lower than that of Purens, their combat prowess is lower than that of Skians, and their magic power is lower than that of Bloodborns. 
      
    

    
      
        It’s amazing! No matter what species you choose to compare, you will always be able to find another one better than Terras!
      
    

    
      
        No species finds Terras beautiful. All species, from Purens to Terras themselves, consider Terras to be ugly.
      
    

    
      
        They’re ugly! Too ugly!
      
    

    
      
        Traits: Species Discrimination Victim, Kinship, Maximum Greed 
      
    

    
      
        Evolved Form: Unidentified. 
      
    

    
      
        —Terras are capable of two evolutions. To unlock the next evolution, ten thousand species points are required.
      
    

    
      
        Other Names: Goblin, etc.
      
    

    
      A single illustration was next to the explanation, very obviously displaying a goblin. 
    

    
      “
      
        Uh, um… 
      
      Death King?” 
    

    
      It was rare for the Black Witch to be at a loss for words like this.
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Aren’t these goblins? It says so in the other name section.”
    

    
      “That’s right. They’re goblins.”
    

    
      She paused briefly before asking, “Are you out of your mind?”
    

    
      “
      
        Haha.
      
      ” I smiled, confidence written all over my face. 
    

    
      The Black Witch looked at me like I was crazy. It wasn’t just her, but everyone else reacted the same way. 
    

    
      After all, sparrows couldn’t know where a phoenix was headed.
      
        [1]
      
       
    

    
      I prayed like a lonely saint. “Everyone, goblins, or Terras based on this list, are the greatest species in this universe.”
    

    
      The Black Witch’s eyes became slightly plaintive. “Death King… You poor thing...  I’m sorry. I’ve been giving you too much work lately, haven’t I? I will be more considerate from now on. I’ll cancel all interviews scheduled for this month.” 
    

    
      “You have to listen to me,” I continued, preaching about the greatness of goblins. “Look at the description. It says ‘No matter what species you choose to compare, you will always be able to find another species better than Terras!’”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “In other words, they’re capable of anything, even though their abilities are suboptimal. If a situation arises where intelligence or mana is required, they can deal with it without needing high intelligence or mana.”
    

    
      “
      
        Uh…
      
      ” 
    

    
      My colleagues became even more confused, wondering if it was really okay to interpret it that way.
    

    
      “Aside from everything, don’t you feel bad for these guys? Look. It says in the description that all species consider goblins ugly. They’re laughingstocks for their ugliness. It hits very close to home…” I said, smiling sadly. “Everyone belittles and persecutes these guys, always wanting to drive them out. Doesn’t that sound like us, the Tower members?”
    

    
      Nobody replied to my question, so I added, “That’s right. Goblins actually reflect us Hunters. We’re the ugly ones for belittling goblins, not them for simply existing. 
      
        Ah
      
      , everyone, I’m sad. We all have an ugly goblin’s heart… A goblineart, one may say…”
    

    
      My colleagues looked at me as if they were wondering if I finally lost it.
    

    
      Without being swayed by their reaction, I concluded, “Goblins can shine. I’ll make sure to show it. This is their moment to shine. I’m a clairvoyant, remember? Do you not trust me?”
    

    
      The Black Witch retreated after meeting my intense gaze. “
      
        Ah
      
      , okay. Okay, okay. Do whatever you want.” 
    

    
      For some reason, I felt like she wanted to avoid being around me as much as possible, but I was sure I was imagining it. My friendship with the Black Witch and I was strong, I was sure of it. 
    

    
      “
      
        Hahahaha!
      
      ” The Mirage-Walking Princess was rolling on the floor, laughing. “Y-yeah. Okay, so your choice is goblins, Death King?”
    

    
      “Yes. I choose them without a single stain on my heart.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ahhhh
      
      , this is why you’re ador— No, no, nothing. Let’s move on.”
    

    
      The Rank 1 to Rank 7 Hunters finally finished their species selection. 
    

    
      The Sword Star (Rank 1): Puren
    

    
      —Commonly known name: Human.
    

    
      The Death King (Rank 2): Terra
    

    
      —Commonly known name: Goblin.
    

    
      The Black Witch (Rank 3): Bloodborn
    

    
      —Commonly known name: Vampire.
    

    
      The Inquisitor (Rank 4): Shellmount
    

    
      —Commonly known name: Snail.
    

    
      The Countess (Rank 5): Sylvan
    

    
      —Commonly known name: Elf.
    

    
      The Viper (Rank 6): Skian.
    

    
      —Commonly known name: Dokkaebi
      
        [2]
      
      .
    

    
      The Paladin (Rank 7): Fingill 
    

    
      —Commonly known name: Mermaid.
    

    
      The Paladin had been Rank 9 for a while, but she quickly rose through the ranks and settled in Rank 7. She had gone through a lot while dismantling the African warlord band. Thanks to her efforts, she was able to participate in this stage.
    

    
      “Okay, all of you have made your choice. Then, each person gets one hundred points...”
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess has distributed the subsidies.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have received 100 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 100 species points.]
      
    

    
      “Now, shall we get started on the thirty-first floor?”
    

    
      
        Whoosh!
      
    

    
      The moment the princess put down the glass cup on the cafe table we were enveloped in light. A moment passed, and when I opened my eyes, I was in the sky above a primordial forest.
    

    
      “This is…”
    

    
      “This is the world where the species you chose live peacefully. Look down,” the princess instructed.
    

    
      When I looked down, I saw small creatures moving around in the forest. Each species lived in tribes, and at first glance, the level of their lifestyles seemed primordial.
    

    
      “Oh, Shellmounts live in swamps!”
    

    
      “Interesting… Bloodborns live in caves.”
    

    
      We watched the species like people visiting a museum. It was like we could see everything from an omniscient point of view. We zoomed in and out of the view as we wanted. We even went down to the tribes and walked around among them, but they didn’t notice us at all.
    

    
      “
      
        Kerrr.
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Kerrr, kerrr.
      
      ”
    

    
      The goblins kerred and butchered a giant centipede with stone knives. When a Terra removed and roasted the centipede’s leg, it strangely smelled like fried chicken.
    

    
      “
      
        Kerr!”
      
    

    
      The young goblins happily ate the roasted centipede legs.
    

    
      
        Centipede chicken?
      
    

    
      Could it be that giant centipedes were like chickens here? Then all the legs on the centipede were probably as delicious as chicken legs. If they hunted one centipede, the goblins could get their hands on the equivalent of dozens of chicken legs. What the heck, that was awesome. Maybe this world was a paradise.
    

    
      “Goblins have a cute side.”
    

    
      
        —Are you crazy? Oh, yeah, I forgot, you’ve always been crazy…
      
    

    
      The Guardian clicked his tongue. We were mesmerized by the sight of these tiny primordial creatures living together.
    

    
      
        Ruummmble.
      
    

    
      Unfortunately, the peace didn’t last long. The high mountain in the middle of the primordial forest shook. That was when I realized it was no ordinary mountain, but a volcano. The creatures lived at the foot of the mountain, so they couldn’t see it. However, we were watching from a third-person perspective, so we could clearly see lava bubbling up from the volcano. 
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm?
      
      ”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      “Isn’t that a bit dangerous?”
    

    
      My colleagues were perplexed. Our instincts were telling us that the volcano was going to erupt soon enough. The lava would mercilessly wipe out all the species living in the forest. Unless we did something, all our species would become extinct.
    

    
      “Then I’ll give you the first quest on the thirty-first floor!” the princess said. “This is the Great Ocean Forest of Origin where numerous species coexist. But as you can see, the volcano will erupt in a little while, destroying everything!”
    

    
      A hologram window appeared before our eyes.
    

    
      
        [The thirty-first floor quest has been given.]
      
    

    
      
        
          The End of the Golden Age
        
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty level: E
      
    

    
      
        Goal: The golden age of all species has come to an end. A nearby volcano will erupt right next to the place where numerous tribes have made their home. Time is of the essence. You must lead the species you’re protecting to the right safe zone!
      
    

    
      
        ※If you fail to guide them, your species will become extinct.
      
    

    
      
        Booooom!
      
    

    
      Almost immediately after the quest was given, the first explosion erupted from the volcano. As the lava rose, the earth shook. Huge boulders shook, seemingly ready to tumble down at any moment.
    

    
      The Black Witch said, “Wait a minute. They can’t see or hear us. How are we supposed to get them to a safe area? It’s impossible to talk to them!”
    

    
      The princess smiled. “You’re right.” 
    

    
      
        Thuuuud!
      
    

    
      The boulders flew across the sky and landed in the middle of the forest.
    

    
      “
      
        Krrrrr?”
      
    

    
      “
      
        Krrr! Krrr!
      
      ”
    

    
      Even the creatures sensed something was off. Some of them quickly climbed the trees and looked at the volcano, which was shaking and spitting out lava.
    

    
      “But you guys are now their Guardian Constellations. From now on, take care of them yourselves!”
    

    
      The thirty-first floor was now unlocked. 
    

    
      The goblins were panicking. They couldn’t see me, but I smiled at them. 
    

    
      
        Don’t worry, guys. From now on, I’ll carry you. 
      
      
        [3]
      
    

    

    
      1. The raw is 어찌 붕새의 뜻을 뱁새들이 알겠는가? It’s the idiom about how ordinary people can’t fathom what an extraordinary person is planning. ☜

    

    
      2. Korean goblins. Image ☜

    

    
      3. Like gamers say in multiplayer games. “I’ll carry [my team]” = I’ll lead my team to victory. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 155: Be A God (1)

    
      The volcano painted the world red.
    

    
      
        Boooom—!
      
    

    
      The lava engulfed the lush mountain from the top to the ridge. It was uncontrollable, like an overflowing soda. All the green in its path was set ablaze in an instant while numerous creatures of our species screamed.
    

    
      Despite the disaster behind her, the Mirage-Walking Princess yawned. “I’m just your helper, but you guys have your own roles. You’re the Guardian Constellations who have to take care of these species. You made your decision to unlock the next stage and each one of you chose a species to take care of, so please do your best.”
    

    
      “Even if you tell us that… I still feel pretty lost,” the Paladin said, frowning. She looked back and forth between the volcano and the species with an impatient look on her face. “We have absolutely no way to intervene. We can’t speak or show ourselves to them. How are we supposed to evacuate them?”
    

    
      The assistant leader of the Tower’s Watchmen League was fundamentally a good person. Even if this was a species she had never seen before, she wished to help them. My other colleagues were just like her. Everyone was tense as they watched the lava reach the forest.
    

    
      I decided to come forward. “Princess, before we started the stage, you gave us species points.”
    

    
      “And?”
    

    
      “You wouldn’t have given them to us for no reason. They surely have some use,” I said calmly. “As our helper, please let us know what we can do with these points. Explain as quickly and easily as possible.”
    

    
      The princess smiled, a sign that I asked the right question. Seeing her reaction, my colleagues also widened their eyes wide in realization.
    

    
      “Aha… We have to purchase some kind of items or abilities.”
    

    
      “We’ll use the points! Please tell us the services we can buy with these points!”
    

    
      “Haha.” The princess nodded. “Clearing stages really depends on whether or not you have a witty warrior among you. Death King is right. This is definitely part of the helper’s job.”
    

    
      
        Swish!
      
    

    
      A notification window popped up, containing a long list of products. 
    

    
      
        [Welcome to the Civilization Store.]
      
    

    
      
        Oracle Message: 20 points
      
    

    
      
        Animal Possession: 40 points
      
    

    
      
        Dream Appearance: 100 points
      
    

    
      
        Prey Search: 5 points
      
    

    
      
        Bronze-Grade Settlement Search: 80 points
      
    

    
      
        Tribe-Grade General (Random draw): 100 points
      
    

    
      
        Bronze-Grade Technology Invention (Random draw): 1,000 points
      
    

    
      …
    

    
      
        Okay.
      
    

    
      Now, it was on. So far, I had been using the Fire Emperor’s strategy guide as reference. He had occasionally talked about how he cleared stages in his interviews, so I remembered this section of the strategy guide quite well.
    

    
      
        However, that doesn’t mean I know all the details.
      
    

    
      I was aware that the Civilization Store existed. However, I didn’t know what item I needed to purchase to overcome the crisis. I had to solve this purely with my abilities.
    

    
      What is the best way to lead the goblins to safety? Should I buy Oracle Message and try to communicate with them? I wondered.
    

    
      The Paladin said, “I have a question. Does Oracle Message deliver a message directly to my species?”
    

    
      It seemed that me and my colleagues had similar thoughts. The Paladin also had her eye on the same item as me. 
    

    
      As if she had expected the question, the princess nodded lightly. “Yes, that’s right.”
    

    
      “How is the message delivered exactly?”
    

    
      “You already know it. It’s the same way a Constellation delivers a message to you,” the princess replied, twirling a lock of hair. 
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess is giving you an example.]
      
    

    
      I heard her voice speaking directly in my mind.
    

    
      “You’ve already experienced this many times, right? I told you: you’re experiencing what it’s like to be a Constellation. Oh, yeah. Oracle Message is disposable. Even if you purchase the item, you can only use it once, so be careful! The number of recipients is also one! If you want to send more messages this way, you have to buy it again.” 
    

    
      The Paladin nodded. “I understand. I’ll buy one Oracle Message.”
    

    
      The princess smiled ominously. “Okay, but remember that there will be absolutely no refund, no matter what.” 
    

    
      I could sense that something was wrong, but it was too late. The purchase was already made.
    

    
      The Paladin looked down at Fingill, the species she had chosen. Fingills were mermaids. They were in a panic, their gills fluttering quickly.
    

    
      “The lava is flowing from the east... Going south won’t do it,” the Paladin muttered. She was trying to stay calm even though she was in a hurry. After choosing the mermaid who seemed to be the leader, the Paladin used her oracle message. “Swim west with all your might!”
    

    
      The mermaid leader jumped up, splashing the water.
    

    
      “Kyawooo? Kyawooo?” 
    

    
      The mermaid was startled and slapped the surface of the water with her tail. From her perspective, a god’s voice suddenly rang out in her head, so of course she was surprised. 
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      But this mermaid’s reaction was strange. Instead of swimming west, she just circled in place. Even though the Paladin used her valuable points, she was simply ignored. She looked at the mermaid with a blank expression.
    

    
      “Wait. You didn’t say this would happen! Why is she not listening to the oracle message?”
    

    
      The princess pretended not to know anything, leaning her head against her pillow. “I’m not so sure. You don’t say ‘Yes, I understand’ just because you hear the voice of a Constellation, right? Maybe it’s something like that.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Or not. Oh, you really don’t have much time left. If you leave them like this, all the species may become extinct from the thirty-first floor. Then your journey of clearing the Tower ends here.”
    

    
      As much as she was annoying, the princess was right.
    

    
      
        Ruuuumble—
      
    

    
      The lava reached the foot of the mountain, but that wasn’t the only issue. Flying blazing boulders that flew out with each eruption were also life threatening. If even a single boulder hit the species’ villages, the damage would be catastrophic.
    

    
      Why? Why didn’t the oracle work? I asked myself. Did the princess deceive us? No, she’s the Tower’s helper. It’s unlikely that she deliberately deceived us. She may not tell us the truth, but she won’t lie. Can it be that the mermaid really didn’t understand the message?
    

    
      While I was thinking about it, the goblins scurrying around caught my eye.
    

    
      “Kerr!”
    

    
      
        “Kerr! Kerrrr!”
      
    

    
      The goblins howled, perplexed by the rocks raining down from the sky like a meteor shower.
    

    
      I realized the very obvious truth and shouted, “There’s nothing wrong with the Oracle Message!”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Your oracle worked fine. The creatures are the problem!” I said, looking back at my colleagues. 
    

    
      Everyone turned to look in my direction. The Paladin paused while contemplating whether to purchase one more Oracle Message. “What do you mean, Death King?”
    

    
      “Don’t buy the item anymore. It’s useless.”
    

    
      “But why—”
    

    
      “It’s obvious! They probably don’t understand what we’re telling them!”
    

    
      The Paladin’s eyes widened. “What?”
    

    
      “These guys are from the primordial age. Even if you tell them to swim west with all their might, do you really think they’d understand? Where is the west supposed to be in the first place?”
    

    
      “Oh, I see!”
    

    
      “Yes! They won’t understand what you say because they lack vocabulary!”
    

    
      Only then did the Paladin notice the critical issue. Everyone else’s eyes also widened. 
    

    
      Compared to these primordial creatures, our language was overly developed. No matter how much the primordial creatures wanted to understand what we were telling them, they couldn’t.
    

    
      “Oh my god. Then Oracle Message is really useless,” the Black Witch murmured in disbelief. “If I say ‘go that way,’ they will listen, but this time we can’t pinpoint the way… We can’t be sure how much they understand us.”
    

    
      “No, but there should be a way to do this.”
    

    
      The Tower didn’t lie. They never prepared a stage that was impossible to clear, that much was certain. Therefore, I looked through the Civilization Store again.
    

    
      
        Oracle Message: 20 points
      
    

    
      
        Animal Possession: 40 points
      
    

    
      
        Dream Appearance: 100 points
      
    

    
      
        Prey Search: 5 points
      
    

    
      
        Bronze-Grade Settlement Search: 80 points
      
    

    
      
        Tribe-Grade General (Random draw): 100 points
      
    

    
      
        Bronze-Grade Technology Invention (Random draw): 1,000 points
      
    

    
      A way to evacuate these creatures to a safe area without using words crossed my mind.
    

    
      “Princess!”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Can I search for the prey I want with Prey Search? For example, if I want a tiger, can I search for the closest one?”
    

    
      The princess nodded. “Yeah, it’s possible. There are no tigers in this world, but I can find you a beast that is very similar to one. However, directly possessing a primordial creature is prohibited. You need a higher-grade item for that.”
    

    
      Okay. I had a rough sketch of the plan in my head.
    

    
      “I’ll purchase one copy of Prey Search.”
    

    
      The Black Witch didn’t understand my choice and tried to stop me. “Death King? Why would you choose to leisurely hunt right—”
    

    
      “I’ll explain later!”
    

    
      Not much time was left.
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Prey Search.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 5 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 95 species points.]
      
    

    
      A bronze-colored card appeared in my hand. As soon as I saw it, I said, “Princess, please search for an animal that has the most eye-catching color, runs the fastest, and is relatively large. It can be a white deer, a white lion, or even something like a black horse. Anything like that will work!”
    

    
      “Heh.” The princess’s eyes lit up as if she was having fun. “Your conditions are quite vague, but… Okay, I’ll do that for you. You guys are still beginners, and I don’t want to be strict like the other guys.”
    

    
      When the princess waved her hand, the card in my hand melted, turning into bronze light particles that moved as if they had their own will.
    

    
      
        [Your Prey Search has been used.]
      
    

    
      The light headed for nearby bushes, where a white lion animal was crouching. Fortunately, it was located quite close to the goblin village.
    

    
      “I’ll buy Animal Possession from the store too,” I added quickly.
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Animal Possession.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 40 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 55 species points.]
      
    

    
      I was left with only half of my precious starting subsidies in an instant, but it didn’t matter. My priority was to save the goblins from the lava that could wipe out the primordial forest at any moment.
    

    
      My choice made the Inquisitor figure out my plan. He followed my lead and purchased Prey Search and Animal Possession. 
    

    
      “Ah, I see! Everyone, possess an animal that stands out as much as possible! Everyone knows that primordial beings revere mysterious-looking animals. Hahaha. If a white lion or a black deer appears when the world is about to be destroyed, the creatures will think the animal is a messenger from the gods.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor indeed caught on quickly.
    

    
      “Possess a mystical-looking creature and guide your species to safety! They’ll follow you even if you don’t say anything. This is an extremely witty plan, Mr. Death King!”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      “Right…”
    

    
      “Everyone, hurry!” 
    

    
      As my colleagues purchased the same items as me, I pointed at the white lion and used Animal Possession.
    

    
      “I’ll possess that animal.”
    

    
      
        Swiiiishhh! 
      
    

    
      My vision turned blurry, and I blacked out. The next time I opened my eyes, I saw the world from a different perspective.
    

    
      
        Grrrrr…
      
    

    
      An animal’s rough growling came out of my mouth, or rather, from my snout. When I looked down, I saw my sharp claws embedded in the ground. My beautiful white fur concealed my wild ferocity.
    

    
      “Grrr! Grrr!”
    

    
      
        Great, everything went as planned!
      
    

    
      I stood up, feeling heavy. A lion’s body was completely different from that of a human. Walking on four legs was awkward. I kept stumbling, but I still ran toward the nearby goblins.
    

    
      
        Using aura is... not impossible, but it’s difficult. The anatomy of an animal is very different from a human’s.
      
    

    
      
        Thump! Thump!
      
    

    
      As I ran through a dry forest road, I used my front paws to find balance and my hind paws to sprint. It was very awkward, but I could run very fast as a lion. Amazing.
    

    
      
        Oh, it feels surprisingly good.
      
    

    
      I could smell smoke from the burning trees and the charred freshly bloomed flowers. There was also a stench that was probably the goblin’s body odor. It smelled like soybean paste stew that went bad overnight in the summer heat.
    

    
      
        Ugh. How come this species stinks too!
      
    

    
      Before I knew it, I had arrived at the goblin village. The strong smell made it easy to find my way.
    

    
      “Kerrrrrr!”
    

    
      “Kerr, kerrr!”
    

    
      The primordial goblins were still panicking. The young goblins clung to their mothers and howled with fear, while the adults repeatedly struck their heads on the ground and stomped their feet. I wasn’t sure what that meant. They were so bewildered that they didn’t even notice that a white lion was approaching.
    

    
      
        What a pitiful species.
      
    

    
      I stood tall at the entrance to the village and let out a roar.
    

    
      “Kerrrr?”
    

    
      “Kerrreuk! Ker?”
    

    
      The goblins were frantic. Those who had been hitting their heads on the ground struggled to get up but fell. The young goblins’ howls became louder.
    

    
      
        Uh-oh.
      
    

    
      From the goblins’ perspective, the ground started shaking all of sudden, and an inferno, tall enough to reach the sky, emerged from the volcano. Even stranger, an animal with a unique color also showed up. They probably thought the world was ending.
    

    
      “Grrrr!”
    

    
      
        Follow me, guys! Follow me!
      
    

    
      I slapped my tail on the ground and whipped my head around. Still, I couldn’t forget that I was trying to communicate to goblins, of all species. No matter how mysterious I looked or how strange I behaved, they didn’t follow me. They just watched me from afar as if they were scared.
    

    
      
        In that case…
      
    

    
      I pulled out my trump card.
    

    
      “Gorrrrr!”
    

    
      An unfamiliar sound that was neither human nor a lion’s roar burst out from my snout after using High Society of Goblins. The goblins who had been freaking out so far finally started paying attention.
    

    
      “Ke, keruk?”
    

    
      “Gorrr! Gorrr!”
    

    
      “Kerrrrrrrrr…?”
    

    
      The goblins exchanged glances and whispers, probably telling each other “What is that lion saying?” and “I don’t know, but there is some undeniable charisma to it…” 
    

    
      I raised my front paw and slammed it on the ground.
    

    
      “Gorrrr! Gorgor! Gorgorgorgorrr!”
    

    
      
        Follow me, you punks! Please!
      
    

    
      The goblins hesitantly stood up one by one. I snorted in excitement.
    

    
      
        Nice. Good job! Yes! Good job, my babies! You guys are also bipedal! Even though you're primordial creatures with green brains, we’ll build a dazzling civilization one day!
      
    

    
      “Gor, gorrrrr!”
    

    
      
        Now, follow me!
      
    

    
      I made a very nice U-turn and trudged off into the woods. Although the goblins were hesitant, they quietly followed me. There was a small scuffle over who would take the lead, but all the goblins in the village eventually started following me as if they were bewitched.
    

    
      
        Boooooom!
      
    

    
      Not long after the goblins and I escaped under my lead, the ground shook violently when a big boulder from the volcano fell on the goblin village.
    

    
      “Keerrrr?”
    

    
      “Keru! Kerrek, kerrreuk!”
    

    
      The goblins lay face down in surprise. Soon, they seemed to realize that something terrible had happened to their homeland and that they had narrowly escaped disaster.
    

    
      
        [Terra’s last settlement has been destroyed!]
      
    

    
      
        [Now you have to lead them to a new one.]
      
    

    
      The goblins looked at me in shock. Those simple faces had a subtle cuteness in them.
    

    
      “Gor.”
    

    
      
        Hehe.
      
    

    
      I snorted, though the sound I let out sounded very different from a white lion.
    

    
      “Kekerukker.”
    

    
      
        Be grateful.
      
    

    
      And then I trudged on, showing off my coolness.
    

    
      “Kerrr…”
    

    
      “Ke, kerukker!”
    

    
      The goblins now acted completely differently toward me. They had been very terrified and wary toward me just a moment before, but now they were following closely behind me, roaring. 
    

    
      “Kekerukker!”
    

    
      “Kekerukker!”
    

    
      “Kekerukker! Kekerukker!”
    

    
      What are these guys saying…? I wondered.
    

    
      I was relieved because they finally understood I was on their side. Unfortunately, what they were saying wasn’t being translated to me. Suddenly, I heard the Tower’s voice in my head.
    

    
      
        [This is the beginning of religious faith!]
      
    

    
      
        [Terras have awakened the desire to establish a primordial religion!]
      
    

    
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      
        [Congratulations!]
      
    

    
      
        [Your species is the first in this world to establish their primordial religion!]
      
    

    
      I blinked.
    

    
      
        [Terras will cultivate their White Lion Faith.]
      
    

    
      
        [You are the first one to get this achievement!]
      
    

    
      
        [You have received 500 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        What? 
      
    

    
      I hesitantly looked back at the group of goblins.
    

    
      “Kekerukker! Kekerukker!”
    

    
      The goblins following me were shouting a strange slogan. 
    

    
      
        Huh. 
      
    

    
      I was so dumbfounded that I just snorted.
    

    
      
        Do these guys really think of me as a god?
      
    

    
      I, Kim Gong-Ja, just became the god of goblins.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 156: Be A God (2)

    
      Following my guidance, the goblins escaped from the disaster.
    

    
      “
      
        Kerr! Keru!
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Kekerukker!
      
      ”
    

    
      The goblins were jumping around in joy like green chimpanzees. If they had cried “
      
        Hoot! Hoot!” 
      
      instead of “
      
        Kerreuk
      
      ,” anyone would have mistaken them for chimpanzees.
    

    
      
        They’re cute. 
      
    

    
      The Guardian seemed annoyed. 
    

    
      
        —You find them cute? Seriously? Zombie, are your eyes just decorations?
      
    

    
      
        Mr. Sword Emperor, look at them with your mind’s eye. I can see what the goblins will become in the future. They’ll be so sublime and beautiful. I can see the future so clearly.
      
    

    
      
        —Aaaaa, I can't handle you, you bastard… I’m so helpless and incompetent that my mind can’t take it anymore when you start talking…
      
    

    
      The other species also escaped successfully. The Black Witch became an elegant black swan and guided the Bloodborns to safety. As I was leaving the forest earlier, I looked up and saw countless bats in the sky, following the black swan in a triangular formation.
    

    
      
        Oh, that is cool. 
      
    

    
      As the black swan flew away with her wings spread wide, our eyes met for a moment. Her pitch-black eyes contained the wisdom of a human, not the ferocity of an animal. In an instant, she disappeared beyond the horizon. My colleagues also transformed into mythical animals and led their own exodus. 
    

    
      
        [The quest has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        [You have safely evacuated your species from the Great Ocean Forest of Origin.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have received 300 species points as a reward for completing the quest!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 855 total species points.]
      
    

    
      The reward was also good.
    

    
      
        Five hundred points for creating the first primordial religion and three hundred points as a quest reward. Not too shabby.
      
    

    
      
        —Hmm, is that a lot?
      
    

    
      
        It’s good enough since we’re still in the beginning. I won’t run out of points right away and lose. 
      
    

    
      
        —If you say so. After all, you’re Kim Gong-Ja the Almighty Goblin God. 
      
    

    
      
        Yes. Anyway, I need to find them a place to live.
      
    

    
      
        —Damn it. Flattery doesn’t work on you at all.
      
    

    
      I chose the next item from the Civilization store. It turned out that I could use the store even as a lion. 
    

    
      
        [Would you like to purchase Bronze-Grade Settlement Search?]
      
    

    
      
        Yes. 
      
      I emptied my shopping cart without hesitation.
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Bronze-Grade Settlement Search.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 80 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 775 species points.]
      
    

    
      
        Whoosh! 
      
    

    
      A video played in my head. After crossing one river and three streams, I would find a settlement quite suitable for goblins.
    

    
      
        It’s moderately moist and has a hunting ground nearby... It’s okay. 
      
    

    
      All that was left to do was guide them to it.
    

    
      “
      
        Gorr! Gorr, grrrr, gorr!
      
      ”
    

    
      
        Okay! Follow me!
      
    

    
      I valiantly marched forward. Like baby ducks, the goblins happily followed me without question. 
    

    
      After walking for six days, we finally arrived at the settlement that the video had shown me.
    

    
      “
      
        Kerrrr!
      
      ”
    

    
      Overcome with joy, the goblins threw themselves into the stream.
    

    
      
        [Terras really like this place!]
      
    

    
      
        [Terras’ sorrow of losing their homeland has faded away.]
      
    

    
      The goblins rolled around by the stream, getting mud all over their bodies. That was their hobby. 
    

    
      The mothers dug out the gravel and spread the clear mud on their children’s backs. The kids let out characteristic giggles. Maybe it felt really good to have mud on their skin.
    

    
      
        —They're probably trying to get rid of their stench. They do stink really badly, though it’s not so bad now that they’re covered in mud.
      
    

    
      
        Oh, I guess that might be why.
      
    

    
      
        —Didn’t you realize that they stink, Kim Gong-Ja the Goblin God? 
      
    

    
      
        A god doesn't care about every little detail. He only has his great plan in his mind.
      
    

    
      
        —You nuthead…
      
    

    
      Ignoring the Guardian’s yapping, I lay down with my front paws crossed, watching the mud festival. As I was looking at them quite contentedly, I heard the Tower's voice.
    

    
      
        [Would you like to turn this into the new settlement for Terras?]
      
    

    
      
        Yuuuup.
      
    

    
      
        [A new settlement has been discovered!]
      
    

    
      
        [Please give it a name.]
      
    

    
      I scratched the ground with a sullen face. 
    

    
      
        I want to call it Raviel Temple, but I can’t pronounce it. They probably won’t be able to pronounce it either. Hmmm. This earth-crunching feeling in my claws soothes me… 
      
    

    
      
        —Hey, how come you're becoming more and more like an animal...?
      
    

    
      
        You’re being delusional.
      
    

    
      An insect that looked like a fly whirled around me. Oh, actually, the animal I possessed only looked similar to a lion, so it wasn't exactly the same as one. I just referred to it as a lion for the sake of convenience. 
    

    
      I moved my tail and smacked the supposed fly right on. Before it could even flap its wings, it crashed into my waist and died instantly. Fly hunting became my new hobby during this quest. This was quite fun.
    

    
      
        —You’ve really turned into an animal…
      
    

    
      
        If what you’re trying to say is that I have the charm of a macho man, I will gladly accept that compliment. Anyway, I’ll call the place Goru after my roar.
      
    

    
      So I roared.
    

    
      “
      
        Goru—!
      
      ”
    

    
      The Tower responded to the roar.
    

    
      
        [The new settlement of Terras has been named Goru.]
      
    

    
      
        [Terras have escaped the risk of extinction!]
      
    

    
      
        [You can clear the stage now.]
      
    

    
      
        [Do you want to do that now?]
      
    

    
      
        —Finally! The message finally showed up! I can finally hear you say other stuff than “Gorrr!” Hey, what are you waiting for? Say yes! Come on!
      
    

    
      
        What? You know what the Tower is like.
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah, I know, I know! I just want to get out of here quickly!
      
    

    
      
        I’ll say no. 
      
    

    
      The species war spanned from the thirty-first floor to the fortieth floor. Time was going to pass for the species in this world as we moved on to higher floors. If the thirty-first floor was the prehistoric era, then the thirty-second floor was going to be the historic era, and so on. 
    

    
      If I said I was going to clear the stage here, I would meet the goblins hundreds or even thousands of years later.
    

    
      
        I should do everything I can before moving on to the next floor.
      
    

    
      I looked at the goblins’ status. I had done this several times while guiding them here, but I had to make sure of something.
    

    
      
        The goblins' traits are Species Discrimination Victim, Kinship, and Maximum Greed.
      
    

    
      I looked through the information one by one.
    

    
      
        
          Species Discrimination Victim
        
      
    

    
      
        Grade: F
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Terras are ugly! People are disgusted upon meeting a Terra. Because of this, Terras suffer from all sorts of prejudices and misunderstandings. Their appearance makes it extremely difficult to build healthy relationships with other species.
      
    

    
      
        Be careful! Hatred builds in the hearts of those who are discriminated against. As the hatred among Terras grows, they will become hostile toward other species. This problem must be solved before Terras pass the point of no return.
      
    

    
      
        ※This trait may change depending on how history unfolds.
      
    

    
      
        This is the biggest problem.
      
    

    
      The goblins could be enemies with all the other species by the time I went to the next floor, becoming public enemies like in any ordinary fantasy world. It was the worst result I could get after going through everything to save them.
    

    
      
        I have to solve this before I leave… The next trait is Kinship.
      
    

    
      
        
          Kinship
        
      
    

    
      
        Grade: C
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Terras have a very strong sense of kinship. When a Terra dies, no other species in this world sheds tears except for fellow Terras. Other people would rather make a toast, chanting “Hurray! The monster is dead!”
      
    

    
      
        This is the inevitable fate of a Terra. They unite under the belief that the only people in the world they can trust are their own. The biggest taboos in the Terra society are betraying and killing a fellow Terra. 
      
    

    
      
        Unless some serious tragedy occurs, there is no way for Terras to self-destruct due to internal conflicts!
      
    

    
      
        ※This trait may change depending on how history unfolds.
      
    

    
      I had read this a few times, but it seemed to be a good trait. Well, even if we were talking about goblins, a species deserved at least one good trait.
    

    
      
        —I don't think this is exclusively a good trait…
      
    

    
      
        What? Why?
      
    

    
      
        —No reason. I’m just throwing ideas your way. Get to the next trait. Quick.
      
    

    
      
        Have you finally understood the charm of goblins?
      
    

    
      
        —I just want to be done with this as quickly as possible so we can move on... 
      
    

    
      The Guardian was really not honest with his feelings. It was clear that he was enjoying raising the adorable goblins.
    

    
      
        —No, I’m really not…
      
    

    
      Anyhow, we both sat side by side to read the description of the last trait.
    

    
      
        
          Maximum Greed
        
      
    

    
      
        Grade: B
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Terras’ greed is like an overflowing dam. Perhaps this is caused by their loathing for their own appearance. Terras seek to be recognized for what they own rather than who they are. 
      
    

    
      
        “
        
          Keruk! 
        
        I applied warm mud on myself!”
      
    

    
      
        “
        
          Kerrrrrrr!
        
         I’m covered with the luxury mud from upstream!"
      
    

    
      
        The desire for something better and more wonderful, an inferiority complex, and the wish to be recognized—these traits exist in the hearts of all Terras, making them very greedy. Perhaps Terras will covet shiny treasures or capture slaves in the future just to brag about whose slave is prettier. 
      
    

    
      
        Terras are greedy, but this is where their potential lies. How their greed will change is up to you.
      
    

    
      
        ※This trait may change depending on how history unfolds.
      
    

    
      I began to contemplate. 
    

    
      
        They’re really similar to me in some ways.
      
    

    
      
        —Huh? What?
      
    

    
      
        Nothing, I'm just talking to myself. Hmm. 
      
    

    
      I slowly stood up. As I approached the stream, a young goblin covered in mud spotted me and came running toward me.
    

    
      “
      
        Kerrrrrr.
      
       
      
        Kekerukker?
      
      ”
    

    
      Compared to humans, goblins had fewer facial muscles. Their mouths were too big, and their cheekbones were bulging out. Due to those characteristics, it was very difficult to recognize their facial expressions.
    

    
      I raised my front paw and hit the rock by the stream. The goblins cowered in surprise, but I continued to strike the rock with my front paw several times. Before long, all my claws were broken.
    

    
      
        —Huh? What are you doing?
      
    

    
      
        Just wait.
      
    

    
      I pressed my tattered paw against the mud. Mud soaked my fur, making it look like a brush that had sucked ink. Unable to understand what I was doing, the goblins looked anxiously at me.
    

    
      I approached the nearest goblin. The little guy flinched as the shadow of a huge lion covered him, but he didn’t run away.
    

    
      “
      
        Gorr. Krrrr. Krrr, Gorrreuk.
      
      ”
    

    
      
        That's right. You’re doing great. Just stay like that.
      
    

    
      I gently rubbed the little goblin’s belly with my muddy paw and drew a curved line as if cleaning a window. Every time I drew mud on him, the little goblin flinched.
    

    
      
        —Uuuuhhhh… Are you marking them in some way right now?
      
    

    
      “
      
        Gorrr.
      
      ”
    

    
      
        Yes, I am.
      
    

    
      I drew a swirling pattern with mud on the little goblin. It wasn’t just him. After finishing the swirling pattern, I drew markings for the other goblins as well. The lines were crude because I was drawing with a lion paw, not a human hand. They were also messy because I only had access to mud instead of fine paint. Still, they were definitely markings. 
    

    
      “
      
        Kerrr? Ker?
      
      ”
    

    
      When I finally painted on all the goblins, they looked at each other in amazement. After a moment, they started plastering mud on each other for fun, like children who discovered a new toy.
    

    
      “
      
        Kerrr! Gerrr! Gerger!
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Gerger!
      
      ”
    

    
      The goblins were splashing and playing in the stream. When the markings were erased in the water, the goblins drew new ones for each other, which made them burst into laughter.
    

    
      
        [Terras have awakened their sense of beauty!]
      
    

    
      
        [Terras are completely entranced by their beauty.]
      
    

    
      
        [The trait of Terras 
        
          Species Discrimination Victim
        
         has changed!]
      
    

    
      
        [Terras have gained a new trait: 
        
          Primordial Fashionista
        
        !]
      
    

    
      
        
          Primordial Fashionista
        
      
    

    
      
        Grade: E
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Terras are ugly! People are disgusted upon meeting a Terra. Because of this, Terras suffer from all sorts of prejudices and misunderstandings. Their appearance makes it very difficult for them to build healthy relationships with other species.
      
    

    
      
        “
        
          Keruk!
        
         We are ugly!” 
      
    

    
      
        In response, Terras changed their culture. They decided to combat their looks with fashion.
      
    

    
      
        “We can show off with our style!”
      
    

    
      
        Terras have a variety of markings on their green skin. The more beautiful they are, the more a Terra is recognized as an outstanding fashionista among their compatriots. 
      
    

    
      
        Congratulations! Now Terras have discovered fashion! Bless these primordial fashionistas!
      
    

    
      
        “No matter how much they dress up, a Terra is still a Terra.” 
      
    

    
      
        Of course, whether that fashion is recognized by other species or not is another matter.
      
    

    
      
        ※This trait may change depending on how history unfolds.
      
    

    
      
        Okay. 
      
    

    
      I let out a satisfied laughter from my lion snout. During this grandiose species war, I was the goblins’ Guardian Constellation. But leading them was so simple. I just had to raise them in the best way possible.
    

    
      “
      
        Grrr, grrr. Goreuk, gorrrrreuk!
      
      ”
    

    
      
        Hey, your species will flourish thanks to me! 
      
      I roared.
    

    
      “
      
        Kekerkereuk!
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Kekerkereuk! Kekerkereuk!
      
      ”
    

    
      The goblins danced around me with mud all over their bodies. It was truly touching. 
    

    
      The Guardian watched the whole thing unfold. 
    

    
      
        —No… they just look crazy.  I hope they won't become Kim Gong-Ja 2.0… What if you end up with a race of wackos like you? No, that’s impossible. No way. There is no way something as hellish as that would happen…
      
    

    
      “
      
        Kerrrrreeeeukkk!
      
      ”
    

    
      The goblins' united shouts echoed throughout their new settlement.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 157: Be A God (3)

    
      
        [You have purchased Prey Search.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 5 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 865 species points.]
      
    

    
      I bit into a cow's skin. Actually, it looked nothing like a cow and had thorns on its back like a hedgehog, but there was a reason I called it a cow. 
    

    
      
        Mooooooo!
      
    

    
      It cried just like a cow.
    

    
      
        Moooo! Mooooooo!
      
    

    
      The animal screamed helplessly, struggling and fighting back until its demise, but it was all in vain. It was powerless against my teeth and claws, and most of all, the goblins’ bamboo spears.
    

    
      
        Thump!
      
    

    
      The cow eventually collapsed. The goblins who were on the hunt with me stamped their feet with excitement.
    

    
      “
      
        Kirrrrr! Ke!
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Kereuk, kekegor, gorreuk!
      
      ”
    

    
      
        [Successful hunt!]
      
    

    
      
        [Your species has acquired a perfect understanding of this animal.]
      
    

    
      
        [You can no longer gain species points by hunting its kind.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your species has reached the maximum level in hunting experience.]
      
    

    
      
        [You can no longer gain species points by hunting.]
      
    

    
      
        Tsk, I guess we’re done with hunting now.
      
    

    
      
        —Zombie... Let's leave already… Please… You did everything you could here…
      
    

    
      
        Okay, now let's go foraging!
      
    

    
      
        —Shit!
      
    

    
      
        [You can no longer gain species points by foraging.]
      
    

    
      After days spent foraging, the goblins started using red or green mud to mark themselves with crudely flashy drawings. For some reason, even their body odor diminished. I didn’t know if this was the mud or the power of the Primordial Fashionista trait, but I could finally say goodbye to the stench that evoked a blend of soybean paste stew and midsummer sewers.
    

    
      That wasn’t all.
    

    
      
        [Terras have become experts in foraging and hunting!]
      
    

    
      
        [Their fear of large animals has faded.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have received 50 species points.]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 1015 species points..]
      
    

    
      “
      
        Gor.
      
      ”
    

    
      I wagged my tail in satisfaction. 
    

    
      
        Good. Now I've done almost everything I could for them.
      
    

    
      The goblins started playing with mud. They could form groups and hunt large animals, so they were very ahead in the species race. The foundation for the great goblin civilization was now ready.
    

    
      
        There are no more species points I can gain.
      
    

    
      It looked like my colleagues were in a similar situation.
    

    
      
        [The Viper, leading Skians, has cleared the stage!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Sword Star, leading Purens, has cleared the stage!]
      
    

    
      More and more of my colleagues cleared the stage and left. The Viper, who ruled over the dokkaebi, was the first. The Sword Star was next. The rest of my colleagues would be wrapping up the stage one by one.
    

    
      Still, I felt somewhat sad.
    

    
      
        Ah… If possible, I also want to teach them things like letters and aura… 
      
    

    
      
        —What’s the problem? Just go ahead and do it.
      
    

    
      
        The problem is that I can’t, even if I want to. 
      
    

    
      A sigh escaped from my lion snout as I read through the Civilization Store. It had almost every possible item available, including what I wanted the goblins to have. The problem was that it was unattainable.
    

    
      
        Item search: letters.
      
    

    
      The item window soon showed up.
    

    
      
        
          Letters.
        
      
    

    
      
        Description: The species will invent their writing system. Leaving written records is much more effective than relying on oral tradition! Unlike fleeting voices, letters endure through time.
      
    

    
      
        Cost: 4,500 species points
      
    

    
      
        ※ Purens inherently have this skill.
      
    

    
      
        Shit. The price is crazy…
      
    

    
      The total of the points I had was 1,015. I had spent some here and there for hunting and other things, but even if I had saved up all of them, it wouldn't have been enough to purchase this. Yet Purens had it by default. The system was so broken.
    

    
      The Guardian chuckled. 
    

    
      
        —It's your fault for choosing goblins. Heh.
      
    

    
      Purens weren’t the only ones with a bonus. Actually, they were a species with few bonuses. Sylvans, the elves ruled by the Countess, had Mana Sensory and Aura Sensory from the beginning. Both skills cost 6,200 points. 
    

    
      Once again, I realized how mid goblins were.
    

    
      
        Of course, I believe they will shine and crush both humans and elves, but I feel sorry for them.
      
    

    
      
        —I think the one you should feel sorry for is yourself, Zombie.
      
    

    
      
        I don’t care about the other skills, but I want my guys to have at least a writing system. Is there really no way to collect 4,500 points...?
      
    

    
      
        [The Paladin, leading Fingills, has cleared the stage!]
      
    

    
      Even the Paladin cleared the stage. There were only three of us left on the thirty-first floor: The Inquisitor who ruled over Shellmounts, the Black Witch with her Bloodborns, and me.
    

    
      I stopped contemplating. 
      
        That's it. I’ll forget about purchasing Letter using orthodox methods.
      
    

    
      
        —Huh?
      
    

    
      
        Even if I accumulate 4,500 points, I can't buy it because it's a waste. I can't pour all these precious points into one item. And since when did I start using orthodox methods? I always weaseled. 
      
    

    
      
        —What are you talking about?
      
    

    
      
        I can teach them how to write myself!
      
    

    
      From that day on, I started my challenging fight with the goblins.
    

    
      “
      
        Grrrr, gor. Ah. Kerr, ah.
      
      ”
    

    
      
        Guys, pay close attention. A. This is A.
      
    

    
      With my claw, I drew the letter A on the ground. I made it big in case they missed it, but the goblins gathered around me just tilted their heads in confusion.
    

    
      “
      
        Keeeeerrrr?
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Kekerukker?
      
      ”
    

    
      As expected, they didn’t understand a thing, but I wasn’t the type to ever give up.
    

    
      “
      
        Gorrr! Gaa, ah, ker, ah!
      
      ”
    

    
      
        Look! A, A, this is A!
      
    

    
      I growled and pushed the goblins as if I was a teacher. They flinched in surprise.
    

    
      “
      
        Gar… … ?
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Gor, gor?
      
      ”
    

    
      The goblins got up and walked away.
    

    
      
        [The Terras are afraid of you.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Terras are confused because they are unable to understand you.]
      
    

    
      After a while, the goblins quietly brought me some of the cow they had caught this morning. It was well-grilled, so it was easy to eat. 
    

    
      “
      
        Kekerukker…!
      
      ”
    

    
      The goblins bowed on the ground and cried.
    

    
      
        [The Terras brought you this to appease your wrath.]
      
    

    
      “
      
        Krrrrr! Gaah! ah, kar!
      
      ”
    

    
      
        Are you serious? Do you think I’m angry at you because I want to eat meat? That isn’t what Mommy wants! I’m just trying to give you a headstart for your future, why can't you understand that? If you keep gorring and playing all the time, the elves and humans next door will hunt you down and turn you into goblin toast. Is that what you want to become? The elves’ walking experience point bags?
      
    

    
      
        “Ker, kerrrr…”
      
    

    
      I didn't give up and tried teaching letters, but it was a huge failure. The goblins couldn't even learn the letters A, B, and C. They somehow memorized A, but they were like, “What in the world is this?”, “I don’t know…”, and “I don’t know why we have to do this…” 
    

    
      They became noticeably discouraged. This was the first time I encountered a challenge while leading the goblins.
    

    
      
        Is it really impossible for them to learn the alphabet because of their default intelligence? Weird. I remember that, when the Fire Emperor reached the thirty-third floor with the elves, the goblins could also write… Are the goblins too dumb because it’s too early for their brains to develop…? I don’t think so…
      
    

    
      I was deep in thought.
    

    
      
        If I teach them letters this way, it’s obvious that they’ll forget them soon.
      
    

    
      The goblins had to realize the benefits of learning an alphabet. Otherwise, even if I managed to teach them the letters one by one, they would all be forgotten in less than a generation. How could I give meaning to these letters?
    

    
      
        Huh? Wait a minute.
      
    

    
      An idea occurred to me. 
    

    
      
        Just because I’m trying to teach them how to write, that doesn’t mean I have to use an actual alphabet.
      
    

    
      Yes, just because I was teaching the alphabet, that didn’t mean I had to teach them the letters one by one! I jumped up and roared.
    

    
      “
      
        Krrrrrr!
      
      ”
    

    
      
        Gather around!
      
    

    
      The goblins gave up on eating the meat and gathered around me hesitantly. Everyone's ears were down like downcast puppies. Perhaps their facial expressions meant to communicate “Is he going to do something strange again?”, “
      
        Ugh,
      
       I don’t like this.”, “It would be nice if he covered us with mud like usual.” In short, they were sulking a bit.
    

    
      “
      
        Krrrr. Keeerr… Kekerukker, Gor, Ke.
      
      ”
    

    
      
        Now, now, it’s okay. You know I like you guys, right?
      
    

    
      I put mud on my front paw and spread it on the goblins, tickling them. The goblins stopped sulking. Instead, the outline of a smile appeared on their faces.
    

    
      “
      
        Gorrrrrr.
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Kerr, ker!
      
      ”
    

    
      These guys easily sulked, but they also easily forgot why they were sulky in the first place. My brilliant mud-smearing skill melted the goblins' hearts. After the awkward tension went away somewhat, I showed some letters to the goblins.
    

    
      However, the characters were slightly different from before. I drew something with my claw: ■, a square which I filled in. Then, I balled up the mud and piled it next to the ■.
    

    
      “
      
        Gorrrrrr.
      
      ”
    

    
      
        Look, guys. This is mud. Mud. Muuuud. Do you understand?
      
    

    
      “
      
        Kerrrrrr…?
      
      ”
    

    
      The goblins looked around confused, not really understanding what I was showing them. However, I didn't mind and decided to take my time. 
    

    
      Days passed. Every time I applied mud to the goblins, I drew a ■ on the ground. 
    

    
      That wasn't all. Whenever I had time, I marked the goblins’ bodies with symbols.
    

    
      
        This is daytime. The sky is bright.
      
    

    
      ○.
    

    
      
        It is night now. The sky is dark.
      
    

    
      ●.
    

    
      
        That's the sun. Isn’t it dazzling?
      
    

    
      ☆.
    

    
      
        This is the moon.
      
    

    
      ★.
    

    
      
        This is water. Water. Small river.
      
    

    
      ~.
    

    
      
        What if the water is a little deep?
      
    

    
      ~~.
    

    
      
        What if the water is very deep?
      
    

    
      ~~~.
    

    
      “
      
        Kerrr…
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Keruk? Ker, ke?
      
      ”
    

    
      The goblins were confused at first but slowly began to understand my drawings. They didn’t understand or accept why A meant A but they managed to understand that ■ meant mud. My initial approach had not been the right one.
    

    
      
        Okay. They still had a lot to learn. The world is wide.
      
    

    
      There wasn’t much that goblins knew about the world. Despite how vast it was, what goblins saw, felt, smelled, and heard was really only a handful of it.
    

    
      “
      
        Keruk.
      
      ”
    

    
      Sky.
    

    
      “
      
        Kerruk.
      
      ”
    

    
      Earth.
    

    
      “
      
        Ker.
      
      ”
    

    
      Meat.
    

    
      “
      
        Ke.
      
      ”
    

    
      Water.
    

    
      The goblins saw something blue stretching above their heads. What they were standing on was hard but sometimes soft. The scent of the centipede meat getting cooked was pleasant. They heard the quiet splashing sound of something that felt refreshing when they drank it and good when they jumped into it.
    

    
      “
      
        Gor!
      
      ”
    

    
      This was the sound they made when they were happy.
    

    
      “
      
        Kerrrr…
      
      ”
    

    
      And this was the sound they made when they disliked something. In the goblins’ words, they could only describe six different things. Only six. This was enough to describe their world. Six drawings rather than dozens of letters made up the alphabet the goblins needed now.
    

    
      
        Swoosh—!
      
    

    
      One day, it rained. While the goblins played and washed themselves in the rain, I showed them certain symbols.
    

    
      
        Water.
      
    

    
      ~.
    

    
      
        Black sky.
      
    

    
      ●.
    

    
      
        Water falling from the black sky.
      
    

    
      ●~.
    

    
      
        Rain.
      
    

    
      I looked up and pointed to the rain pouring down. The goblins followed my gaze and glanced over at the rainwater.
    

    
      
        Rain.
      
    

    
      After who knew how long, the goblins spoke up.
    

    
      “
      
        Kerukke?
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Kerukke. Kerukke.
      
      ”
    

    
      The goblins pointed to the rain and imitated the ●~ symbol I had drawn on the ground. 
    

    
      “
      
        Kerukke!
      
      ”
    

    
      
        Rain.
      
    

    
      The goblins looked at me as if asking if they were doing it right. I nodded, satisfied with their efforts.
    

    
      “
      
        Gor.
      
      ”
    

    
      
        Good.
      
    

    
      
        [Terras have discovered a writing system!]
      
    

    
      
        [Terras have gained a new trait: 
        
          Legacy of Record
        
        !]
      
    

    
      
        
          Legacy of Records
        
      
    

    
      
        Grade: E (A)
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Terras have realized the endless possibilities of symbols! Their drawings don’t just look cool but can also be used to express aspects from the world.
      
    

    
      
        “○.”  This means sky to Terras.  
      
    

    
      
        “■.” This means mud and earth to Terras.
      
    

    
      
        “○■.” Hence, this means sky and earth to Terras. In other words, this is how Terras describe their world.
      
    

    
      
        From now on, Terras will develop their logograms. They will leave behind drawings of what they love, and their texts will describe their lives.
      
    

    
      
        May luck be with them.
      
    

    
      
        ※This trait may change depending on how history unfolds.
      
    

    
      What? I only taught them a few symbols, but I was very moved.
    

    
      “
      
        Kerukke, Kerukke!
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Kerukkerreuk!
      
      ”
    

    
      The goblins were busy drawing. I felt strangely sad, happy, and somehow lonely. Was I really happy? Or just proud of them? I couldn’t really describe what I was feeling.
    

    
      
        [The Black Witch, leading Bloodborns, has cleared the stage!]
      
    

    
      After fifteen days, even the Black Witch cleared the stage. Now only the Inquisitor and I were left on the thirty-first floor. 
    

    
      
        It looks like the Inquisitor is also taking his time teaching his people something.
      
    

    
      In the meantime, I taught the goblins numbers. At first, I tried to teach Arabic numerals, but the goblins couldn't understand them at all, so I compromised and taught them Roman numerals. 
    

    
      Ⅰ. Ⅱ. Ⅲ. Perhaps because it was simply made of lines, even the goblins understood Roman numerals. 
    

    
      Though I really wanted to teach them the four basic arithmetic operations…
    

    
      
        These guys don't understand concepts such as subtraction... 
      
    

    
      After all, they were goblins. They didn't understand that numbers greater than six existed. Well, I guess I was expecting too much from them at this point.
    

    
      
        I've taught everything there is to teach. Right?
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah, I think so.
      
    

    
      I nodded. 
      
        It’s time for me to leave too.
      
    

    
      On that night, I slipped out of the settlement when the goblins were all asleep. They would be very sad after they found out I was gone. However, I couldn’t leave a lion among them before I headed onto the next stage because it could attack them. 
    

    
      “
      
        Krrr, gorrr..
      
      ”
    

    
      
        Goodbye, guys.
      
    

    
      I licked a young goblin's forehead. The young goblin was asleep, unaware of the world around him. “
      
        Gorrr…
      
      ” 
    

    
      
        You’re adorable. 
      
    

    
      I got as far away as possible from the goblin settlement Goru. Time passed, and darkness fell, only the buzzing of insects and the distant pitiful cries of goblins could be heard.
    

    
      “
      
        Kekeruk… Ker….
      
      ”
    

    
      It seemed as if they already noticed that I was gone. The goblins were crying out my name, Kekerukker. I quickly disappeared into the darkness without looking back.
    

    
      
        Live well! Become great goblins! Let’s meet again! I cleared the stage!
      
    

    
      The Tower responded. 
    

    
      
        [The stage has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        [The quest is still in progress.]
      
    

    
      
        [You are going to be immediately teleported to the thirty-second floor]
      
    

    
      
        [Your reward will be given after you enter the thirty-second floor.]
      
    

    
      
        Swoosh!
      
    

    
      White light enveloped me.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 158: The Great Snail Empire (1)
Immediately after clearing the stage, I was teleported to the thirty-second floor. My fellow Hunters and the Mirage-Walking Princess were waiting for me there. The princess was hugging a unique-looking pillow this time.
“That’s…”
When I looked closely, I saw that it was a snail doll. I couldn’t believe it. I could understand her hugging a goblin doll maybe, but a snail…?
“I also have a goblin doll.”
“What?”
The princess took it out. “Here.” 
The doll really resembled goblins with its long nose and ears, as well as its bulging cheekbones.
“W-where did you get this…?”
“I made it,” the princess answered.
“Can you show me…”
Just as I was about to make a very legitimate request as the Goblin God, someone intervened.
“What are you doing?” the Black Witch asked, looking at me in a dumbstruck manner. “If you have time to play with a Constellation, then you also have time to move on to the next stage. It took twenty-four days just to conquer the thirty-first floor. That’s way too long… No, maybe my common sense has become skewed since it took years to beat the tenth stage.”
“But, Black Dragon Master, you’re also holding something in your arms,” I countered.
The Black Witch hid the bat doll behind her. “T-this is for data research.” 
Both the Countess and the Paladin were also playing with an elf doll and a mermaid doll respectively.
“I’m looking at it as a potential product. A Constellation made it, so it’s rare.”
“The item description is also true to its quality.”
These guys…
“Well, the faster we clear a stage, the better.” I received the goblin doll and held it in my arms as I looked around.
The world was pure white, as if a piece of paper stretched out endlessly. We were the only ones standing in the middle of it.
“Is this the thirty-second floor?” I asked, although I could feel that it wasn’t.
Sure enough, the princess shook her head while hugging the snail doll. “It’ll be easier to understand if you think of this place as a type of waiting room. In order to materialize the thirty-second floor, all of you have to clear the stage before it. Oh, as for the Viper over there, he stayed here for fifteen days waiting for you.”
The Viper frowned from where he was sitting down. “I was itching so hard that I thought I was going to die from frustration! Why are you guys late? You just had to take care of your species and get out as quickly as you can. Ugh, I couldn’t even observe what you were doing there, so I just meditated.”
“With the dokkaebi doll?”
“It helps me meditate better. Anyhow, I’ve been approaching the stage from a very pragmatic point of view, so what have you been doing? Seriously, you guys immersed yourselves too much in this—”
The Paladin sighed. “No, you’re the one who missed the point. The princess told us when we entered the thirty-first floor that, from the thirty-first to the fortieth floors, it’s a species war. In other words, it’s possible that the thirty-first to fortieth floors are part of a sort of series. We may continue to rule over the species we selected on the thirty-first floor.”
“Huh?”
“If only the thirty-first floor involved species, Sect Master, then we can take care of your species with minimum effort as you said. However, it's different if we’re going to rule them until the fortieth floor. We have to prepare our species in advance so they can develop on their own even while we’re away.”
The Viper blinked his one eye. “W-wait, she said that?”
The Paladin sighed deeply. “It was obvious. Try to figure out this kind of stuff on your own, Rao Fan. You tend not to think too deeply about matters that aren’t related to martial arts.”
“Is that true? Is that why you have all been sitting on your asses for fifteen days?” 
The Viper looked around in distress with a desperate look in his eye, wishing one of us would say “no.” Unfortunately, no Hunter here lacked brain cells to make the Viper’s wish come true.
I smiled kindly and patted him on the shoulder. “Sect Master, it’s okay.” 
“D-Death King… There’s no way that’s true, right? The Paladin misunderstood, didn’t she? I’m not the only idiot lagging behind… right?”
“Even if your species goes extinct, there are still six species left.”
“Shit!” The Viper covered his face with his hands.
The princess laughed mischievously as she watched us fool around. “Don’t worry too much. All your species made it to the next era, which is the thirty-second floor. Thanks to all of your hard work, the prehistoric era ended quickly. From now on, we’re onto the historic era.”
There was a considerable gap between the thirty-first and thirty-second floors.
At least thousands of years had passed.
I was worried that the goblins had faded during such a long period of time, but I felt a little relieved because the princess confirmed they had survived.
“Now that everyone is here, I’ll unlock the next stage!”
The princess climbed on the floating snail doll. Like a cavalryman on horseback, she shouted and raised an arm. However, she then made a completely unexpected remark. 
“The events of the thirty-second floor take place two hundred years after the thirty-first floor!”
Silence hung between my colleagues and I.
“What?”
Two hundred years, not two thousand? This meant only two hundred years separated the prehistoric era ended and the historic era began only in two hundred years.
“Only two hundred years have passed? Princess, are my ears failing me? Are you sure you weren’t supposed to say two thousand years?” I asked with disbelief.
In the past, even when the Fire Emperor used all his points to train the elves, the gap between the thirty-first and thirty-second floors was over a thousand years. Even if I was somehow misremembering, at least five hundred years were supposed to have passed, yet the princess said only two hundred years had passed? Did we take really good care of our people?
The princess offered a beaming smile. “You heard me right. I was surprised too. I knew you guys were good, but I had no idea your species would evolve this fast. Well, I guess, for some of you, time passed quite slowly… Well, sometimes detouring can be the fastest shortcut.”
“What do you mean?”
“You will find out when you go to the thirty-second floor.” The princess placed the goblin doll down on the white floor and opened her arms wide. “I’ll unlock the thirty-second floor now!”
“Please wait a moment,” the Black Witch said. She, too, was puzzled by the small time gap between the eras. “Not all of us are here yet. The Inquisitor is missing.”
The Black Witch was right. There were only six of us in the waiting room, including me. One of us, the Inquisitor, had yet to show up.
“We should go to the thirty-second floor only after he clears the stage.”
“Ah. You don’t have to worry about it. It’s okay,” the princess said with a shake of her hand. “I said earlier that everyone is here. If this Inquisitor you’re referring to is your Rank 4 Hunter, he’s waiting for you guys on the thirty-second floor already.”
“What?”
The princess smiled. “Like I said, you’ll find out when you go.”
Woosh!
White light enveloped us.
***
When I opened my eyes, we were floating in the sky, the world stretching below us. The majority of this world was made up of oceans and vast forests, but time had passed since we were last here. I saw no forests, streams, or sunlight streaming through the leaves. Even the “sky” we were in wasn’t real. 
“Oh my god,” the Black Witch muttered. “What is that?”
The world below us and the landscape that the Black Witch was referring to was an underground city that I had never seen or heard of before. I could hear people speaking. 
“Life is hard because the way home from work is so long, Lime.”
“I heard that a new tavern opened near the Big Lot…”
“I’d like to postpone the volunteer work this year, Lime.”
Creatures were crawling through the city. Yes, they crawled, not walked. Upon closer inspection, I noticed they were snails. These translucent creatures moved around, carrying large shells on their back.
“What the hell?”
The underground city, or rather the underground world, was completely different from our world. First of all, there were no roads. The snails traveled by clinging onto walls instead.
“Don’t cling to our wall, laime!”
“You have to be kidding me. All walls in the polis are public property, Lime! The god decides my destination, but I decide how I’ll crawl there, Lime.”
The snails were crawling freely left, right, up, and down. In the huge underground world, there were plenty of stone buildings that appeared to be over twenty stories high scattered around, but I couldn’t spot any stairs. The snails simply climbed up the walls and entered their homes through a window. 
“The monthly rent has gone up so much these days, Lime… ”
“It’s unfortunate, but we have to spend this winter at the Old Home[1].”
There were even homeless snails. They huddled together in a small cave and burrowed into their shells. They gave and received minerals that glowed bright blue. As a homeless snail swallowed the blue rock, they gained a blue glow.
“Lime… I endure today for this one bite, laime...”
“Judging by your bright light, it looks like you found something nice, Lime.”
“I was lucky. The merchants these days really have no business ethics, Lime. How can they tamper with stone cigarettes? It’s just not something decent people would do, Lime.”
“Let me just take one bite too...”
It didn’t end there.
“Move those already, Lime!”
A snail waved their tentacle. 
Slosh! 
The creature who was hit by the tentacle groaned and loaded heavy stones onto the wagon. Skians—the dokkaeebi, once ruled by the Viper, were hard at work.
“Really, all Skians are lazy, Lime!” The snail that appeared to be the manager grunted. “They’re so damn expensive to take care of, but if I look away one minute, they immediately procrastinate, laime. We feed, clothe, and provide beds for them, so I don’t know what their problem is.”
“You’re right. Seriously, these slaves will immediately take advantage of us if we treat them well just a little bit. They’re lowly species that don’t even have shells. I don’t know what they’re so confident about.”
“Hey, slave. Try saying ‘Lime.’ If you know how to pronounce it properly, I’ll let it slide this time.”
The Skians were as big as orcs and had a single horn on their foreheads. However, they were at a loss around the snails, who weren’t even at their waist level.
“R-raimi.”
“Look at that! The slaves can’t even pronounce Lime properly! Lime, their race is so puny that they can’t even speak the sacred word. You lowly creatures, get back to work!”
“Ugh…”
Oh my god. Those snails were enslaving the Skians.
The Viper’s jaw dropped to the floor upon discovering his species had become slaves. “What…? Why…? T-This doesn’t make sense! I-I did a lot for them before I left the thirty-first floor! I made them swords and spears, taught them how to fight… So what the heck is this? Why are they slaves? Did my species really become slaves?!”
“Oh, I missed you guys!!” the Inquisitor shouted. “Hahaha. I see. Has it finally been acknowledged that we entered a new era? I would say the process has been either slow or fast depending on how to interpret it. Well, if I evaluate it objectively, I think it should be considered fast!”
The Inquisitor was his usual self, wearing his familiar black priest uniform and flashing the same smile as always. Because of this, the Viper didn’t notice anything abnormal as he rushed at the Inquisitor. 
“Hey, you psychopath!”
“Yes?”
The Viper grabbed the Inquisitor by the collar and shook him. “What the hell happened? Why has my species become your stooges?” 
Despite the shaking, the Inquisitor didn’t wipe the smile off his face. “Easy! The snail civilization I have built requires a substantial amount of labor. Slavery is a pretty useful institution for providing labor! Coincidentally, the Skians conducted a large-scale invasion 112 years ago, so we defeated and captured them all!”
“W-what…?”
“Haha, don’t worry. It was difficult to tame them because they are a very proud species. It’s still difficult to tame them, but we succeeded in subduing their fighting spirit to some extent! Perhaps we will be able to change the nature of their species in three more generations.”
The Viper opened and closed his mouth, looking like he couldn’t follow the Inquisitor’s words at all. The other Hunters understood what happened to some extent and looked at each other in silence.
I came forward on everyone’s behalf. “Mr. Inquisitor, I’d like to ask you something.”
“Ah, Mr. Death King! Yes, ask me anything.” 
The Inquisitor smiled. If he had a puppy tail, he would be wagging it passionately right now. That was how lively his smile was.
“After we said we cleared the thirty-first stage, we moved to the waiting room, but you weren’t there. The princess said that you were the first to arrive at the thirty-second floor... What does that mean?”
The Inquisitor tilted his head to the side three or four times. “Hmm? Ah, I see. Haha. Strictly speaking, that’s technically an incorrect description. I didn’t get to the thirty-second floor first.  I’ve just been staying on the thirty-first floor until now!”
After a short silence, I asked, “What?”
“Exactly what I said, Mr. Death King! I know that you cleared the stage one after another because the Tower told me. But I thought that if the thirty-first floor is connected to the next floor, there is no need to declare it clear.”
I blinked at him, too stunned to speak.
“I’m aware of the way human history has unfolded on some level. This knowledge was sure to be of great help to the development of the snail civilization! Therefore, I told the Tower that I won’t say I cleared the stage.”
“Then…”
The Inquisitor beamed. “Yes, I continued to stay by my Shellmounts and take care of them! Welcome, everyone! Ah. It’s been two hundred years, six months, and twenty-one days since I last saw you! It’s nice to see you after such a long time!”
Holy fuck.

1.  This seems to be refering to snails’ shells. ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 159: The Great Snail Empire (2)
In the beginning, there was Lime. The snail people didn’t know where Lime came from and where they went but, before they vanished, they chose the Shellmounts as the best species. They received evidence that they were the chosen ones.
“Although there are many species in this world, you are the only ones who can perfectly pronounce the word ‘Lime.’ I’ll allow only you to use the holy name. Ah! This is your power. You should regard ‘Lime’ as proof that you have been chosen. For the rest of your life, always recite ‘Lime’ no matter what you do—eat, poop, put on or take off your clothes, in your sleep, or as soon as you wake up, in order to prove my existence…”
“What kind of crap is this?” I asked.
The Inquisitor beamed. “This is the scripture I made!”
“Scripture?”
“Yes! The vocal cords of Shellmounts are very unique. Among the seven species, only they can pronounce ‘Lime!’ Therefore, this is the name I chose for their god.” 
The Inquisitor nimbly landed on solid ground, with my colleagues and I following closely behind. His smile was glued to his face as he told us the history of the snail civilization.
“Neither Skians nor Sylvans can pronounce ‘Lime’ correctly simply because their vocal cords are different!”
Snails crawled around. They passed right through us, completely unaware of us, as if we were ghosts.
“But I gave the word a mythological meaning by telling the Shellmounts that their ability to pronounce ‘Lime’ is proof of being chosen by the heavens!”
The Paladin asked, “But why? Why did you do that, Inquisitor? You know the horrors of religion better than anyone else. If you play god, there’s no turning back—”
“Oh, I wasn’t careless at all. Quite the contrary!”
It seemed as if the Paladin wanted to argue back, but she did no such thing.
The Inquisitor continued to smile brightly. “Use is different from misuse, and even more so from abuse. Everyone, at least one religion was bound to be created one day! No matter the world, creatures always try to find the reason for their existence and their world. Gods are just the magical beings that provide answers to everything!”
The Inquisitor pointed to a huge pillar in the middle of the underground city that reached the ceiling, lined with paintings resembling Egyptian murals. The “scripture” he mentioned to us earlier was also engraved on this very pillar.
“But…”
“Miss Paladin, I know what you’re trying to say, but there are still so many things the species of this world don’t know in this day and age. They don’t know why it rains, why their heart pounds, or why they have to drink water to survive. Think of that as fear,” the Inquisitor concluded, his cheerful smile turning into a grin.
“Fear?”
“Yes, fear,” the Inquisitor replied. “Their heartbeats are fueled by it. Heartbeats can be heard, but these creatures don’t know why their hearts pound. When they get hurt, they bleed. If they lose too much blood, they die, but they don’t know why blood flows in their veins. They have no idea why bread is delicious, why it makes them happy when it appeases their hunger, or why they have to eat salt to survive.”
The Inquisitor put his hands together as if he was praying. “For them, the world is surrounded by unknown monsters! Such monsters are lurking even within them. Completely clueless, these creatures just live their lives, ignorant and helpless until they die… Do you guys understand their fears now?”
Thump!
On the other side of the vast cave, snail miners were digging for rock salt.
“A god gets rid of this ignorance and powerlessness to some extent. Rain is no longer an unknown monster. It’s a god’s tears as they occasionally cry.”
Thump! Thump, thump!
Shedding mucus, the snail miners excavated rock salt by grabbing sharp stones and swinging their tentacles. 
“Now salt is no longer a strange rock. When Primordial Mother Earth was torn apart and died, her hair became a forest, her blood became the sea, and her teeth became salt. Salt is seen as a god’s remains. Therefore, it is sacred and safe to eat. Haha! In today’s terms, a myth is like a certificate of health for food!”
The Inquisitor’s posture looked pious. In a soft voice, he kept chanting, seemingly with no intention of stopping anytime soon.
“And the god says that their people were born because of them. They care about their loyal subjects. Do you understand? Only by looking up at a god can people finally find answers to the unanswered questions of their lives.”
Nobody tried to argue with him, but it wasn’t as if we had anything to say.
“Everyone, imagine this with me!” the Inquisitor continued, still smiling. “The heartbeat that resonates from within your chest is no longer an unknown monster’s moans. The god designed their people in their own image, so heartbeats are a melody composed by the god. Therefore, people can overhear their god’s music anywhere, anytime. Isn’t that beautiful…?” the Inquisitor asked with a sigh. 
He looked around with delight at the underground city, the world he had created. “Now my people are free from the life of living as they live. Finally, they escaped from the fate of minikins, and have found purpose in their lives.”
The lives of the snail people had meanings. Their god loved them. 
“They constantly build temples and huge wonders to dedicate them to their god. Their existences are proof that their god loves them. Isn’t that so cool and thrilling? Everyone, the species of this era are professing their love and devotion to the world!”
Right…
“All love needs proof and effort. Instead of being buried in fear and suffocating, my people struggle to win their god’s love! Even though this love is nothing but a misunderstanding, sometimes people need misunderstandings to live in peace. I bless my snail people!”
The Inquisitor ended his prayer and spread his arms wide. “You may consider religion a necessary evil, but all necessary evils are born from necessary good. These guys still need a god! Because of their god, they can breathe, live, and love.”
That was the Inquisitor’s belief. 
“Humans always need reasons, even for appreciating a flower or crying over its wilting petals. A god gives them infinite reasons! Primordial gods never exterminated humanity. People can understand themselves and love the world because there is a god watching over them!”
Silence fell. Only the sound of the miners digging up the rock salt could be heard. I slowly turned and looked around the underground city.
“Slaves, work faster, Lime!”
“The break finished long ago, laime! Load the stones and take them to the docks! Quickly!”
The snails clung to the stone wall and waved their tentacles. 
Smack! 
The slaves carrying their loads bent their knees, groaning, though they didn’t stop walking. Perhaps they were already used to being whipped. 
“One, two. One, two…”
Among them were Skians, the species led by the Viper. The creatures with one horn on their foreheads were used to carrying heavy loads.
“Shish, shi, shishhhh…!”
Fingills, the Paladin’s species, swam in the river leading outside the mine, pulling the galleys with ropes connecting their torsos with the ships’ bows. 
“Pirrrrrr! Baa! Pir!”
Bloodborns, the Black Witch’s species, were flying around the mine non-stop. The bats were clutching onto scrolls of letters and other odd objects, delivering mail to the citizens to all sides of the mine.
The Inquisitor noticed where I was looking and smiled. “Ah, this is what the mine of Slimepolis, the capital of the snail civilization, looks like. The capital’s specialty product is rock salt. According to myths, this is the place where Primordial Mother Earth’s head dropped when she died! The Shellmounts believe this mine is her skull, and the rock salt is her teeth! Supplying these sacred teeth fragments throughout the empire is the civilization’s main industry. The Shellmounts have control of the empire through this salt trade.”
The Black Witch groaned. “That’s amazing, but... Two hundred years? It doesn’t make sense. How did you endure staying here for two hundred years?”
“Hmm? We’re in some sort of spiritual state during these stages, right? Enduring two hundred years is easy!”
“No, it isn’t… We’re talking about two hundred years.”
“Ah, I see what you’re trying to ask! I possessed a white dog. When it died, I possessed its descendant.”
“No, I actually… Nevermind.” 
The Black Witch shook her head in resignation. My other colleagues’ reactions weren’t much different.
The Inquisitor beamed and added, “The puppies of the bloodline that I possess have been worshiped as divine animals! They stay at the imperial palace and the temple. Today, the thirty-fourth divine animal died, so I was about to possess the thirty-fifth. Coincidentally, that was when you guys showed up! Let me greet you again. Welcome!”
We didn’t greet him in return. Behind him, there was a huge pillar, and beyond, a sphinx-like statue. To put it in simple words, the statue was a giant Welsh corgi. It was easy to guess what kind of dog the Inquisitor had been possessing.
“Kerrrrr!”
I heard a crying sound that was all too familiar to me.
“Kerrrrr, kerrrr! I dedicate today’s glory to our sacred White Lion! Ker!”
“I offer my blood to the citizens of the Great Slimepolis! Gor!”
Thump! Thump!
Two goblins used the swords in their hands to strike at their shields. They were standing on a mudflat surrounded by countless cheering snails.
“Lime, I bet all my money on you today, you dirty fungus!”
“Kirke! Today is the day she gets taught a lesson! Kill her!”
The goblins roared after hearing the cheers of the crowd. They charged at each other, splashing mud around as they swung their swords to strike the opponent’s shield. 
Clang! Claaaang!
Rough and scary metal sounds rang out. The cheers from the snail spectators grew louder.
“You shell-less barbarian! Swing your foreleg! Laime! Chop him with your foreleg!” [1]
“What are you doing? Move, you idiot! Lime! Lime!”
For a moment, I was speechless. “Gladiators? They’re gladiators?”
The Inquisitor’s smile was in full bloom. “Yes, though they’re called sword slaves here!”
The goblins howled and swung their swords. Blood spurted because they were unable to fully defend themselves with their shields. Geometric markings covered their skin. 
“Terras are famous for being brave and clever! They are the most favored species as they are known as sword slaves not just in Slimepolis, but in the entire Slime Empire.”
The wounded goblin screamed. Her opponent did not miss that opportunity. He quickly grabbed the knife in reverse grip and plunged it into the other goblin’s neck. The audience cheered upon seeing blood spurt out.
[A quest has started.]
The Great Snail Empire: Terras.
Difficulty level: B+
Goal: Complete subjugation of other species unification is imminent. The main culprits behind this subjugation are the Shellmounts. Using a highly developed governmental system and their religious organization, they subjugated other species one after another and turned them into slaves. All the species will bow at the snail’s mucus unless something is done.
You have to rescue the Terras from the oppression of Shellmounts!
※If the exodus fails, the thirty-second stage will end with the victory of the Shellmounts.
This floor’s quest was an exodus.

1.  The Shellmounts see the goblins as animals, therefore referring to their arms as forelegs.  ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 160: The Great Snail Empire (3)
The Viper, the Black Witch, and everyone else also looked around with frowns on their faces. They also probably received a quest, and it wasn’t difficult to guess what it was.
They also have to help their species escape.
The Inquisitor smiled. Perhaps a quest was given to him as well, and it wasn’t difficult to guess what his was either. He said, “I received a quest, haha! I have to stop your exodus and defend the empire!”
Of course, it was the exact opposite of our quests.
“I believe you probably received a mission telling you to liberate each of your species from the Slime Empire. Hmm, interesting. Our goals conflict.”
There was a strange silence between us, but the shouts coming from the underground city’s colosseum slowly consumed it. 
The Inquisitor stroked his chin. “I see. Everyone, surrender to me.”
The Black Witch frowned as if wondering if she heard him right. “What?” 
The Inquisitor’s smile didn’t go away, as if he just made a perfectly rational statement. “I know you’re all upset right now! Even though you have known your species for fifteen days max, you affectionately cared for them, but they have been reduced to nothing but slaves. I get that you don’t understand why I’m asking this, but this is the fastest way!”
Fastest way to achieve what?
“If I hadn’t intervened, the creatures of this world would have wandered around for thousands of years! Thanks to my timely intervention, the people of this world entered the historic era in just two hundred years. That’s very fast!”
“Inquisitor, even if you’re right, using religion and slavery like this…”
“I’m not saying my method is perfect, Black Dragon Master! Imagine the lives that would have been lost over thousands of years of our history. Even if my civilization mistreats hundreds of thousands of creatures as slaves right now, it’ll only be for a few hundred years! I’ll make history flow even faster,” the Inquisitor said. 
Torches were burning all over the underground city. The huge dog statue cast a long shadow over the Inquisitor.
“From the historic era to the medieval era, from the medieval era to the modern era, and finally to the contemporary era, as quickly as possible, I’ll put an end to all the mistakes, misunderstandings, and massacres that humanity had no choice but to endure!”
The Inquisitor’s voice was filled with certainty. His smile communicated to us that he could do it.
“Everyone, please surrender to me! I’ll stay behind in this world and guide these guys. In four hundred years, no, three hundred and sixty years, I’ll bring their civilization to our level!”
“You’ll stay here for another three hundred sixty years…?”
Under the pillar engraved with the scripture of the snail civilization, the Inquisitor smiled from ear to ear. “Yes! Please trust me and leave, everyone!”
***
We had a meeting but were unable to reach a conclusion. Some of my colleagues suggested leaving the stage to the Inquisitor while others vehemently opposed it. In the end, we couldn’t reach a consensus even though two hours had passed. 
“First, let’s see how our species are doing,” I suggested. “I sense that we lost our composure. If things continue like this, we’ll just lash out at each other. Let’s take a look at how our people live. It’ll help us come to a decision. Tomorrow, we can meet up and discuss again. Okay?"
My colleagues nodded, holding back sighs and groans. We scattered to find the areas where our species lived. 
I, of course, went to look for my people. Most of the goblins lived in salt mines.
“Today’s day shift is over, lime! Go back to your quarters!”
“Fungi, except for Pit Chiefs, are not allowed to walk around outside after shifts are over!”
“Line up in an orderly manner!”
Snails waved their tentacles. The goblins trembled as they entered the pits dug right next to the salt mine. These pits were the goblins’ living quarters.
I was struck speechless for a moment and could only groan. “This doesn’t make sense. Pits? Goblins love mud, but the only thing these pits have is a salty smell. At the very least, their living quarters should be damp.”
—I agree, the Guardian muttered. They’re looking for water.
Goblins crawled out of hundreds of pits, one or two at a time. They had red bands around their necks and were carrying water jars around their waists. 
Pit Chiefs, the leaders of each pit, were trying to fetch water. They were mostly mothers, and I immediately understood why.
“Why is that kid accompanying you?”
“Kerrr, he won’t stop crying if I’m gone. Please make an exception, ker…”
“Tsk!”
The Shellmount supervisors ordered that goblins, except Pit Chiefs, not to wander around outside their shifts. However, they didn’t stop the mothers from bringing their children with them. Therefore, if a mother goblin was elected as Pit Chief, both she and her child could go outside to bring back not one, but two jars of water.
“Gorrrr!”
“Water! Ke, water!”
The young goblins jumped into the cave spring.
Splash, splash!
While the children swam, the mothers gathered water. Their ceramic jars weren’t even glazed, so if they were dropped, they would break easily. However, they were still valuable to the goblins, who were living as slaves, so the mothers were careful not to break the jars.
The more I saw, the more I couldn’t believe my eyes. The time to gather spring water was the only free time the goblins were allowed. During their precious break, the mother goblins mixed sand into water, trying to imitate the texture of mud. Using that prickly mud, they slowly drew markings on their children’s skin.
“Gorr!”
“Goreuk, goreuk!”
The children liked the feeling, though they didn’t really know why. One child used his frog-like hands and got dirt on his mother to do the same for her. It was more like a scribble than a proper marking, but the mother didn’t erase it.
Their work continued. 
“It’s time for the night shift, lime!”
“Don’t dawdle, fungi!” the snail supervisor pressed them.
The snails called goblins fungi as a derogatory term. In the Shellmount language, a fungus was pronounced org, and the goblins had “gorr” in their vocabulary. That was why the snails gave them that kind of nickname. 
“Hurry up and get out of the quarters!”
“Don’t drag your feet, you lazy orgs.”
I was speechless at the cruelty of calling a species derogatory terms just because they pronounced things funnily. 
The goblins weren’t the only ones called derogatory terms. Skians were backfires, and Bloodborns were bloodsuckers. When it came to Fingills, they were simply called fish. 
Under the Shellmounts’s reign, the unique characteristics of the species were reduced to subjects of ridicule. 
“Get to work!”
“Begin the night shift!”
Thump!
The goblins struck the rock salt with their stone hammers, mining big chunks of hard salt. The goblins’ nighttime job was to chop the rock salt until it was small enough to eat.
“Kerrr…”
“Kerrrr. Kerrrr.”
Rock salt broke off from the wall, giving off a foul smell, resembling that of rotten egg yolk.
Thump, thump, thump!
The goblins crushed rock salt for hours on end. The awful smell numbed their long noses.
“Kerrrrr…”
From a distance, the goblins looked like they were just swinging pickaxes but, upon close observation, I could see their fingernails were all broken from tearing at the rock salt. Blood flowed from their wrinkled fingers and seeped into the rock salt. The goblins groaned from time to time but continued their work as if they were used to this.
The snail supervisor looked up. “Lime.” 
There was only one hole in the ceiling of the cave located in the heart of the underground world. Sunlight poured in from there during the day, and moonlight at night. I could see the stars in the night sky.
“Shift’s over!”
“Night shift is over, lime!”
“All slaves, return to your quarters! Put all the pickaxes back in place. Any fungus who tries to take them away will get fifty lashes! Laime! Don’t forget! Any fungus who takes their hammer gets fifty lashes!”
The goblins lowered their heads and returned to the pits.
“Kerrr… Gor.”
When they returned to their pits, their water jars and a few carp-like fish that the supervisors threw in were waiting for them in the pits. These fishes had been caught by the Fingills. The poor mermaid folk slaves had to catch fish to feed their fellow slaves on the land.
Smoke rose from hundreds of pits as goblins grilled their fish. Children kept reaching for the fish, though it wasn’t cooked yet. The mothers, exhausted from digging rock salt all day, weakly slapped away their children's hands as if they were shooing away flies.
Still, the children kept going after the food, so they were the first to get the taste of the grilled fish, gobbling it up.
The snail supervisors on their night shift snickered. 
“No matter what they eat, they always burn it before eating it, lime.”
“This is because their digestive system is less developed than ours.”
“They’re actual barbarians. How can they eat charred food?”
“By the way, the candidates that are to be sent to the colosseum next are...”
Late into the night, the goblins went to sleep. The supervisors played jackstones or dozed off in the watchtowers. Drunkards made a fuss in the distance, but the underground world slowly fell into silence. By this point, I already made up my mind. 
“I think I’ll need to apologize to Raviel later,” I said. 
As if the Guardian expected I would say that, he crossed his arms.
—Are you going to regress?
“Yes, if I go back and talk to the Inquisitor, it’ll be possible to create a different future.”
—What if you can’t get through to him?
“Then I will keep trying. After all, I have about two hundred years to talk to him.”
The Guardian rubbed his nose.
—I’m against it.
“Why? Do you agree with what the Inquisitor said?”
The Guardian scratched his head.
—No, it’s not that... How should I explain this so a punk like you will understand? Let’s say I’m your son for example.
“What?”
—I said for example. For example! Don’t look at me like I’m crazy. Anyway, I’m your son, but I came back from school after I got beaten up a bit. Are you going to go back a day ago and make sure I don’t get my ass kicked?
“What are you trying to say?”
The Guardian looked straight at me.
—Think about it from my perspective. If I had an accident and it unfortunately killed me, then you should regress. Don’t think twice about it. Actually, you should die and save me no matter what. Got it?
“Huh?”
—But if you go back a day just because I got beaten up, then it means the beating never took place. Don’t you think I would feel very shitty? I’m the one who got beaten up, so why the hell would you go back a day without giving me a chance?
“What chance?”
—The chance to kick my bullies’ asses back. Actually, someone told you a similar story before. Just a few months ago, the guy who raised you scolded the hell out of you.
The Guardian was talking about the orphanage director’s story about Wu Zixu.
“But…”
—Just have some faith in them.
“Who?”
—The guys around you. And yourself, by extension.
I pondered, the rats living in the cave providing me with some background music thanks to their squeaking. 
—Huh? Hey, Zombie. Look at them. 
“What?”
—Your guys. The goblins.
I turned my head in the direction the Guardian was pointing.
—They aren’t sleeping. 
It was true. The goblins secretly crawled out of the pits, one or two goblins from each pit. After making sure that the supervisors were dozing off at the watchtowers, the goblins left with muffled footsteps.
—Huh, they’re going to the mine.
Indeed. Inside the mine, the shafts were intricately intertwined like an anthill. The snail supervisors were relatively vulnerable to salt, so they couldn’t go this deep in the mine. They always managed the slaves from outside.
“Kerrr… “
“Keruk, keruk.”
The goblins whispered to each other as they walked. The deeper they went, the narrower the mine shafts and the lower the ceiling became. Whole place was like a maze. However, the goblins found their way around with skill, as if they had already been here several times.
The Guardian was amused.
—Would you look at them! It’s said that it’s the darkest under a lamp[1], but they really created a secret passage right under their superiors’ feet.
The goblins went deeper and deeper, passing through hundreds of intersections. If someone who wasn’t familiar with these tunnels stumbled upon them, they would definitely get lost and die. 
Finally, after going down for over an hour, the tunnel gave way to a wide mine cave.
“Ker.”
“Kerruk, kerr.”
“Kerrrrr…”
Torchlight was weakly illuminating in the dark cave, making the outlines of the goblins waver. There wasn’t just one passage leading to this place, but several. Not only were there the goblins I was following, but groups of goblins had come in from another location.
The Guardian was impressed.
—Man… See? I’m always right! They are doing everything they can, too. They aren’t just sitting around and waiting for someone to come save them!
Perhaps in response to the Guardian’s words, the Tower whispered to me. 
[The Terras’ secret meeting has begun.]

1.  It’s a Korean idiom about how an obvious truth is sometimes the hardest to see. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 161: The Cave’S Fire (1)

    
      The cave was cold. The goblins sniffed, the mine’s cold vapor clinging to their skin. All of them, roughly a thousand in number, were silent.
    

    
      “A great warrior died in a sword fight today,” someone finally whispered. “The warrior’s name was Gyari, 
      
        ker
      
      . She was the daughter of Gorhe and Orogan, the warrior chief of the White Mane tribe. She was also a descendant of Gorgir, the great warrior who inherited the marking from the White Lion.”
    

    
      The speaker didn’t reveal their figure, choosing to remain hidden in the crowd. Leaning against the shadows of their kin and the cave, this goblin held a small speech, despite the lack of a podium. 
    

    
      “She was always prickly, 
      
        keruk
      
      .”
    

    
      “Since she was a little girl, she beat up other people, but she got herself beaten to death.”
    

    
      Because it wasn’t really a speech, the goblins chimed in freely, constantly interrupting each other in the dark mine. The fragmented words formed sentences, stringing together the fallen gladiator’s life.
    

    
      “Gyari didn’t remember who she hit.”
    

    
      “But she never forgot who hit her, 
      
        kerrr.
      
      ”
    

    
      “She was a girl full of spite. I remember when she was young, Gorhe tried to give her a marking, but she just shook her head and said she would draw it on her own. She actually drew one by looking at others’ markings.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ker, 
      
      Gyari was always the one who shook her head.”
    

    
      A thousand people’s short stories made up Gyari’s life story. 
    

    
      
        This is a funeral.
      
    

    
      Gyari was the name of the goblin who died in today’s colosseum match. People who knew her or who had talked with her at least once had gathered to commemorate her.
    

    
      “For Gyari, shaking her head at someone was the same as slashing at the world.”
    

    
      “She thought they were the same thing, 
      
        keruk.
      
      ”
    

    
      “That is probably why she became a gladiator.”
    

    
      The bonfire flames flickered. Thanks to the wavering shadows on the wall, the goblins were indistinguishable—they were one. 
    

    
      Whispering continued among the shadows.
    

    
      “Thirty-six of our kin died under Gyari’s sword.”
    

    
      “She was a cruel child.”
    

    
      “When the Shellmounts gave her the brand of sword slave, Gyari laughed. 
      
        Kerr, kerrr. 
      
      She thought it was a great title.”
    

    
      “She was a scary child.”
    

    
      “Although she found happiness in swinging the sword, the only battlefield she was allowed to  was the colosseum, where she could only fight her own people. 
      
        Goreuk
      
      , how unfortunate that she had to kill her own people.”
    

    
      “
      
        Kerrrreuk
      
      .”
    

    
      “It’s difficult to understand what she went through.”
    

    
      “She was an unfortunate child.”
    

    
      “Is Gyari our kin?”
    

    
      The bonfire flickered. The shadows brought forth multiple answers.
    

    
      “
      
        Gor.
      
      ”
    

    
      “Gyari drew markings and sketches. She loved mud and missed the rain.”
    

    
      “Gyari is us.”
    

    
      “Gyari will return to Goru,” an old goblin said.
    

    
      I was familiar with that word. As I watched the goblins’ funeral with anger brewing in my chest, I heard a voice from the Tower.
    

    
      
        [You have witnessed Terras’ Goru Doctrine.]
      
    

    
      
        
          Goru Doctrine
        
      
    

    
      
        Category: Religion—White Lion Faith.
      
    

    
      
        Origin: Kinship (C)
      
    

    
      
        Description: Goru is the homeland of Terras, the first village founded after the end of the Golden Age, and the country of Terras.
      
    

    
      
        It’s the place where warm streams flow with soft mud. Goru is the land where the White Lion was last seen.
      
    

    
      
        Terras do not separate this world and the afterworld. They only distinguish Goru from the rest of the world. What Terras want from life is rain, mud, plenty of fish, and a comfortable place to sleep. All of the above can be found in this world. Terras find no reason to believe in the afterlife.
      
    

    
      
        They just want to return to Goru, their home. 
      
    

    
      
        ※As time passes, memories of Goru will become blurry. 
      
    

    
      
        ※If Terras are left as they are, Goru will turn into an abstract concept and they will forget it was ever a real place.
      
    

    
      
        ※It has been a long time since Terras lost Goru! There is a possibility that the Goru Doctrine may change into a doctrine that believes in the afterlife!
      
    

    
      I stared blankly at the description window, finding some of the words difficult to understand, but I managed to grasp the overall message. My heart prickled. “I didn’t really give it much thought when I came up with Goru. It became very significant to them.”
    

    
      I experienced a feeling I had never felt before. It was really strange. I was proud that the goblins had grown up on their own without me, but I was afraid that a single word I had said without any thought had become very meaningful to them. They had been clinging onto my legacy as a white lion. That scared me. 
    

    
      I was worried for them.
    

    
      “This is what it feels like to see your children grow up.”
    

    
      Until now, I had never imagined becoming a parent. However, whether I intended for this to happen or not, I ended up becoming a father figure to Terras.
    

    
      
        —Is that so? I’m not sure how it feels. I never had a child.
      
    

    
      The Guardian just shrugged, but my mind was in turbulence. 
    

    
      “
      
        Keruk.
      
      ”
    

    
      An old goblin walked toward the bonfire in the middle of the mine cave. The Terras who had been putting together pieces of Gyari’s life fell silent. The old goblin waited until everyone was quiet before putting his hands into the bonfire.
    

    
      “
      
        Huh
      
      ? Wait a minute. Is he trying to set himself on fire to die?”
    

    
      
        —No, look carefully, Zombie. His hands aren’t burning. That guy knows how to use aura.
      
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      
        —He’s an aura user. His hands are covered in aura.
      
    

    
      The Guardian was right. It was hard to see because the fire obscured the view, but a red aura was visible, though a bit faint, around the goblin’s wrinkled hands. 
    

    
      The old goblin buried his hands in the fire.
    

    
      
        Whooosh!
      
    

    
      The fire soared, and flames swirled around like mad. With a blank expression, the old goblin used his aura to touch the fire. When he did, flames rose like an ascending dragon, swirled like a whirlpool, and expanded like a flower in full bloom.
    

    
      The other goblins calmly watched the ever-changing flames in silence, like spectators at a play.
    

    
      
        Swish, swoosh!
      
    

    
      The cave was huge, but the ceiling was pitch black. Only the fire shone vibrantly, drawing everyone’s attention.
      
         
      
    

    
      
        Ah, he’s drawing.
      
    

    
      I finally understood that the old man was drawing with fire. The flames flared in different shapes, splitting in two like a wide-open maw, soaring high, all the way to the ceiling.
    

    
      ▲.
    

    
      This was the symbol for anger. The top of the branching flames hit the ceiling and scattered embers, which fell like flower petals. Slowly, the flames died down, swallowed by the dark cave, leaving behind only darkness.
    

    
      ▼.
    

    
      This was the symbol for sadness. Flames continued to fly from the bonfire. Little by little, the fire split in five, the same number as the goblin’s five fingers. But the tentacles of fire couldn’t reach the ceiling nor the embers falling from above. 
    

    
      Between the embers falling from the ceiling and the fire rising from the ground, there was a gap.
    

    
      ▼
    

    
      ▲.
    

    
      This was the funeral held for Gyari. The goblins cried in silence. Anyone who watched the fire knew its meaning. This was their writing system. Even the slightest flicker of the fire that faded away helplessly had a clear meaning to Terras. 
    

    
      The old man let the fire ablaze. 
    

    
      
        [You witnessed the Terras’ Cavefire.]
      
    

    
      
        
          Cavefire
        
      
    

    
      
        Category: Art.
      
    

    
      
        Origin: Primordial Fashionista (E)
      
    

    
      
        Description: Cavefire is an art unique to Terras. After being conquered by Shellmounts and brought to Slimepolis, it became difficult for Terras to obtain mud, so they had no way to write.
      
    

    
      
        “We have to draw. We 
        
          want 
        
        to draw.” 
      
    

    
      
        However, Terras’ aesthetic sense did not fade away. Instead, they burned with the desire to write. Terras have chosen fire as a substitute for mud. It’s difficult to make out the drawings in a dark mine cave, but when they use fire, the cave’s darkness turns into a giant canvas.
      
    

    
      
        Terras have accepted and adapted to their new life. 
      
    

    
      
        “It’s beautiful, 
        
          gor.
        
        ”
      
    

    
      
        This species has become fascinated with the art of fire, which they practice in caves. Terras named this Cavefire. With it, they create Cave Paintings. Occasionally, it’s called Blood Painting or Bloodfire, comparing fire to blood.
      
      
        [1]
      
       
    

    
      
        Fire burns before disappearing, leaving behind no trace. Therefore, it’s a good way to avoid leaving behind proof that the Shellmounts can discover.
      
    

    
      
        The rule is to not make any noise when watching Cavefire so as to not get discovered by Shellmounts.
      
    

    
      
        May luck be with the goblins and their silent fire.
      
    

    
      
        ※Only aura users can demonstrate Cavefire.
      
    

    
      
        ※Among Terras, very few know how to use aura! Only the high priest uses red aura. If he dies without leaving a successor, the art of Cavefire will decline.
      
    

    
      The old goblin waved his hand in the fire.
    

    
      
        Swoosh… whoosh… whoosh…
      
    

    
      The fire that had been burning fiercely died out little by little. No more flames crushed themselves into the ceiling or howled from the firewood. They quietly subsided and died out without leaving behind a single trace. 
    

    
      ●. Night had dawned upon the cave. When the bonfire went out, it enveloped everything in complete darkness. No light was left. The last drawing before the fire was extinguished was ●, representing the dark cave. Upon seeing it, the goblins sobbed.
    

    
      “
      
        Gor…
      
      ”
    

    
      No one lit a torch. The goblins accepted that it was ● now. Even though no one ordered them to go back, they left on their own to sleep, making their way back into the tunnels they had come from. They couldn’t see anything because of the ●, but they could still use their sense of smell. 
    

    
      Following their kin’ scents, the goblins returned home in groups. The Terras with the best noses took the lead, and the other goblins followed, holding their hand or their shoulders.
    

    
      The Guardian and I were left alone with the old high priest goblin at the underground temple in the underground world. 
    

    
      “
      
        Ker… Kerrr…
      
      ”
    

    
      The old goblin sat on the floor, probably because his strength had waned. This seemed to be his home. Before the goblins left the cave, they left behind a few fish, so the old goblin sat down and ate them.
    

    
      I stared at him. Here, at this makeshift temple, the children of the earth held funerals and commemorated their kin. I hadn’t taught them about funerals or about how to accept death. What I had taught them was to mark themselves with mud to cover up their bad smell and six symbols to express the world around them. That was it. 
    

    
      Even so, Terras built a temple and found fire on their own. 
    

    
      “I may be some sort of parent for these guys…” I muttered. “But these children aren’t mine.”
    

    
      They didn’t grow up as I thought they would. They found their way on their own and learned how to accept death. I was proud of them.
    

    
      “
      
        Kerrr…
      
      ”
    

    
      I left the old priest behind and went back up to the underground city.
    

    
      
        Now I know what to do for them.
      
    

    
      What they needed was support and encouragement, not salvation and concern. 
    

    
      My colleagues were back at the huge pillar the Shellmounts had built. It looked like they had all seen how their species had been doing, just like me. The Black Witch looked down at the ground, and the Viper had his arms crossed with a frown.
    

    
      The Inquisitor waved me over. “Ah, you’re here, Mr. Death King! You’re the last one! Have you made up your mind?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes. I can’t surrender to you. I won’t let the children I looked after lose their writing system or forget their homeland.”
    

    
      “Aha. Then?”
    

    
      “I’ll help Terras escape your underground civilization, Inquisitor,” I said. “And I’ll eliminate you from the competition.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor smiled. “
      
        Hahaha.
      
       I knew you would say that. Just as expected! Okay, I’ll risk my Shellmounts. Your stake will be Terras. Let’s wage war at the cost of each other’s species!”
    

    
      That was our declaration of war.
    

    

    
      1. It’s the wordplay on how the Korean pronunciations are similar to each other. Cave(穴: 혈) and blood(血: 혈). Drawing(畫: 화) and fire(火: 화). ☜
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    Chapter 162: The Cave’S Fire (2)

    
      “I’d like to hear everyone else’s opinions as well,” the Inquisitor said. “Will you surrender to me? Or will you side with Mr. Death King and confront me? Haha, I’m fine with either option.”
    

    
      “Isn’t this considered betrayal?” the Black Witch asked, pressing a palm to her forehead. Perhaps she was having a headache. She glared at the psychopath she had known for a long time. “We swore not to antagonize each other. Once that night, and once more when we cleared the twenty-eighth floor with Death King. I thought making the same vow twice would make it even harder to break...”
    

    
      “It’s okay! We can just ignore it this time. Whether I win or not, the stage will still be cleared. Either way, we come out victorious. We just have different opinions on how to win!”
    

    
      “Phew…”
    

    
      “I’ll side with the Death King,” the Sword Star said. “I came to the Tower because I was tired of pursuing quick results in life. I’ve come this far, so I don’t want to go back to the old ways. Pantheon Master, you politely asked me to surrender, but I’ll respectfully decline.”
    

    
      My colleagues left the Inquisitor’s side one by one. He watched them leave with a smile. 
    

    
      “Aha, I see! I’m hopelessly not to be trusted!”
    

    
      Five people stood behind me while the Inquisitor was alone. Until yesterday, several of my colleagues had agreed with him, the Countess being one of them. However, after seeing how their species were doing, not a single person sided with the Inquisitor anymore.
    

    
      “That’s not it,” the Paladin said. “We all know you’re a great guild leader, but we also know that you’ll be the worst parent to all these species. And children resemble their parents. Leaving all these creatures in your care… it’d be safer to leave them to the Viper.”
    

    
      “What? Why are you bringing me up? I’m staying out of this,” the Viper grumbled. 
    

    
      “It was a compliment. You would be a better parent than the Inquisitor.”
    

    
      “Oi, oi…  Unbelievable. You’re basically telling me that I would be a better leader than Hitler.”
    

    
      It was six against one but, despite the overwhelming disadvantage, the Inquisitor was still smiling. He seemed confident.
    

    
      “What do you plan to do from now on? Mr. Death King, the civilization I built is strong. The slaves have already forgotten their wild nature and are under the reign of the Shellmounts! It seems like you peeked into the Terras’ secret meeting but, even there, no one dared to condemn or slander the Shellmounts! They simply performed their funeral ritual. That’s how strong the Shellmounts’ reign is!”
    

    
      
        I knew it. 
      
    

    
      He had been intentionally leaving the goblin gathering alone. Just like me, the Inquisitor could walk around while invisible, secretly ruling for two hundred years. There was no way he hadn’t noticed the goblins’ secret meetings. However, he seemed to believe it wasn’t a big deal. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but your species have lost all hope. They just mourn and commemorate the past. I made sure this would happen over the two hundred years I’ve been here. Mr. Death King, do you have a way to make those who are kneeling revolt?”
    

    
      I quietly looked around the underground empire. It was already dawn. A ray of blue light flowed in from the hole in the ceiling of the underground civilization.  
    

    
      The goblins crawled out of the pits, blinking despite their thick, heavy eyelids. In this era, the last ones to go to sleep were slaves, though they were also the first to get up in the morning. 
    

    
      “I won’t be the one to make them revolt.”
    

    
      I opened the Civilization Store to look at the items.
    

    
      
        Oracle Message: 20 points
      
    

    
      
        Animal Possession: 40 points
      
    

    
      
        Dream Appearance: 100 points
      
    

    
      
        Prey Search: 5 points
      
    

    
      
        Bronze-Grade Settlement Search: 80 points
      
    

    
      
        Tribe-Grade General (Random draw): 100 points
      
    

    
      
        Bronze-Grade Technology Invention (Random draw): 1,000 points
      
    

    
      “I’m just giving them a chance to stand up for themselves,” I said, making my selection.
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Oracle Message.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 20 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 995 species points.]
      
    

    
      I didn’t stop. 
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Oracle Message.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 20 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 975 species points.]
      
    

    
      I used up almost all the points I had.
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Oracle Message.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Oracle Message.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Oracle Message.]
      
    

    
      I thought about the suffering I had endured while I was on my own. When I went through over four thousand deaths on my own, what helped me was a voice. Every time I died, the Tower said “You have died,” announcing my demise. Even when I regressed, the Tower was aware.  Someone in this universe was watching me and remembered what I had gone through. When things got really hard, this thought comforted me.
    

    
      Now, it was my turn to offer someone comfort.
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Oracle Message.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 20 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 215 species points.]
      
    

    
      I purchased forty Oracle Messages. The Inquisitor’s smile never left his face. He probably didn’t know what items I was purchasing. 
    

    
      In the meantime, I designated a total of forty people as the Oracle Messages’ recipients. The list included the high priest, the Pit Chiefs, and the sword slaves resting in their quarters.
    

    
      
        What should I say? I don’t want to tell them to revolt against the Shellmounts. It’s up to the goblins to choose whether to rebel or obey. I don’t want to tell them what to do, I just want to help them choose.
      
    

    
      I could only send one sentence using the item. After careful consideration, I finally made up my mind.
    

    
      
        [The White Lion is by your side.]
      
    

    
      A mother goblin, who was washing her child’s face, flinched.
    

    
      
        [The White Lion is by your side.]
      
    

    
      A Pit Chief, who had just gotten out of the pit and picked up her stone ax, stopped in her tracks, shocked.
    

    
      
        [The White Lion is by your side.]
      
    

    
      The sword slave was so surprised that he dropped his whetstone while sharpening his dagger in his cramped living quarter.
    

    
      
        [The White Lion is by your side.]
      
    

    
      I, the one they regard as their god, was powerless. I didn’t have the power to overturn the Shellmounts’ reign, and I couldn’t perform a miracle that would shake the heavens. All I could do was tell them this.
    

    
      
        [The White Lion is by your side.]
      
    

    
      This was the first oracle I had ever sent.
    

    
      The high priest goblin lying on the mine cave floor tossed and turned, finally standing up using the leftover firewood as a staff. The wood broke because it couldn’t bear his weight, but he was already up.
    

    
      “Gorrr…”
    

    
      With some difficulty, he made his way through the maze. The more he walked, the faster his steps became. The old goblin used not only his feet but also his hands to make it to the surface. 
    

    
      “The White Lion spoke to us…”
    

    
      The priest held onto a boulder with his hands and stepped on the mine floor, his red aura emanating from his aged skin, blazing fiercely. His voice echoed through the cave, amplified by aura.  
    

    
      “The White Lion spoke to us!”
    

    
      The goblins’ mine maze started from a mine cave which had closed down because the rock salt there ran out a long ago. Through its dozen paths, the high priest’s voice traveled, enhanced by his aura. 
    

    
      “Spoke… to us…”
    

    
      “The White Lion spoke to us!”
    

    
      The echo finally reached the entrance of mine, where goblins were getting ready for their dawn shift. As they drank water from their jars, their ears pricked up.
    

    
      “The White Lion…”
    

    
      The old goblin collapsed from exhaustion. Life drained out of him as he poured out the last drop of his aura, exhausting himself of all the strength needed to stand again. 
    

    
      “...spoke to us.”
    

    
      The old high priest would never get up again. His voice was still echoing around him. Finally, he closed his eyes.
    

    
      “Ker.”
    

    
      “Kekerkereuk…?”
    

    
      The goblins buzzed. They stuck their heads out of the pits and looked at the mine entrance. The echo was still reverberating from its dark maw.
    

    
      “Kereuk.”
    

    
      A Pit Chief put down her child and stood up. She was one of the forty goblins who had received an oracle from me.
    

    
      “The White Lion spoke to us!” the Pit Chief shouted before the old goblin’s echo faded out. 
    

    
      It wasn’t just her. Thirty-eight other Terras also stood up.
    

    
      “The White Lion has finally returned!”
    

    
      “I heard it, too! Kereuk, I heard him talk to me too!”
    

    
      “He said he’s by our side!”
    

    
      That was it. The goblins who had received the oracle kept shouting as if they had to tell this to their kin no matter what. That alone made the Shellmount supervisors freak out.
    

    
      “What, lime? What are they doing?”
    

    
      “Quiet! Everyone, be quiet!”
    

    
      “From now on, I will whip any fungus that makes loud noises!”
    

    
      The snails crawled out of the watchtowers and waved their tentacles. 
    

    
      
        Slap! 
      
    

    
      Several of the goblins flinched when they heard the sound of the whip. Nevertheless, not all of them stopped their shouting. The Shellmounts made no exception and beat the instigators.
    

    
      The Inquisitor stroked his chin. “I see. Did you use Oracle Message? Simple yet effective. But, Mr. Death King, I’m sure your points aren’t endless. You can’t give an oracle to even thousands of goblins, let alone tens of thousand! The Shellmounts will put an end to this turmoil—”
    

    
      I didn’t wait for the Inquisitor to finish his sentence, so I immediately purchased another item.
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Prey Search.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 5 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 210 species points.]
      
    

    
      I had already bought this item before. Without hesitation, I used it.
    

    
      
        Please search for the nearest lion.
      
    

    
      A map appeared in my head. There was a lion in the colosseum. Next to the arena, cages were lined up, containing five lions peacefully gnawing on cow bones.
    

    
      
        Okay. I will purchase Animal Possession.
      
    

    
      I purchased the third and final item from the store. 
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Animal Possession.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 40 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 170 species points.]
      
    

    
      Before the Inquisitor could finish speaking, I possessed one of the lions in the colosseum. 
    

    
      
        Whoosh!
      
    

    
      The world around me distorted, and I blacked out for a brief moment, as if a fuse had blown. When I opened my eyes, I was in a lion’s body.
    

    
      
        Krrrrr…
      
    

    
      Unlike the last stage, this lion didn’t have white fur, but plain brown. It didn’t matter, though. I was still a lion, no matter the color. I drew up the aura within me. My red-imbued aura throbbed in my heart. 
    

    
      
        Badump!
      
    

    
      I channeled the beating of my heart into the roar I released, startling the animals trapped in the cages across from me.
    

    
      My roar was so loud it echoed in the square where the colosseum was built, reverberating in the connected streets, over the building walls where Shellmounts came and went, reaching even the ceiling of the underground city, and eventually, the goblins’ pits. 
    

    
      
        I am here.
      
    

    
      Even though I couldn’t see them, I could tell that the goblins heard my roar. 
    

    
      I took a deep breath and let out a proper roar.
    

    
      “Goruuuuuuu!”
    

    
      It was the name of Terras’ homeland, the name I gave it two hundred years ago. It was the first word the goblins learnt from me. In time, this word became their faith. 
    

    
      “Goru!”
    

    
      It didn’t take long to hear the answer.
    

    
      “Goru…”
    

    
      From the other side of the underground city, I heard similar shouts, barely audible compared to my aura-infused roars, but I nevertheless picked up on the goblins screaming back. 
    

    
      “Goru!”
    

    
      My goblins didn’t miss my roar either.
    

    
      
        [A rebellion has broken out in Slimepolis!]
      
    

    
      
        [Terras have revolted against the Shellmounts!]
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 163: The Cave’S Fire (3)
The commotion that early morning woke up the Shellmounts.
“What’s with the fuss?”
“One of the lions suddenly started roaring, Lime.”
“I heard something ominous coming from the mines...”
Tens of thousands of snails crawled out of their windows from tall, mushroom-like buildings, regardless if they were light sleepers or not. The mucus they left behind covered the walls.
“Is it just a commotion? Or a rebellion?”
“It’s a rebellion!”
“Blow the pipes!”
“Lime, let’s awaken our ancestors’ spirits!”
The snails continued crawling up the walls, hitting themselves to wake up properly.
The first snail to reach the top of the wall blew their hornpipe, which was made out of a dead snail’s shell. The Shellmounts used the shells left behind by their dead kin as pipes[1] to create long, disturbing sounds.
Soon, the other snails also reached the top of their buildings and blew their respective hornpipes, which made similar sounds
The underground city was like an organ. Each building became a pipe, their harmonious melody echoing throughout the city and drowning out the goblins’ commotion in the dark underground world. 
The Shellmounts’ dogs—which were raised in the cave—barked drearily, adding to the harmony of the dead snails’ shells. Dogs resembled the Shellmounts’ god, so the Shellmounts considered them sacred.
“Grrrrr.”
Slash! 
Strengthened with aura, my front paw sliced through the cage’s metal bars as if they were made of tofu, making it easy to break out. Guards crawled out from their outposts and pointed at me with their tentacles, but I was already out and running through the Slimepolis streets.
“A lion!”
“A lion has escaped from the colosseum!”
The snails that were climbing the wall were shocked to see me. Some of them crawled as fast as they could to higher places. Putting a lot of force into my hind legs, I jumped onto a huge pillar—the very pillar on which the Shellmount scripture was carved.
“Grrr!”
Emanating red aura, my claws dug into it. I climbed, step by step, like a rock climber.
“Lime!”
“L-look over there!”
Needless to say, I startled the Shellmounts even more, making them slip in their mucus and slide back down the walls. Some even lost their balance and crashed onto the ground. 
Upon reaching the top of the pillar, I looked down at the city.
The pipes’ melody still echoed from all over the underground world. Upon hearing it, the Shellmounts armed themselves and gathered. With their troops marching in the city, it wouldn’t be long before they subdued the Terras.
I puffed out my chest. I won’t let you.  
Standing on the tallest structure in the city,  I inhaled the cold air and let out the loudest roar I could muster. Like a ripple across a pond, my roar spread and drowned out the sounds coming from the Shellmounts’ pipes. 
My lungs were stronger than the empty shell of a dead snail, and my voice was fiercer than their makeshift organ.
“Gor!”
I could finally see the goblins. They were at the mine entrance, holding stone hammers. Clearly, they also saw me. 
“Kekerukker!” the goblins shouted.
That was my name. When the Terra language still resembled the cries of beasts, the goblins called me Kekerukker. Ke meant water, which goblins used to call everything transparent and pure in this world. Keruk was the sky, something high and sacred to them. Ker meant both meat and beast.
So my name was…
“Kekerukker!”
I was the White Lion—the pure white beast that had come down from the sky. 
Standing tall in the middle of the underground world, I roared, “Goru!”
The Shellmounts froze in their tracks. Meanwhile, the goblins stomped their feet and got into the hunting formation that I had taught them a long time ago when we were hunting cows.
The goblins still cherished the time that they had shared with me two hundred years ago, just like how a parent’s one casual remark could become their child’s greatest motivation for their entire life. 
Seeing the goblins’ formation, I felt a sense of responsibility. 
“Goru!”
As you wish, youngsters who are definitely not my children, I’ll take you back to your homeland.
“Kerrreuk.”
I put strength into my front paws. The aura that welled up from my heart flowed to my front legs and then my claws.
Right after, I dug deeper into the pillar until it cracked. My red aura quickly seeped into the pillar, like a spider web.
New Demonic Heaven Arts, 
First Form: Fireblaze.
The huge pillar shattered as if it was made of glass. The Shellmounts screamed as they watched the carved paintings crack and fall.
I leaped onto the pillar’s falling fragments until I reached the ground. By the time I landed, the pillar had collapsed completely, and a thick cloud of dust rose around me.
That has definitely crushed the Shellmounts’ spirits. 
The creatures of this era believed in myths. The pillar wasn’t just a simple structure; it was a part of the Shellmounts’ history and religion. Therefore, its fall symbolized disaster and a god’s wrath. 
It should also boost the goblins’ spirits.
I wasn’t the only god walking around the underground world, though. I heard an oracle that I never gave.
[The Inquisitor is impressed with your effective strategy.]
A hound howled and jumped at me through the cloud of dust, ambushing me and scratching my waist. Screaming, I swung my front paw at him.
Swoosh! 
However, I only struck the air, not the hound’s head. I looked around, but my opponent was nowhere to be seen. Finally, I realized what was going on.
Divine Formula! The Inquisitor also possessed an animal!
He knew I planned to topple the pillar that symbolized the Shellmount region so that his people would panic. 
I tried to create a mythical scene to achieve quick victory. If the Shellmounts panicked a lot, it would be a lot easier for the Terras to escape. But the Inquisitor was now confronting me as a divine animal.
Where are you?
Blood kept gushing out of the cut at my waist. I tried my best to search for the Inquisitor, but the cloud of dust was obstructing my vision. 
Where are you going to show up from, Inquisitor?
I caught the scent of oil. As soon as I did, I rolled to the side.
“Krrrr!”
Thump!
From the sky, a hound with golden fur landed on the spot where I had been just a moment ago. He stuck out his tongue in dissatisfaction. 
It was clear that Shellmount priests had been taking care of it. A small jewel was embedded in the hound’s tooth, and its short-trimmed fur had swirling wave patterns. Above all, it had a faint smell of perfume, similar to olive oil.
I growled. 
You also probably chose to possess a divine animal to contribute to this mythical scene. But that’s why you’re going to lose. Your scent is strong. You caught me by surprise once, but don’t think a second ambush will work while you give off such a potent smell!
As a lion, I could only roar, yet the Inquisitor seemed to have understood what I said. Realizing that his strategy was meaningless, he gave up on trying to ambush me.
“Kkrrrrr.”
“Grrrr…”
A hound and a lion mingled in the dust. Slowly, I circled, trying to get behind the hound.
You can’t beat me in a one-on-one fight. Maybe with a group, it would be a different story. Although your Divine Formulas are formidable, they’re mostly used to support other Hunters. You don’t have someone to fight with you, so you’re no good in a duel. 
The golden hound cried. To me, it sounded as if the Inquisitor was laughing.
[The Inquisitor says he is happy to fight you.]
He is?
[The Inquisitor wants you to prove that you are more capable than him.]
I couldn’t quite understand what he meant. Seemingly noticing my reaction, the hound circled me even slower than before.
[The Inquisitor says he intends to achieve the best result with his actions.]
Slowly, the dust cloud settled.
[Each person has a different set of skills.]
[A competent person is, naturally, better than an incompetent one.]
[If you prove to be more capable than him, the Inquisitor is willing to obey you.]
I could now see the Terras and the Shellmounts on opposite sides. The Inquisitor and I were in the middle of their confrontation. 
[The Inquisitor has shown you what he has achieved in over two hundred years.]
[Now, he says it’s your turn.]
The hound charged while I let out a roar and unsheathed my claws. When the two of us collided, the snails and the goblins also charged at each other.
“Lime!”
“Kekerukker!”
The Shellmounts wore leather armor and had proper weapons. The Terras, on the other hand, didn’t even have proper clothes. However, although the snails overwhelmed the goblins in terms of equipment, the pillar’s collapse had left them shaken. 
Hence, the goblin slaves eventually managed to strike enough of their opponents down to seize the tide of the battle. 
“Grrr!”
My claws slashed the Inquisitor’s hind legs. Though I didn’t manage to gravely injure him, the hound still shook his head and screamed in pain. Every time I was about to deliver a critical hit, the Inquisitor skillfully used his Divine Formulas to avoid it. They certainly weren’t useful for surprise attacks, but they were still effective for evasion.
The Inquisitor’s tactics had a clear intention.
He’s stalling.
The hound whimpered. Although I could not understand what it was saying, I could easily imagine it. 
“The Shellmounts are all over the place right now, but they’ll gradually pull themselves together once reinforcements arrive. All I have to do to win is buy time.”
“Krrrrr.” 
I glared at the hound. We were both wounded; I was bleeding from my waist, while the hound was limping on his hind leg. 
As our eyes locked, I growled.
It’s not a bad strategy, but it only works when I’m your only opponent. Right now, it’s a foolish move. 
Time was never on the side of the Inquisitor or the Shellmounts. Their ruthless reign would become their noose.
Above us, a black swan spread her wings and let out a long cry. 
[A rebellion has broken out in Slimepolis!]
[The Bloodborns have revolted against the Shellmounts!]
The Black Witch in her divine animal form appeared using Teleportation. Bats, who had been hanging from the ceiling, descended on the snails running toward the salt mine. They screamed and swung their tentacles, but the bats bit back with their fangs.
You aren’t the only one who has been stalling, Inquisitor.
Seemingly never-ending beastly roars echoed throughout the underground world. From the docks, where the river flowed, to the harbor, where salt sacks were piled, four roars erupted.
[The Fingills have revolted against the Shellmounts!]
[The Skians have revolted against the Shellmounts!]
[The Sylvans have revolted against the Shellmounts!]
[The Purens have revolted against the Shellmounts!]
This was the sound of an empire collapsing.

1.  This is about how a pipe(관악기) sounds similar to a coffin(관) ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 164: Rain, Mud, And Fire (1)
Young Terras didn’t know what rain was, although those who were older, their grandparents, knew. Occasionally, the old Terras would sit around a fire and gossip.
“Rain is water that falls from the dark sky.” 
An old Terra put some charcoal on his fingernail to draw. ● meant night and darkness. It was the symbol that the Terras had become most familiar with after becoming the Shellmounts’ slaves and being forced to live in the underground city.
“When it rains, the whole world becomes moist. You can smell water anywhere without having to go to a stream or a well.”
“All dry land becomes watery in an instant, turning into mud. It’s nice to just walk around when it rains.”
The old Terras went on as they drew ●~ on the ground, the symbol for rain falling from the dark night sky.
“Goruk.”
The rainwater that turned the sky black and the mud that overspread the ground sounded like a story plucked from a dream because it was difficult to obtain water and mud in the underground world. The goblins were allowed to gather water only twice a day. The underground city’s ground was made up of gravel and sand, so it was difficult to make mud regardless of how much water they mixed into it. 
The old Terra whispered, “You know water sometimes drips from the ceiling, right? That's rain.”
“But it isn’t enough to fill the world.”
“That’s because the hole in the ceiling is narrow, ker. The outside world is different.”
“Is there another city outside?”
“This place is a pit. A small well. When you leave this cave, you are met with a world so vast that this underground city is but a speck of dust in comparison.”
“Kerrr, I don’t believe that.”
For young Terras, the underground city was their entire world. Its ceiling was high, and the mine was deep. No matter how much they dug into the mine, it seemed endless. Therefore, comparing this world to a well seemed unbelievable.
“One day the White Lion will return, gor.”
“At some point, this world was covered with trees. We used to live in the World Forest, but the divine wrath burned it down. The fire grew bigger over the course of ten days and continued to burn for the next one hundred days. That is when the White Lion guided us.”
“The White Lion will return and save us again.”
“Kekerukker.”
As time passed, old Terras died until not a single goblin who had seen Goru in the flesh was left. Now even the oldest Terra alive didn’t know what rain was. Occasionally, some Terras stuck their noses in the mudflat, but that was a luxury given in return for fighting for their lives in the colosseum, not because the rain, which turned the sky dark, dripped down. 
“Kerukke.”
Rain.
“Kerreuk.”
Mud.
The Terras wished for rain as they looked at the two jars of water they got from the spring. They desired mud, so they crushed sand into fine dust, mixed it with water, and applied it to their skins, wishing life was different and wanting nothing more than to rid themselves of the chains holding them to this underground city.
“Goru.”
They wanted to return to their homeland.
* * *
Cries erupted all over Slimepolis, the city where the Shellmounts had established their dark civilization.  
[The Bloodborns have revolted against the Shellmounts!]
[The Fingills have revolted against the Shellmounts!]
[The Skians have revolted  against the Shellmounts!]
[The Sylvans have revolted against the Shellmounts!]
[The Purens have revolted against the Shellmounts!]
Each shout was weak enough to be drowned out by the sound of the Shellmounts’ pipes. However, it was only a matter of time before these shouts echoed from all around, encroaching on the city.
The Black Witch in her divine animal form, the black swan, spread her wings wide and said something to me. Although I didn't have the gift of understanding birds, I somehow understood what she was trying to say. 
“I'm here to help you, Death King.”
I nodded. The fight will be easier if you help, Black Dragon Master. 
I had fought together with the Black Witch several times, although she didn’t remember. Anyhow, I got used to her fighting style after fighting the Demon King of Autumn Rain hundreds of times. No Hunter could withstand our combined attacks.
I roared and lunged at the hound. 
Whoosh! 
My Demonic Heaven Arts burned everything around me. As the fire closed in on the hound from all directions, he used a Divine Formula to evade. However, the Inquisitor was not the only Hunter who knew how to use teleportation. 
I gave the signal. Now! 
Swish!
The Black Witch immediately followed the Inquisitor, who was too distracted by my fire, so he didn’t watch his back. She didn't miss the opportunity. Her sharp black swan claws scratched the hound's golden fur.
“Gar!” the hound screamed, bleeding. 
He turned around and bit the black swan's wing before the two of them tumbled in the mud. This time, I was the one who spotted an opening. 
It’s my turn now.
I jumped and targeted the hound's waist, sinking my tough teeth deep into his golden fur. His screams got louder as blood flowed into my mouth.
The fight was one-sided. The goblins cheered upon seeing the hound’s injuries.
“Kekerukker!”
“The White Lion is beating up the Golden Dog!”
“Let's go back to our homeland! To Goru!”
The more wounds that appeared on the hound’s body, the more triumphant the goblins felt. Meanwhile, the snails were embarrassed. They had quickly responded to the slaves’ large-scale rebellion, but they couldn’t pull themselves together at the sight of their divine animal getting injured.
Gradually, the goblins drove out the snails.
[The mining area of ​​Slimepolis has been liberated.]
“When are the reinforcements coming, Lime?”
“Well, the slaves are causing commotions in other places too...”
“The Hornworms[1] are on a rampage! Laimu! We need reinforcements!”
“Fish are running wild at the dock!”
“Forget about helping the other areas. We have our own problem to solve!”
“Let’s request reinforcements from the other polises...”
“How are we supposed to ask for reinforcements when the waterways are blocked? Even the bloodsuckers went crazy!”
The Shellmounts fought desperately. However, this time, the slaves who had built the foundation of the Shellmount civilization took hold of their masters’ tentacles. The Terras were fighting on land, the Fingills in water, the Bloodborns in the air. Streets were crawling with Skians, Sylvans, and Purens. Fires started everywhere the slaves went. 
[The entertainment area of ​​Slimepolis has been liberated.]
[The temple area of ​​Slimepolis has been liberated.]
The enslaved species couldn’t communicate with each other because they each had their own language. This was probably why the slaves hadn’t been able to unite until now and had had no choice but to kneel under the Shellmounts’ tentacles.
“Greuk!”
“Kiyooo!”
However, the gods and their people couldn’t talk to each other either, but one oracle was much stronger than words. All species were led by their respective divine animals. While the Black Witch and I cornered the Inquisitor, our colleagues ran around Slimepolis and wreaked havoc to their hearts’ content.
The Shellmounts slowly lost control of the city.
[The gate area of ​​Slimepolis has been liberated.]
[The military area of ​​Slimepolis has been liberated.]
The tide was turning. The rebels, who first revolted at the mining area, had already advanced to the docks. Fingills, the merfolk slaves, splashed in the river that connected the inner and outer parts of the mine. They cut the ropes around their necks and flooded the ships.
“H-how dare you, lowly fish!” 
The Shellmount supervisor raised their tentacle high and struck the merfolk down. 
Slap! 
A mermaid who was whipped sunk to the bottom of the river with a gargled scream. However, this only provoked her allies further. Dozens of merfolk held onto the bottom of the galley and pushed, shaking it. 
The snail slithered across the deck with a scream, eventually slipping and falling into the river, where they were swarmed by the merfolk. 
“Don't come closer! Don't come near me, you damned fish! Ah! Aaaaaah!” 
The snail struggled, waving their tentacles around, but couldn’t chase away the merfolk in the water. Twenty Fingills began feasting on the poor snail. It looked as if a horde of sharks were on the hunt for penguins. In the end, only an empty snail shell remained floating on the surface of the water.
[The dock area of ​​Slimepolis has been liberated.]
Crash!
The galleys moored to the huge dock sank, along with the salt sacks on board. The rock salt that the goblins had hammered into small pieces all night melted away without a trace when they fell into the river. 
The hound glanced toward the dock. As dozens of the galleys flooded, a pink dolphin soared from the galley wreckage—it was the Paladin in her divine animal form. 
Swoosh!
The dolphin dove beneath the waters after leaping in an arch. The Fingills cheered and splashed with their tails.
[Slimepolis has fallen to the rebels.]
The hound growled. I assumed he was laughing. The underground world he had been ruling over the past two hundred years was now sinking.
The hound backed away, sticky blood dripping down with every step he took. His beautiful golden fur was smeared with crimson after I sank my teeth in his skin and the black swan scratched him with her claws.
“Laime…”
“Lime…”
The snails hid behind the hound in terror, their shells dented from the goblins’ stone hammers. Many of their tentacles had been crushed or slashed. The snails were being driven out from their own city, so they sought the hound’s protection.
“Grrrr.”
Naturally, the species who had been enslaved followed after them. The Skians were covered in blood. They had a single horn on their foreheads, which was supposed to be as tall as that of a unicorn, but the snails had broken in the middle to brand them as slaves. 
“Kill those bastards! Make them suffer like we did!” the Skians shouted.
The snails had broken the Skian’s horns when they enslaved them, destroying their pride and honor, but this came with a price. Resentment had sprouted like poisonous mushrooms in the place of the Skians’ honor and pride.
“You bastards…”
Things weren’t much different for the other species. The Purens weren’t very happy.
“They fed us dirt while giggling at our distress.”
“I'll throw you in a hole and pour salt on you!”
The Fingills hurled curses at the Shellmounts from the dark water.
“They caught one of our children and put him in a well, calling it a fish tank.”
“Let's throw them in the colosseum and have them fight each other!"
The Sylvans also chimed in. 
“They cut off our ears because they said they were too long.”
“Let’s cut their tentacles into pieces and feed them.”
The Bloodborns clung to the ceilings and buildings, quietly looking down at the Shellmounts. They weren’t very talkative. 
“Blood…”
However, they flew in with heads of dogs, which the Shellmounts believed to be sacred animals, and dropped them over the snails. 
The six species each had different languages, so they couldn’t share their anger. However, they knew the Shellmount language on some level because slaves were forced to learn the language of their masters.
“Kill them,” a Skian whispered in the Shellmount language. 
Every species knew the word “kill” because the Shellmounts had always threatened them with murder. The Skian’s whisper quickly reached the ears of all the slaves.
“Let's kill them, yeah.”
“Kill them!”
“Kill them! Kill them! Kill them!”
The Shellmounts trembled in fear. 
Finally, for the first time since becoming slaves, the six species had the same emotion brewing in their hearts—anger. Everyone was soaked in blood, yet they wanted more.
I looked around at the Shellmounts cornered on the dockside.
It would be easy to order to slaughter them. 
I also had the power to easily stop the massacre since I was like a god to the goblins. A god's commands were absolute, so the goblins would obey whether I ordered massacre or tolerance. 
But this isn't something I should have a say in. It’s their choice to make. 
I turned around, slowly walking toward the exit of the underground world.
“Ker?”
“Kekerukker…?”
I could hear the goblins’ confused exclamations from behind me, but I didn't stop walking. I walked slowly so they could follow me, or to see me off before charging at the Shellmounts. 
The Skians blocking the road hesitantly got out of the way.
I could feel silence taking over the goblins. They looked at each other like believers facing a mysterious oracle. As I walked farther and farther away from them, one of them took a step toward me. Eventually, some goblins decided to turn in my direction, not the Shellmounts’. 
“Goruk.”  
The forty goblins who had received my oracle message were the first to follow me. The young goblins were next because they preferred chasing after the god they had never seen before rather than avenging their species.
“Kerrr… ”
“Kekerukker.”
When the children turned to follow me, so did their mothers. As the Pit Chiefs chased after them, the other goblins also began following me one by one. 
I could hear stone hammers being dropped one after another. The goblins threw the symbol that tethered them to the mines and followed the lion they worshiped as a god.
In the dark underground city, thousands of goblins followed me.
Yes, please follow me if that’s what you want.
We walked toward the only exit in the underground city that would lead to the outside world. No one could stop us even if they wanted. The moment I stepped into the bright light at the exit, I heard the Tower’s voice.
[Terras have escaped from Slimepolis.]
Let’s go back home.

1.  Another derogatory term for the Skians/dokkaebis.  ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 165: Rain, Mud, And Fire (2)

    
      When I took a step into the light, I reflexively closed my eyes.
    

    
      “Grr.”
    

    
      The darkness in the underground city was thick. As dark as it was, it affected me and the goblins quite drastically now that it was gone. With every step that we took, it felt as if more and more light was washing over us.
    

    
      “Ke-ker!”
    

    
      The goblins quickly looked down. So far, they had only known life in the underground. Their eyelids were thin, and their eyeballs were enlarged, making them weak to light. For a while, we walked while looking down at our feet.
    

    
      The wind blew. In the distance, we could see the sunset.
    

    
      “The sky…” the goblins muttered. 
    

    
      It was already evening outside. Red light dripped down from the sunset like the juice that dripped from grilled fish.
    

    
      “It’s red.”
    

    
      For the first time in their lives, the slaves looked up at the endless sky. This was a right every being was supposed to have, but for the slaves in the underground, it was a luxury they were now enjoying for the first time in their lives.
    

    
      “What the old goblins said is true. That’s the sky.”
    

    
      “Why is it red? Goruk, is it bleeding?”
    

    
      “Red...”
    

    
      “The world is on fire.”
    

    
      Astonishment, fear, or indescribable thrill. As the goblins submerged themselves in these emotions, they murmured among themselves while taking in their surroundings.
    

    
      
        [Terras have been freed from slavery.]
      
    

    
      
        [The status of Terras has changed!]
      
    

    
      
        
          Terra
        
      
    

    
      
        Extinction risk level: B (Caution)
      
    

    
      
        Motto: “We are fire.”
      
    

    
      
        Description: A species whose every ability is at the lower end of a bell curve. The abilities of each Terra are insignificant. That’s why they come together as one!
      
    

    
      
        Terras came up with only a very small amount of symbols. Every Terra, from the humblest to the noblest, knows these symbols. 
      
    

    
      
        Their writing system consists of very few symbols and they have minimal language skills. Knowledge cannot divide the Terras.
      
    

    
      
        “We are fire.”
      
    

    
      
        Even though fire spreads in many directions, it always burns as one. Terras have devised many cultures in order to become one. They hold meetings shielded by the night, so they are indistinguishable from the dark. Therefore, all Terras who participate in the meetings can speak under the guise of anonymity. 
      
    

    
      
        May the Terras’ fire continue to burn bright!
      
    

    
      
        Traits: Cavefire, Goru Doctrine, Legacy of Records, Maximum Greed 
      
    

    
      
        Evolved Form: Unidentified. 
      
    

    
      
        —Terras are capable of two evolutions. 
      
    

    
      
        Other Names: Goblin.
      
    

    
      
        ※Caution! Some traits are in danger of disappearing.
      
    

    
      I narrowed my eyebrows.
    

    
      Ahhh… With the high priest dying, Cavefire is in danger of being lost. 
    

    
      The Guardian shrugged.
    

    
      
        —Well, a high priest not only has to know how to use aura, their aura also has to be red, so it’s tricky.
      
    

    
      
        Right…  Mmm, I should at least solve the aura issue during this stage. 
      
    

    
      
        —Is there a way? If you want to buy it from the Civilization Store, you’ll be ripped off.
      
    

    
      
        Yes, I’m aware. That’s why I’ll buy something else. 
      
    

    
      I opened the Civilization Store.
    

    
      
        Oracle Message: 20 points
      
    

    
      
        Animal Possession: 40 points
      
    

    
      
        Dream Appearance: 100 points
      
    

    
      
        Prey Search: 5 points
      
    

    
      
        Bronze-Grade Settlement Search: 80 points
      
    

    
      
        Tribe-Grade General (Random draw): 100 points
      
    

    
      
        Bronze-Grade Technology Invention (Random draw): 1,000 points
      
    

    
      I bought an item I had never used before, hearing the sound effect of coins jingling.
    

    
      
        I’ll buy one Dream Appearance.
      
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Dream Appearance.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 100 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [The total of your species points is 70.]
      
    

    
      
        Okay.
      
    

    
      There was a specific goblin I had in mind, a young one, so I turned to him. His name was Gorke, and he was sleeping peacefully, using another goblin’s buttocks as a pillow. 
    

    
      
        His name means clear water.
      
    

    
      Gorke muttered, “Kerukke.”
    

    
      Rain.
    

    
      “Kerreuk.”
    

    
      Mud.
    

    
      “Goru.”
    

    
      I used Dream Appearance on Gorke, whose dreams were carrying him somewhere far away.  
    

    
      
        Swishhh!
      
    

    
      The world around me distorted and turned white.
    

    
      * * *
    

    
      A moment later, I was standing in the middle of a field.
    

    
      “Whoa.”
    

    
      Rain seemed to be pouring down as if there was no tomorrow on a seemingly endless field. The ground was soggy and dark from all the rain.
    

    
      In the middle of the muddy field, Gorke was lying with his mouth open, happily swallowing rainwater.
    

    
      “Gorrr… Gorr…” 
    

    
      He looked like he could wish for nothing more in this world. This was the dreamscape of a young goblin who wanted to return to his homeland.
    

    
      “I see… Goblins and humans aren’t that different.”
    

    
      Gorke swiftly sat up. Perhaps he heard my voice. “Goruk? Who are you?”
    

    
      “You can both hear and see me, right, Gorke?”
    

    
      Gorke tilted his head in confusion. “Gor…? A Puren?” 
    

    
      I stood as solemnly and seriously as possible. “I’m not a Puren, you poor kid. My name is Kekerukker. I’m your holy White Lion and the one who led you to Goru, the promised homeland.”
    

    
      “Keruk…? Kekerukker? Impossible!” Gorke snorted. 
    

    
      Goblins had big noses, so when they snorted, it sounded like a fart. 
    

    
      “Kekerukker is a lion. He has a beautiful mane and thick hide, but look at you. You have spiky black hair and are bone skinny. Kekerukker isn’t as ugly as you!”
    

    
      “You little fucker…”
    

    
      “Fucker? Keruk? What does that mean?”
    

    
      “It’s what people call those who should be shoved into a hole head first. ”
    

    
      “Y-you Puren have a foul mouth, ker. There is no way someone as shallow as you is the White Lion!”
    

    
      “Gorke, I taught you how to write and hunt. Kekerukker is me, and I’m Kekerukker. How can you doubt me?”
    

    
      “Prove it!”
    

    
      “Alright.” I dug a hole in the mud, then grabbed Gorke by the ankles and shoved him into the hole headfirst. “Is this good enough for you?”
    

    
      “Keeeeeeer? Kerr! Devil! You’re the devil!”
    

    
      “What? It’s not good enough? That leaves us no choice. I’ll take pity on you and show you some more proof…” I scooped up a handful of mud and threw it into the hole. 
    

    
      The downpour was still going strong, so the dirt and rain mixed together, giving Gorke a full-body mud pack. 
    

    
      He screamed, “I believe you! Okay, I believe you! You really are Kekerukker!”
    

    
      I pulled Gorke out of the hole. “Hmm. I like that you catch on quickly.” 
    

    
      The goblin was trembling, his head covered with mud. I wiped it off.
    

    
      “Gorke, I showed up in your dream today for a grand purpose. I want to teach you how to use aura.”
    

    
      “Aura?”
    

    
      “Do you remember the high priest showing you his Cavefire? His hands were enveloped with red energy, right? That’s aura.”
    

    
      “Ah, are you talking about Holy Blood?”
    

    
      “Holy Blood?”
    

    
      “We are made of a body and a soul. Everyone has their own body, but we share one soul that completes us. Those who overcome the limitations of the body and reach the soul can bleed not only from their body but also from the soul...” Gorke frowned. “Weird. This is Kekerukker’s teaching. If you really are Kekerukker, why the heck would you forget your own teaching?”
    

    
      “Kid, I never taught you guys anything like that. What I taught you is how to write, count to three, and hunt.”
    

    
      “Ker? Are there any idiots who can’t count to three?”
    

    
      It had only been two hundred years but these punks had forgotten everything about their origins. I had gone through hell trying to teach these guys Arabic numerals.
    

    
      “Forget it. If you doubt me, get up in the morning and go find the lion Kekerukker. You’ll realize that’s me and that I was in your dream, so shut up now and listen to what I’m about to teach you.”
    

    
      “Are you talking about Holy Blood?”
    

    
      “That’s right. Let’s start class right away.” 
    

    
      I raised my fists and started beating him up.
    

    
      “Keruk? It hurts! Krrrr! Why are you hitting me?”
    

    
      “The fastest way to learn how to use aura is to get hit.”
    

    
      This was how the Guardian had taught me a long time ago. Actually, this was the only method I knew. If there was a normal method of sitting in the lotus position to meditate on something, blah blah blah, I would have liked learning it that way but, oh well…
    

    
      “From now on, I will beat you until you start thinking it would be better to die. During this process, I’ll continue to spread my aura within you. Feel the flow of my aura and memorize how your veins are stretched out like a spider’s web.”
    

    
      “Kerr! Hurts! It hurts! Kerrruk?”
    

    
      “Huh.”
    

    
      Gorke crouched. I lightly grabbed his wrists, straightened his arms, and then kicked his palms, wrists, shoulders, and chest. 
    

    
      
        Thwack! Thwack!
      
    

    
      My aura made it into Gorke through my strikes.
    

    
      “Keerrrr?”
    

    
      “These teachings are as vital as your flesh and blood. Concentrate.”
    

    
      “My flesh and blood will be the only things that are left of me after this!”
    

    
      “That’s it. You said aura is Holy Blood, right? To see Holy Blood, your soul has to be wounded and shed blood.”
    

    
      Despite my logical statement, Gorke continued to argue. “You’ll kill me!”
    

    
      “No, this isn't the real world. It’s a dream. No matter how much of a beating you will suffer, you won’t really die. The pain still feels real though, as if you truly are going to die. It’s the perfect environment to learn how to use aura.”
    

    
      “Kerub!”
    

    
      The dreamscape changed from the muddy field to Slimepolis’ colosseum. From Gorke’s perspective, what he was going through right now was no different from the gladiator fights.
    

    
      I was delighted. 
    

    
      “Wow, this is better! Now, Gorke, gladiators are staring at you. Their gazes are quite intimidating, and it looks like they’ll do anything to slit your throat. Even if this is a dream, it’ll still hurt if your throat is slit. Hurry up and fight back to survive!”
    

    
      “Oh, this is a nightmare, ker, a terrible nightmare!” Gorke cried. “Kekerukker! You saved us from hell, so where are you now? A devil is tormenting your sheep! Save me, Ker! Save me!”
    

    
      “I’m Kekerukker. I told you this already”
    

    
      In the dream, time progressed slowly. Although the beating had been going on for quite a while, Gorke was still asleep. Thanks to the seemingly never-ending dream, the young goblin suffered nonlethal deaths countless times under my “relaxing” lead.
    

    
      After who knew how long, flames flickered in Gorke’s palms. Although the sparks were faint, it was definitely aura.
    

    
      “Ooooh! Look, Gorke! That’s aura. You can now use Holy Blood!”
    

    
      “Kerrr…” The young goblin looked down at his palms. His eyes were blank as if he had lost something precious during this process. “Kill me… Let me go, devil… I can’t hold on any longer...”
    

    
      “If you don’t mind dying, the fastest way to learn is by dying. The universe is filled with martial artists who can’t use aura even if they practice martial arts all their lives, yet you learned this secret in one night. Isn’t fate strange, as people claim?”
    

    
      “Please just kill me...!”
    

    
      I smiled and placed my hand on Gorke’s shoulder. “From now on, you will have to work hard to serve the Terras.” 
    

    
      Gorke flinched. “W-work for them?”
    

    
      “Since the high priest died, there is no one left who can demonstrate Cavefire. You should take over. I find Cavefire beautiful, so you have to keep your beautiful culture from disappearing.”
    

    
      “Kerrr. But I don’t have what it takes to become a high priest…”
    

    
      “You do seem a little lacking in using your aura. Gorke, what do you think about doing this for ten more days and mastering it?”
    

    
      “I’ll do it! I, Gorke, will become a high priest!”
    

    
      Satisfied, I nodded. “Excellent. Then I’ll leave your dream now. When you wake up, come find me. To show you that I’m really Kekerukker, I’ll pat you on the shoulder.”
    

    
      Just like that, I woke up from the dream. 
    

    
      It was quiet at dawn. The goblins were already awake and were preparing to resume their march toward their homeland. Mothers were catching fish in the river, while children grilled the prey. Many goblins quietly watched the rising sun.
    

    
      “Kerukk…!”
    

    
      Nearby, Gorke stood up. His green forehead was all wrinkled because of his furrowed brows, and he was drenched in cold sweat.
    

    
      “Kerrr… I-I’m alive? I’m alive, ker?” he asked, breathing heavily. 
    

    
      The goblin slapped himself six times, perhaps trying to determine if he was still dreaming or not. Realizing that the nightmare was finally over, Gorke heaved a deep sigh of relief. After a moment, he hesitantly approached me.
    

    
      The young goblin was looking at me with earnest eyes. “Kekerukker… Last night, a devil invaded my dreams to harass me, ker. He dared to impersonate you and tormented me. I thought I was going to die, I really did. I wish you'd show me that you aren’t the devil…”
    

    
      “Krrrr.” I slowly lifted my front paw and placed it on Gorke’s shoulder.
    

    
      Gorke’s face was slowly overtaken by despair. 
    

    
      “Krrr. Gor, grrr. Krrr.”
    

    
      
        Don’t forget what I said and do your best, kid.
      
    

    
      Although he couldn’t have understood a lion, Gorke was shaking.
    

    
      
        [A new successor to Cavefire has appeared.]
      
    

    
      
        [Terras are free from the risk of losing Cavefire, ]
      
    

    
      
        That’s good. It went well.
      
    

    
      The Guardian had watched the lesson I taught Gorke from beginning to end.
    

    
      
        —Come on… Your method of teaching was too ignorant and violent… Don’t do that ever again… Treat your students nicely… 
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 166: Rain, Mud, And Fire (3)
Cavefire wasn’t the only trait that goblins were in danger of losing. I thought of the second trait I needed to work on.
It's probably because they suffered under the Shellmounts’ reign for quite a long time.
Maximum Greed
Grade: B
Effect: Terras’ greed is like an overflowing dam. Perhaps this is caused by their loathing for their own appearance. Terras seek to be recognized for what they own rather than their own selves. 
“Keruk! I applied warm mud on myself!”
“Kerrrrrrr! I’m covered with the luxury mud from upstream!”
The desire for something better and more wonderful, an inferiority complex, and the wish to be recognized—these traits exist in the hearts of all Terras, making them very greedy. Perhaps Terras will covet shiny treasures or capture slaves in the future just to brag about whose slave is prettier. 
Terras are greedy, but this is where their potential lies. How their greed will change is up to you.
※This trait may change depending on how history unfolds.
※Warning! Due to long-term oppression, Terras have begun to stand aloof from their desires. Even if they covet something, they have never been able to get what their heart desired because of their slave status, so they gave up on wanting things. If this continues, the trait will be lost.
Hmm.
Greed was a lot like desire. To be greedy for something had negative connotations, but I didn’t think that was the case here.
It's better than being aloof from everything.
The Guardian scratched the back of his head.
—Well, that's what I think too. Desire is like a river. If you build a dam, water will pile up until it eventually overflows. Even if you cover the top to prevent the overflow, it will stagnate and rot someday. Where will the rotten water go? It’ll seep into the ground underneath and eat it away.
The Guardian sounded quite serious.
—Water needs to be free. If they're going to free it anyway, they should go all out so that it’ll flow in one direction. At least, that’s how I think life should be lived.
Your student thinks the same, sir. 
—Hey, hey, I’m not your teacher. I never had a student teach others as ignorantly as you.
How do you think a tadpole learns to swim? They learn from another frog. Mr. Sword Emperor, you are my frog, and I am your tadpole.
—You nuthead…
We pondered side by side like the affectionate teacher and student we were. 
Now, what should I do to lead Maximum Greed in the best possible direction?
I didn’t have to contemplate for long. Before I could find the answer, or before the Guardian could tell me his thoughts, someone else brought me the answer. Actually, it wasn’t just one person. 
“Kekerukker!”
It had been three weeks since the goblins started their journey back home. They had been following me, but they suddenly became distressed and ran toward me. 
I turned my head to see what was going on, and that was when Gorke made eye contact with me.
“I see soldiers approaching from behind! Ker!”
Soldiers?
I focused aura in my eyes and looked out over the distant horizon. The first thing that caught my eye was a cloud of dust, despite the clear weather. This didn’t occur naturally. It reminded me of when animals ran around in groups. 
I enhanced my vision a little more using aura.
Hmm?
There were hundreds of hounds panting and running across the field. Even though they usually moved in groups, hundreds of them didn’t just gather for no reason. As if to prove it, they were carrying something on their back—snails.
“The Shellmounts!”
“The Shellmounts came after us! Kerrr! Get into the battle formation! Battle formation!”
“Get the kids in the center of the group! Be careful not to step on them!”
The cavalry—no, the dog cavalry was here.
***
The Shellmounts’ dog cavalry was quick.
“Lime!”
“Drive them to the riverside! Keep your distance from them!”
As soon as they saw the goblins’ battle formation, the snails gave up on charging at them. Instead, they encroached on the group slowly, as if cornering their prey, taking in the weak formation of the goblins. If the hounds moved even an inch toward them, the goblins stepped back. 
“Kerrrr… !”
“Don’t break the formation! Maintain it on all sides!”
The goblins were bigger in number, but many elderly and children were among them. There was no choice but to adopt a formation that protected them. 
While the goblins maintained their defense, the snails took an offensive stance using their mobility. They weren’t in a hurry, so they took their time to drive the goblins and me to the riverside.
They’re pretty good, I thought as I guarded the goblins at the forefront. They were pretty helpless in Slimepolis, so I thought their army was useless.
—If their army was trash, it would have been impossible for them to rule over the six species. Isn't what happened in that cave a result of all the slaves standing up at the same time?
Well, I guess so. Right now, they’re disciplined. 
I had stood at the head of troops several times during the harbor war on the eleventh floor, the one with the Aegim Empire, so I wasn’t a complete stranger to military strategies. Even to me, the snails’ movement was proficient. Moreso, they controlled the speed of their troops' advance by blowing their shell pipes. Sometimes they briefly charged, as if they were going to attack the goblins right away, though they continued to slowly surround the goblins and put pressure on them.
“Lime!”
When the goblins were entirely surrounded, the snail who seemed to be the leader approached. The general skillfully rode a much larger hound than those in the dog cavalry. Unlike horsemen, the snails weren’t on saddles or using stirrups. It seemed snail mucus acted as an adhesive. 
“You poor earth fungi!” the general yelled. “I’m here to tell you that your slave rebellion has already been subdued! Slimepolis overcame the previous defeat. The twelve cities of my great empire have formed a large army and are pursuing the remaining rebels. This is the proof!”
The general stuck their tentacle into their snail shell and held up something round before hurling it toward the goblins. It was a Skian’s head. But there was more. The general took out the heads of a Fingill, a Puren, a Bloodborn, and a Sylvan.
“Take a good look at them, Lime! This is what awaits slaves who dare to rebel against the great Slime Empire! Our anger is strong, so it’ll persevere. This isn’t the first punishment we have meted out, nor will it be our last. Fungi, if you don't want your filthy heads to become bloody stepping stones of the empire, surrender immediately!”
The goblins cowered.
“Ke, kerr.”
“The other species have already been subjugated?”
“They’re lying. No way. The reign of Shellmounts has already ended.”
“I don't want to go back to that hell, ker…” 
Hmm. The leader is shaking the goblins’ morale.
—What are you going to do? 
I need to expose their bluff. [1]
I took a step forward, stopping in between my people and the Shellmount general. The goblins stopped whispering and looked at me. 
[You have purchased Oracle Message.]
[You have used 20 species points!]
[You now have 50 species points.]
I'm sorry, snails of this world. I’m always one step ahead when it comes to cheating. 
I used the item to talk directly to the Shellmount general.
[The White Lion sees through your lies!]
The general was sitting proudly on the hound's back, but their tentacles instinctively twitched. I didn’t know much about Shellmount's physiology, but I could tell that the general was nervous. 
What was actually going on was very simple. 
There is no way the snails suppressed all the rebels.
If the Shellmounts had won, the Tower would have told me that the overall rebellion had failed and that Terras would go back to being slaves.
But I didn’t get a single message about that.
The conclusion that could be drawn from this was simple. The Shellmount general was threatening the Terras with lies.
Well, I figured it out only because of the Tower system…  Might as well use everything at my disposal. 
I opened my mouth and took a deep breath, channeling aura into my voice. My lion roar erupted, echoing across the field. 
Startled, the hounds squirmed. The snail mucus was an excellent adhesion, so the snails did not fall or slip, but they were spooked.
“H-he’s the god of the fungi…”
“They said false gods descended and brought disaster to the city.”
“The guys at Slimepolis must have committed an unholy act against Lime. Such idiots! To enjoy our god’s blessings, they shouldn’t be lacking in any aspect while worshipping Lime.”
The Shellmounts saw me as an evil god, but an evil god was still a god. Now that they saw the being who was leading the Terras, the Shellmounts lost their momentum and faltered.
Good.
I saw an opportunity to revive Maximum Greed, the trait of Terras.
I had cleared the thirty-first floor, led the slave exodus on the thirty-second floor, and continued the tradition of Cavefire. However, I was yet to receive species points from these feats. I hadn’t brought it up yet, but now wasn’t the time to talk about it.
This should be enough.
[You have purchased Oracle Message.]
[You have used 20 species points!]
[You now have 30 species points.]
I used up the remaining points and purchased another Oracle Message for the Shellmount general.
[The White Lion proposes to have an honorable duel.]
The Shellmount general was shocked. An evil god was talking to them, so the general would inevitably be afraid. Even so, they didn’t refuse. Instead, they hesitantly asked, “Lime, by an honorable duel, you mean…”
“Krrrrr.”
Actions always spoke louder than words. I turned and trudged toward the goblins, who looked at me with puzzled expressions. I basked in their gazes until I stopped in front of one specific goblin.
Hey, get on.
Gorke’s face darkened. “Ke-Kekerukker, it's a great honor to have you stand in front of me as I’m merely one of your sheep. I hope that your road ahead will be clear.”
I bent my front legs and lowered myself like a toy slide so he could get on my back more easily.
Get on already.
Gorke hiccuped. He looked around, pleading for help. “I-I don’t know why the White Lion is doing this to me. It's really strange. Can you guess what the White Lion wants, ker?”
The goblins looked at each other.
“I think he wants you to get on.”
“No matter how I look at it, it seems he’s giving you permission to get on his back.”
Gorke was distressed. He said, “Kerurub! How could his followers ride on the White Lion’s back? That’s blasphemy! There must be a different meaning, a meaning that is so sacred that we have no idea how to interpret!”
I also bent down my lower legs, tapping on my waist with my tail.
After contemplating for a while, the goblins once again chimed in with their opinions. 
“I really think he's telling you to get on…”
“I get the feeling he'll be very angry if you don't get on…”
“Isn’t it actually more blasphemous to disobey the White Lion’s orders? Goruk?”
Gorke was on the verge of tears. I decided to use up my last points and give Gorke an oracle personally.
[The White Lion says that if you don't get on now, you will be the one who'll get an ass-kicking next.]
In the end, Gorke got on my back, silently shedding tears. Upon seeing him cry, those around him cried out in admiration.
“Look! The White Lion has granted his grace to Gorke, Kirugerub's grandson!”
“He’s so moved that he’s crying! Gor!”
“Of course he’s crying! He has a good reason! This honor will last for generations!”
“I envy you!”
Gorke cried a little louder. “Kerrr… No, you’re misunderstanding... Kekerukker is not the god you think… He’s more like an older brother… a very bad older brother…”
Of course, Gorke's voice was drowned out by the other goblins’ yelling. After all, he didn’t really have a reason to cry like a baby. 
I carried Gorke on my back and delivered him to the Shellmount general, who stared at us with a wave of their tentacle. 
“I see. Is this what you meant by an honorable duel? I understand. From what I heard, you fungi did not participate in massacring my kin in Slimepolis. Lime, although your fate is to rot in the salt mines, there are some circumstances to ask for a weaker punishment. Maybe this is also Lime’s will.”
The general turned their head and shouted, “Filthy fungi and their god have challenged us to a duel! They are merely slaves who used to crack rock salt with their stone hammers! Ridiculous. Soldiers! Is there no hero in our army who can knock the fungi off their pedestal?”
No one stepped forward.
“I swear on my tentacles that the warrior who wins this duel will live a glorious life! You will have wealth, slaves, and honor! You can ask for anything! Just humble these fungi!”
The Shellmount soldiers chatted among themselves, making quite a fuss. 
A moment later, one of them came forward, riding on their hound. “Laime! I will take the glory for myself!”
The soldier was riding a truly huge hound. Honestly, I wasn’t sure if I could even call it that. It was too fucking unfair to call a beast the size of a lion and with three pairs of legs a hound. However, it wasn't just the dog's legs that were too many.
“I, the successor of Spiral Four Sword, is here!” 
The Shellmount, riding on the many-legged dog, also had more tentacles than the other soldiers. Four, to be exact, each one holding a sword. Every time the soldier swung their tentacles, four swords slashed through the air.
Whoosh! Whoosh! 
The Shellmounts all exclaimed at the brilliant sword skills on display.
“Ooooh! A noble!”
“Wow… So that's the terrifying Spiral Four Sword…”
“He’s worthy of Lime’s sacred blessing!”
I found them funny.
Is it possible that their nobility is determined by how many tentacles they have?
—I guess so.
That's very strange.
—I know. It's so dirty. [2]
What?
—What?
As the Guardian and I were lamenting the naughtiness of the snail civilization, the Shellmount soldier who was said to be the heir of Spiral Four Sword approached us.
“I’m Saeimslame, a member of the Rekamulime, one of the seven families that rule Valley City, and the successor to the Spiral Four Sword! You, the evil god's servant, state your name!”
Gorke was very frightened by the lengthy self-introduction. “I-I’m Gorke, Kirugerub's grandson.”
“Are you from a priest family?”
“Kerrr. The high priest passed away.”
“Are you a noble?”
“Terras don’t have nobles, keruk…”
The Shellmount soldier twirled one of their tentacles, probably to scoff at him. “So, you’re a lowly slave. Today I will show you the power of Lime’s love! Hurrah!”
The Shellmount charged with their hound, clashing their four swords against each other, creating a cacophony of noise. It seemed like the soldier was trying to destroy Gorke’s mental before the actual fight. 
I wondered who would fall victim to such a ridiculous move, but it surely worked on the coward on my back.
“Ker! Kerrrr!” Gorke cried out, tightly grabbing my mane. “Why me? Why do I have to go through this, keruk! You’re the devil. I knew I was being tricked by the devil!”
“Krrrrr.”
Hey, don't worry. Trust me, bro! I’ll make you a hero! 

1.  Gong-Ja’s previous dialogue and this one is about how 사기(士氣:morale) and 사기(fraud) sound similar. ☜


2.  As in sexual. He’s making an inappropriate joke.  ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 167: Rain, Mud, And Fire (4)

    
      The Shellmount soldier charged. “
      
        Lime
      
      , I'll cut off your nose with a single strike!” 
    

    
      
        Oh?
      
    

    
      This was quite interesting. This soldier didn’t use one or two swords like Purens. Just like their title, Spiral Four Swords, they used four swords and swung them in four directions: up, down, left, and right. This opened up plenty of attack routes that were difficult for a primate with two arms to imitate. Only a Shellmount with multiple tentacles could achieve something of this sort. 
    

    
      
        Heh. 
      
    

    
      I had been through a lot of fights so far, but this was the first time I had seen such swordplay. In a flash, I analyzed the soldier’s attack patterns. 
    

    
      
        The attacks coming from up and down are feints. The ones from the left and right are the real ones... No, the one on the left is also a distraction. The one from the right is the real one. The sword on the left moves a bit faster than the others. This means that if the attacks coming in from the left are blocked, the soldier will immediately swing from the other side.
      
    

    
      The Guardian sighed as if overwhelmed.
    

    
      
        —Gosh. They say even a dog in a snack bar can cook ramen after three years.
      
      
        [1]
      
       
      
        Kim Zombie, now we’re talking. 
      
    

    
      
        You’re talking to the Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demonic Cult, mister.
      
    

    
      
        —Who are you calling mister?
      
    

    
      
        Anyway… How should I put this? It feels a bit strange to see that an entirely different species can come up with such a different style of swordplay. 
      
    

    
      
        —Huh? Isn’t that to be expected?
      
    

    
      
        Yes, but I still find it surprising now that I’m witnessing this with my own eyes. Hmm. This is actually the martial arts of rogue sects. I wonder if it’ll help me refine my Demonic Heaven Arts. 
      
    

    
      
        —What, are you going to study snail swordplay now?
      
    

    
      
        Maybe.
      
    

    
      I skillfully ducked before closing the distance between me and the enemy. Using my front paws, I easily knocked away the Shellmont soldier’s swords. I didn’t even need to use any strength. 
    

    
      The Shellmount soldier’s tentacles shot up in shock. “
      
        Lime?
      
      ” 
    

    
      
        Sorry, kid. This isn’t a matter of skills. I’m just built different.
      
    

    
      The Shellmount soldier probably didn’t know how to use aura or how to channel it into their swords. Even the Guardian evaluated that I had a gift for utilizing aura, so it was simply impossible for the snail soldier to follow my movements. No matter how amazing their equestrian skills were, they were the equivalent of a novice flying an airplane while I was an expert pilot. 
    

    
      “Y-you evil god! Lime, please give me strength!” 
    

    
      Still, they swung their swords even more fiercely, but it was no use. The soldier couldn’t cut a single hair from my mane. I kicked away their swords as if I was playing a rhythm game. 
    

    
      Of course, from my perspective, this fight was easy enough for me to leisurely comment on it. In Gorke’s case, swords were slashing right by his nose.
    

    
      “
      
        Kerrub? Keru!
      
       Save me! Save meeee! Kekerukker, please save me... Is Kekerukker the devil? I’m doomed! I’m actually done for!”
    

    
      
        Tsk, tsk.
      
    

    
      Pathetic. I had put a lot of effort into teaching him aura in his dream. He was supposed to show his grit, no matter how scared he was of dying. No way he didn’t think I would save him if he was in real danger of dying.
    

    
      
        —Hey, Zombie.
      
    

    
      
        Yes?
      
    

    
      
        —The way you treated this goblin, Gorke or something, is so... 
      
    

    
      
        So? So what?
      
    

    
      
        —It really reminds me of when someone was teaching someone else…  It seems that you and this goblin are similar to someone and someone else here, but I must be deluding myself, right?
      
    

    
      
        I have no idea what you're talking about. If your nonsense makes you feel poetic, just shut up and watch me.
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah…  Okay…  I feel sorry for the goblin for some reason. I've rarely felt sorry for others in my life, but I never knew the day would come when I would feel sorry for a goblin…
      
    

    
      What was this guy saying?
    

    
      I concentrated on blocking and evading. With my claws, I deflected the Shellmount soldier’s swords without striking back. I wasn’t the one who was supposed to take down this opponent. This was up to Gorke.
    

    
      
        It's your job to fight back, goblins.
      
    

    
      Therefore, I decided to be patient and wait.
    

    
      “
      
        Ker. Kerrr…?
      
      ”
    

    
      After some time, Gorke realized his life wasn’t in any danger, so he relaxed a little. He stopped pleading and looked at the battle taking place in front of him.
    

    
      “
      
        Gerrrub…
      
      ”
    

    
      
        That's right.
      
    

    
      The first step was to face what was happening to oneself.
    

    
      
        That's it.
      
    

    
      I fought off the soldier's swords with even more determination. 
    

    
      
        Claaang!
      
       
    

    
      My claws pushed the swords back hard.
    

    
      “
      
        Laime?
      
      ”
    

    
      The Shellmount soldier was left wide open. If I swung my claws one more time like this, that would be his end. Before they could stop me, I would slash their torso. However, I didn’t do that.
    

    
      The soldier's face turned red. The Shellmounts had somewhat transparent skin. When their blood rushed to their face, it was very noticeable. Enraged, the Shellmount soldier dished out fiercer sword strikes.
    

    
      “A-Are you insulting me?! Don't disgrace my family, 
      
        lime!
      
      ”
    

    
      No, if I had to pick one person that had to be criticized here, it would be me. 
    

    
      
        Gorke was a slave until not too long ago, so he has never fought a noble soldier before. The snail soldier is a valiant hero who is facing an evil god despite being a mortal. Both of them deserve praise.
      
    

    
      Meanwhile, I was like a god in this world, but I was playing around with the soldier. As the strong, mocking the weak not only went against the teachings of the Heavenly Demon Cult but was also immature.
      
         
      
      However, I had no other choice.
    

    
      
        Sorry. I am responsible for these children.
      
    

    
      Good parents didn’t mind getting insulted for their children’s sake. A good teacher also didn’t hesitate to endure shame for the sake of their students. People welcomed humiliation with open arms if it meant their loved ones were safe. So what was a god supposed to do?
    

    
      
        I’m a Constellation that looks after an entire species.
      
    

    
      So what if I was humiliated while taking care of my children? I was able to endure it, momentarily giving up on my principles as a martial artist, for the sake of those who had been slaves for their entire lives. I humbly welcomed humiliation. 
    

    
      
        Now, Gorke! And you, little goblins! Look! These are the Shellmounts you feared! And this soldier is one of the nobles who ruled you all. How do they look?
      
    

    
      I pushed away at the soldier’s sword strikes. Once again, I unveiled an opening for a critical attack like before, but Gorke just stared at it, just like last time.
    

    
      
        Does he not have the confidence to fight one-on-one yet?
      
    

    
      Time to switch things up.
    

    
      
        If he doesn't have the confidence, then I’ll hand it over to him.
      
    

    
      Gorke moved his arms as if he were entranced. Red aura bloomed from his hands.
    

    
      
        Thump!
      
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      ?”
    

    
      It was unclear who let that groan out—the Shellmount soldier who glanced down in confusion, or the young Terra who looked blankly at his hands. A clear red fist mark was left on the soldier's torso, as if they had been stamped with a seal.
    

    
      I suppressed a smile. 
      
        Nice punch. That's how you do it.
      
    

    
      In the next second, the soldier bent over and vomited, their digestive juice pouring down on their hound’s head. Fortunately, Shellmounts seemed to eat a lot of soup. There were no solids in the soldier’s vomit, but the hound didn't seem to find it fortunate.
    

    
      The huge hound struggled to shake off the vomit. It looked like a mountain struck by an earthquake as it ran toward the Shellmount troops with the snail tightly clinging to its waist. Even while being carried away, the soldier continued to vomit colorful liquids. 
    

    
      Gorke opened and closed his fist in disbelief. “
      
        Gorrr…
      
      ”
    

    
      More challengers came forward afterward, eleven in total—nobles, a noble’s private soldier, an experienced senior soldier, and an infantry soldier who was looking to make a fortune. But none of them withstood my claws because it was impossible for them to follow my movements. 
    

    
      The longer the fight went on, the less talkative Gorke became.
    

    
      “Gorke! Gorke! Gorke!”
    

    
      The other goblins became more enthusiastic as the winning streak continued. 
    

    
      
        How is it?
      
    

    
      I decided to take a break. Instead of accepting the next duel right away, I leisurely walked in front of the goblins with Gorke, the victorious fighter, on my back.
    

    
      
        This is pretty cool, right?
      
    

    
      I caught the Terras’ attention.
    

    
      
        Don’t you feel envious?
      
    

    
      The fighting had set a spark in the Terras' hearts.
    

    
      
        Don’t you want to be like him too?
      
    

    
      I was kindling the Cavefire in their hearts.
    

    
      
        Cavefire isn’t the only beauty of this world, nor is mud the only fragrance that exists. A victorious duel, winning challenges—these too are as beautiful as fire and as fragrant as mud.
      
    

    
      It was clear that the Terras were captivated by the beauty of the duels and intoxicated by the scent of victory. Otherwise, why did their eyes twinkle so much? Seeing the stars in the goblins’ eyes as a new world unfolded before them made me smile. 
    

    
      
        Accept envy for what it is. Yearn for it! Dream for more. Life only becomes real when it flows in the direction of your choosing. Your envy will be the whisper in your head, telling you in which direction to flow. Become water that whispers about dreams, instead of wine that stagnates until it spoils.
      
    

    
      When I saw the Terras fight in the colosseum, I realized there was a dormant fighting spirit within them. The goblins considered their kin Gyari, who had died in the colosseum, as odd when they held her funeral. But if Gyari had loved competition, other Terras surely did as well.
    

    
      I kicked away the eleventh challenger's sword.
    

    
      
        The White Lion is by your side.
      
    

    
      Even though I was just a fake Constellation who also preached fake scriptures, I wanted to be remembered as a god who had whispered to Terras how beautiful they were.
      
        [2]
      
       
    

    
      
        “Will you remember me as a flower?”
      
    

    
      Maybe… No, I was sure that was what Teacher would have wanted for me, too. If a person sharing a life with another was a coincidence, and passing on one's will was fate, then inevitability would be at fault for me teaching these children about yearning.
    

    
      I parried the twelfth challenger's sword.
    

    
      
        [Terras have awakened their interest in dueling.]
      
    

    
      
        [Terras desire the honor granted from victories.]
      
    

    
      
        [Terras yearn for the honor and glory of challenge.]
      
    

    
      Perhaps the Tower was following their procedures based on their principles when they sent out their messages. However, this was unnecessary, at least for now, based on the mesmerized expressions on Terras’ faces.
    

    
      
        [
        
          Maximum Greed
        
        , the trait of Terras, is undergoing some changes!]
      
    

    
      
        [Terras have gained a new trait: 
        
          Competitive Spirit!
        
        ]
      
    

    
      
        
          Competitive Spirit
        
      
    

    
      
        Category: Culture. Collective unconsciousness.
      
    

    
      
        Origin: Maximum Greed (B)
      
    

    
      
        Description: Terras are greedy. Greed isn’t born from the shallowness of someone’s nature but from the deficiency of life. In the eyes of other species, Terras are ugly, so from birth, they carry this deficiency as they look around the world. 
      
    

    
      
        “Life only becomes real when it flows in the direction of our choosing.”
      
    

    
      
        From now on, Terras will not blame the world for this deficiency, but use it to challenge others.
      
    

    
      
        “If life must flow, I’ll let it flow as a torrent.”
      
    

    
      
        Terras believe that they too can become strong and that their desires can be achieved! For them, the sword is the symbol, the duel is the procedure, and victory is proof of their faith. 
      
    

    
      
        “More!”
      
    

    
      
        A more honorable match. A more glorious victory. Terras’ greed will know no limits as they continue to seek proof of their faith.
      
    

    
      
        Perhaps this will end in tragedy no matter what, but who cares? Terras are willing to shed tears over tragedies and applaud fallen heroes.
      
    

    
      
        May dreams be with the Terras’ destinies.
      
    

    
      
        ※Aura users may be treated as privileged individuals.
      
    

    
      
        ※This trait may change depending on how history unfolds.
      
    

    
      When the thirteenth challenger was defeated, drops of water fell on my mane.
    

    
      “
      
        Gorrr, krrr. Gor.
      
      ”
    

    
      At first, I thought it was Gorke's sweat. He had just finished his thirteenth duel, so he was surely drenched in sweat. His mental strength had reached its limit way before his physical strength did. At this point, it was difficult for him to keep using aura.
    

    
      But what was dripping down on my mane wasn’t his sweat. It was rain.
    

    
      “
      
        Gor?
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Ke?
      
      ”
    

    
      Confused, the goblins looked up at the sky, where heavy clouds had gathered.
      
         
      
      Raindrops fell and bounced off the Terras' hooked noses, flowing down their faces to rejoin the rain.
    

    
      “Rain.”
    

    
      “It’s 
      
        kerukke…
      
      ”
    

    
      “It’s rain.”
    

    
      “Water really falls from the sky...”
    

    
      The Terras opened their mouths to drink the rainwater, happier than when they watched the demonstration of Cavefire or when they first came out of the underground and saw the sunset.
    

    
      “
      
        Gorub. Gor, gor!
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Kerukke! Kerukke!
      
      ”
    

    
      The Terras spread their short arms and stomped their feet, splashing mud around. Some rolled on the ground, covering themselves in rain and mud. The sight was too messy to call it sacred, but it was also too sacred to call it messy.
    

    
      The Shellmount general of the Shellmount put out their snail pipe.
    

    
      “This is difficult. After receiving an order from the city, I hastily formed the troops and chased them all the way here. Unfortunately, the monsoon rain flooded the river and the dirty fungi have already crossed it... The torrents are too violent to make the hounds swim. 
      
        Laime
      
      , I was born as a mortal, so how can I compete with immortals? Is this a curse from the evil god? Or perhaps this is also Lime’s will,” the general muttered as they turned their hound around. 
    

    
      They joined the hundreds of dog cavalry soldiers, yelling, “We won’t chase the fungi across the river!” 
    

    
      “Tentacle of the Valley, that’s…”
    

    
      “
      
        Lime
      
      , this is my decision. We cannot be the only ones sacrificed in the crossfire of the immortals’ fight. We will join the pursuit party from White Mountain City and chase after the Purens. All troops, move!”
    

    
      The sound of pipes rang through the rain as the Shellmounts patted their hounds’ waists with their tentacles. Panting, the hounds began walking away once given the signal. Soon enough, the troops disappeared into the rain, their long shadows slowly trailing behind them. 
    

    
      The sound of pipes could still be heard despite the Shellmounts’ shadows disappearing, but not for long. The sound of rain replaced the snail’s melody. 
    

    
      For a while, I watched the direction in which the dog cavalry troops had disappeared. The troops were quick to arrive and also nimble when they left. Looking at them, I could guess why the Inquisitor had been so confident and smug even when we were fighting him.
    

    
      “
      
        Grrr.
      
      ”
    

    
      I glanced back at the goblins, who were happily enjoying the rain and covering themselves in mud.
    

    
      
        I did everything I could.
      
    

    
      Once I led them to Goru, I would be done with my duties.
    

    
      
        It’s time to finish the stage.
      
    

    
      But, before that, I watched the goblins running around a little more, unable to stop myself from smiling.
    

    
      
        They’re cute.
      
    

    

    
      1. This is the author’s variation of a Korean idiom “서당 개 삼 년에 풍월을 읊는다(Literal: A dog who spent three years at school can recite poetry.)” It’s about how practice makes perfect. ☜

    

    
      2. This is from how 미신(迷信: superstition, fake belief) sounds the same with 미신(美神: a beautiful god). ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 168: Between A Master And A Friend (1)

    
      A week after the Terras and I shook off the Shellmounts chasing us, we finally arrived at the goblin’s homeland.
    

    
      
        [Terras have returned to their homeland.]
      
    

    
      
        [The quest has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        [You have safely escorted your species from Slimepolis.]
      
    

    
      
        [Species points have been awarded for completing the quest…]
      
    

    
      As it was a reward for the main quest on the thirty-second floor, I received quite a generous amount of points. Like I had done throughout this floor, I invested most of those species points and kept only one hundred points for myself.
    

    
      
        I need them for something else.
      
    

    
      Only then did I look up at Goru, the goblins’ homeland. The place that the goblins had been longing for so long wasn’t… very nice. To be honest, it resembled ruins.
    

    
      The Guardian shrugged.
    

    
      
        —Well, of course. Without anyone living here, weeds and bushes spread all over the village in no time. When I returned to my homeland, it was just a jungle after some bandits of the Demonic Path ransacked it. 
      
    

    
      
        Huh? You went through something like that?
      
    

    
      
        —Of course. I experienced many things in my life. If I were to write my biography, it would be a masterpiece with thirty-nine volumes in the first half, twenty-two volumes in the second half, and thirteen volumes of side stories.
      
    

    
      
        I really don’t like that the numbers are strangely specific...
      
    

    
      
        —I even became a ghost after I died, so Part Three is serializing right now amidst the highest of praises. After you die, I’m going to continue Part Two of the side stories by possessing someone else.
      
    

    
      
        Isn’t it about time it’s completed?
      
    

    
      We looked back at the old homeland. Goru was dominated by greenery, mostly weeds and small trees. Any traces of anyone ever living here had already disappeared. Only the goblins’ stone pillars and statues, which they had made long ago, remained, covered in mosses, as if they had compromised with time.
    

    
      
        —Oh.
      
    

    
      Among them, there was a strangely familiar statue made from white marble. I wasn’t familiar with the statue itself because I had not seen it before, but I still recognized it. Despite the crudeness, the creature’s mane and large teeth had been carved with great care…
    

    
      
        —They even made a sculpture of you? Since you’re their precious White Lion, they even got their hands on marble to make a sculpture of you. Man, they put in some effort, that’s for sure. That’s true devotion.
      
    

    
      
        You’re right.
      
    

    
      I slowly looked around, wondering what was so good about this green jungle. The goblins were laughing as they unpacked their bags. 
    

    
      
        Thump, thump!
      
    

    
      Some goblins struck trees using the stone hammers brought from Slimepolis to make shelters as quickly as possible.
    

    
      
        But I’m not their master.
      
    

    
      Parents were neither master nor friend, but something in between. To their children, they felt both very distant and very close. Parents could act as masters or friends, but it was probably up to the parents, not the children, to decide that.
    

    
      
        Before I leave this stage, I should talk to Gorke about this.
      
    

    
      That night, I used the remaining one hundred species points to purchase an item.
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Dream Appearance]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 100 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 995 species points.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have invested the rest of your species points, so they are currently unavailable.]
      
    

    
      I entered Gorke’s dream and waved at him, receiving an enthusiastic welcome in return.
    

    
      “Hi, kid. It’s been a while.” 
    

    
      “Kirrrrr?! Th-the devil!” 
    

    
      “Your warm welcome makes me feel fuzzy all over. Have you been feeling lonely because we haven’t seen each other in a few days? I’m sorry for being inconsiderate of your feelings.”
    

    
      Gorke jumped up. “If you’re truly sorry, then stop appearing in my dreams! I thought I was going to die fighting those snails last time!”
    

    
      “Well, you aren’t dead, so you’re fine. What can’t kill you will make you braver, Gorke. Don’t let the world kick your ass. Live a life where you kick the world’s ass.”
    

    
      “Y-your mouth is still foul. Out of all the ways you can say that, how can you make it sound so crude? Ker. I don’t really care if you’re a god or a devil anymore, I wish you sounded nicer when you spoke… When you’re a lion, you’re cool, but in my dreams you’re nothing like the cool lion I know…” Gorke muttered. He looked like all of his dreams had been shattered. 
    

    
      Instead of denying what he said, I agreed with him. “Kid, that’s it!”
    

    
      “Goruk?”
    

    
      “You guys are under the innocent illusion that I’m your perfect, wonderful savior that will take care of you no matter what difficulties you may encounter. But I’m actually a bit evil, as you said.”
    

    
      “A bit…?” Gorke asked, scratching his chin with a frown on his face, as if pondering a philosophical dilemma. 
    

    
      Perhaps the first philosopher in the history of Terras was about to be born, but I paid it no mind. If he had left behind a saying like “Everything in the universe is made of keruk!”, future generations of students would suffer.
    

    
      “You’re the only one who knows my true self. I am not the god you think of, but a mere helper and advisor. Gorke, you have a duty to spread the truth to your family, friends, and fellow kin.”
    

    
      “Ke! I don’t like that. It sounds like a lot of work!”
    

    
      “Based on the last fight, it seems you haven’t mastered aura yet. Let’s stay here for a while and focus on that. A year will do the trick.”
    

    
      “I love spreading the truth! I’ll tell everyone!”
    

    
      Gorke’s passion was ignited. It was nice to see him like that. Still, he fidgeted with his hands.
    

    
      “B-but I have a question.” 
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “If you aren’t a god, why do you take care of us, Kekerukker? Why did you save us from the Primordial Disaster and rescue us from the Shellmounts’ reign? I don’t get why you would do all that.”
    

    
      “First of all, you guys are cute—”
    

    
      “Ker? Is something wrong with your eyes?”
    

    
      This little bastard.
    

    
      “Actually, I’m not that different from you. If I were to give a reason for taking care of you... Well, you guys are a bit like me.”
    

    
      “Like you? Weird. You look nothing like us.”
    

    
      I scratched my head. “I’m not talking about appearances. People get attached to what they think resembles them. I see myself in you guys. I’m just as greedy as you are, and our lives are similar. By looking at you, I’m rediscovering myself.”
    

    
      “Gor…?”
    

    
      I stroked Gorke’s head. “If I care about you, it’s only because I care about myself. But if you still want to serve me, think of me as a close friend rather than a god. That is what I would rather be than be idolized. Trust is much better than faith.”
    

    
      “Friendship over idolatry, trust over faith...”
    

    
      “Yeah, I’m just a close friend who visits from time to time and stays by your side for short periods of time. Wouldn’t it be cooler to say ‘We are friends with our god’ than ‘We are loved by our God?’”
    

    
      Gorke looked up at me.
    

    
      
        [The religion of the Terras is undergoing some changes!]
      
    

    
      
        [The possibility of the primordial religion White Lion Faith gaining new doctrines has increased.]
      
    

    
      I grinned. “Live well. I have to leave your side for a while, so you go ahead and teach others how to use aura. Let them know that I want to remain in their memories as a friend.”
    

    
      “A-are you going to leave?”
    

    
      “Yeah, I brought you guys to Goru, so I did my job. I’ll be angry if I see the Shellmounts bullying you again when I return.”
    

    
      I rubbed Gorke’s cheeks hard. He kept letting out funny sounds, like gor and ker.  
    

    
      “Teach them about my true self too. Oh, yeah. I forgot to mention something. Good job during the duels. You were pretty cool. Have a good life,” I said, lightly tapping Gorke on the shoulder. 
    

    
      Gorke opened his mouth to try to say something, but I immediately left the dream. The longer it took to say goodbye, the longer the regret would last, so it was better to leave as if we would meet again tomorrow.
    

    
      
        [The item’s duration is over.]
      
    

    
      The dream ended. As soon as I got up, I rushed out of Goru. It was midnight, and the goblins had been marching toward their homeland for several weeks, so they were exhausted and deep asleep. The chances of someone following me were very slim, but I sensed someone desperately trying to trail me.
    

    
      
        Hmm. Is it Gorke?
      
    

    
      He had called me a devil and all, but it seemed he got attached to me.
    

    
      
        I was afraid this would happen, so that’s why I was rough when interacting with him...
      
    

    
      Feeling the weight of friendship on my shoulders, I sprinted a little faster. My pursuer followed persistently, but couldn’t keep up with my speed. The distance between us grew bigger and bigger. After I ran through the forest for a while, the person following me gave up.
    

    
      I swung my lion mane to the side. The other Hunters are probably thinking about the same thing as me right now.
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      
        The Inquisitor showed a crazy precedent by staying on the previous stage to make his species rule the world. The others are probably thinking it’s better not to leave as soon as possible.
      
    

    
      They would be waiting for the others to leave first. 
    

    
      
        The problem is that only the Inquisitor can pull off such a crazy stunt.
      
    

    
      He had stayed behind for hundreds of years, but the next stage could be thousands of years in the future.
    

    
      
        Only the Inquisitor with his 130% pure psychopathy can do it.
      
    

    
      However, the Inquisitor’s elimination had been confirmed during this stage since he failed to stop the slaves’ exodus.
    

    
      
        In the end, everyone will have no choice but to give up and say they’ll clear the stage. They’re hesitating now just because they feel like they’ll be missing out if they are the first to declare the stage being cleared.
      
    

    
      The Guardian nodded.
    

    
      
        —I guess so. What are you going to do?
      
    

    
      
        What do you think? In this case, someone has to yield first even if it means missing out on something, just so others will follow. 
      
    

    
      I was far enough away from Goru now. 
    

    
      
        I cleared the stage.
      
    

    
      
        Swish.
      
    

    
      White light enveloped me. 
    

    
      
        [The stage has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        [The quest is still in progress.]
      
    

    
      
        [You will be immediately teleported to the thirty-third floor]
      
    

    
      
        [Your reward will be given after you enter the thirty-third floor.]
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The next moment, I was standing in a white space. It was the waiting room where I would stay briefly before moving on to the thirty-third floor. One Hunter was already there.
    

    
      “Haha. You’re here!”
    

    
      It was the Inquisitor, the only colleague who had failed to complete his quest, so he also failed the stage. 
    

    
      He waved at me. “I was waiting for you, Mr. Death King! Except for Slimepolis, the empire of Shellmounts is still standing, but it seems that if I fail the quest, I’m automatically disqualified. What a pity!”
    

    
      I sighed. “I had a hard time on this stage because of you. No, if I think about it, it seems like the overwhelming majority of my suffering is your fault, just like when we were in The Story of Sormwin Academy.”
    

    
      “Huh? I remember being pretty quiet at Sormwin Academy.”
    

    
      “You may say that, but for me, it wasn't like that at all…” 
    

    
      He had lost himself to Lady Goldencup and smiled from ear to ear. The image was still vividly etched in my mind. 
    

    
      The Inquisitor clasped his hands behind his back. His short blond hair fluttered slightly. “Hmm. It was so long ago that I may be misremembering. I worked feverishly hard for two hundred years. I did my best! I assure you that even if I reach the top of the Tower, I won’t be able to put in any more effort than when I built the Slime Empire. Do you get it, Mr. Death King? I have shown you everything I was capable of, yet you still defeated me!”
    

    
      “I didn’t defeat you,” I said. “We all did.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor shook his head firmly. “It’s the same thing! You’re the one who united the Hunters from Rank 1 to 7. I couldn’t withstand even one strike, dare I say it!”
    

    
      A bright smile appeared on his face. “I don’t consider my personal feelings when I evaluate myself. This is my limit, after all! My judgment, ethics, and competence are worse than yours! I’m relatively more incompetent than you.”
    

    
      I didn’t deny that.
    

    
      “The arbitrariness and actions of an incompetent person lead to destruction. I don’t want to become someone who pushes the button for ruin and destruction! It would be better to leave judgments to someone more capable than me.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about?”
    

    
      The Inquisitor smiled. “My logic is simple, Mr. Death King. From now on, you are my master. I will serve you.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 169: Between A Master And A Friend (2)
I stared at the Inquisitor in complete silence. It was clear just from his smile that he didn’t use the word “master” as a simple metaphor or symbol. This man, who was sometimes as immature as a child, didn’t know how to crack jokes.
Still, I couldn’t help but ask, “Just to clear things up, Mr. Inquisitor, when you say you will serve me, you mean…”
“I’ll obey your orders unconditionally,” the Inquisitor answered immediately. “I’ll kill the enemy you tell me to kill and save the enemy you ask me to save! As I said, I’ll put your judgment above mine and act accordingly.”
The Inquisitor raised his right hand and placed it over his chest with a disciplined attitude, as if imitating a butler. 
“I’m quite a useful tool! The beauty of a good tool is its consistent performance. I’m not bragging, but there’s probably no tool more useful than me when it comes to purging warlords and keeping our Hunters together! Mr. Death King, you can always trust my abilities when you order me around!”
In other words, the Inquisitor was saying he would never change. He beamed at me. 
“Please use me!” 
Seeing him confident in his own immutability made my heart tingle for some reason. I knew what the Inquisitor could be like if he changed.
“With emotions, I seem to have become a bit of a prankster!”
“That’s how addicted I am to feeling emotions.”
“Do you always live with this much emotion?”
I alone remembered a side of him that even the Inquisitor himself didn’t get to experience. 
Under the white magnolia tree, the Inquisitor had quietly muttered, “I keep thinking about what would have changed if I had done something different back then. Do you all keep drifting into these kinds of thoughts while you live? That’s why you’re all so beautiful and lovely. If I were like you... ”
The Inquisitor had not been able to finish his sentence back then, but I could guess the words he had swallowed down. 
“If I were like you and could feel emotions like you do, would I have been able to live a slightly different life?”
I knew this because I had met many psychopaths. The difference between psychopaths and a normal person could be summed up in five words.
“If I were like you.”
From the moment he uttered those words, the Inquisitor stopped being just a psycho to me. He was just a normal man who had somehow ended up living the life of a psycho today.
“Your name,” I said.
“Pardon?”
“Mr. Sword Star’s real name is Marcus Carlenbery, and Mr. Viper’s name is Rao Fan.”
And the Countess’s real name was Nisha. The Paladin had once called the Countess by her real name. However, since the Countess had never told me that herself, I pretended not to know. The only colleagues who had told me their real names were the Sword Star and the Viper.
“Mr. Inquisitor, I would like to know your name.”
The Inquisitor blinked. “Haha. Is that an order?”
“If this is a mere request, does that mean you cannot tell me your name?”
“Pretty much!”
“Why?”
“I—no, we made a promise with the Black Dragon Master a long time ago. ‘We have abandoned our nationalities, wealth, relationships, and everything else in the Dead Sea. So, let’s erase the labels that the outside world has placed on us and use only the names we got from the Tower when calling each other.’”
I see. I didn’t know there was such a promise between them.
I was once again reminded that I wasn’t a starting member of the Tower.
“The Black Dragon Master has mixed feelings about the outside world! Although she despises it, she craves recognition from it. Hahaha. She’s probably the most emotional person among us!” 
The Inquisitor winked. 
“Anyway, the Sword Star has withdrawn from our union, so he doesn’t need to be bound to the promise! Also, the Viper isn’t the type of person to be tied down by such a promise in the first place. However, I value promises. Mr. Death King, if you really want to know the name I had in the outside world...” The Inquisitor closed his eyes. “Please order me. If you do, I’ll tell you.”
I could tell this wasn’t just a matter of him telling me his name. This meant he would prioritize my orders over the promise he shared with the Tower’s starting members. This was his way of swearing his loyalty to me.
Will I be able to take responsibility for him? Can I help him live a different life? Can I take responsibility for a psychopath who is much more than just a psychopath? I want him to live differently, so I’m willing to try, but do I have what it takes?
I looked down at the Inquisitor, who was waiting for my decision.
In The Story of Sormwin Academy, there was an opportunity to reform him, but I failed because I missed my chance. I was doing everything I could to help Raviel, so I didn’t have time to take care of him, too.
I wondered if I could provide a different life for the Inquisitor if I were given just one more chance.
I can do it. 
I had my answer.
I want to do it for him.
The second chance hadn’t come yet. Until another opportunity arose, I was going to take responsibility for the man in front of me.
“Please tell me your name,” I said with a nod.
The Inquisitor smiled and then chuckled lightly. “My real name is Bambolina. Strictly speaking, it’s hard to say it’s my real name because it’s more of a pet name. A mafia family raised me when I was a child. They often called me ‘baby doll,’ and that stuck with me as a name. Oh, ‘bambolina’ means doll! I was also called ‘Kukla[1].” 
After a brief pause, the Inquisitor continued, “The mafia family that imprisoned me was headquartered in Bulgaria, with their organization having connections to many different fields. I was trained to be used for their many businesses.”
“You’re using past tense to talk about the organization because—”
“Because it doesn’t exist anymore!” The Inquisitor smiled brightly and took out a padlock, spinning it around as if it were a pen. “I was incarcerated for eleven years. After my usual training, I lay down in bed only to find myself with a question. I could brute force my way through the lock on that door, so did I have any reason not to do it?”
Click.
The lock in the Inquisitor’s hand opened. 
“I thought about it and realized I don’t have one!”
That was why he had escaped.
“There seemed to be no reason not to kill my watcher. I had no reason not to kill my boss either!”
There were people who didn’t do things without reason, but some committed acts because they had no reason not to go ahead and do them. The Inquisitor was definitely the latter.
“I sowed discord between two major and four minor capos. Manipulated some guys here and there, enough for them to become suspicious of each other. After half a year, the family began to be suspicious of me, but by that time, half of the family was already destroyed! Haha!”
After that, the mafia’s baby doll entered the Tower with leisurely steps. That was how the Tower gained a terrifyingly capable beast.
“Out of all people, why do you want me as your master?”
“First of all, you’re obviously more capable than me.” The Inquisitor paused before he added, “The second reason is… that I hesitated.”
“You hesitated?”
The Inquisitor furrowed his eyebrows as if he was at a loss for words, which was unusual for him. “Uhm, yes… How should I put it to help you understand? After clearing The Story of Sormwin Academy, I felt a bit… weird. Even if I tried to execute terrorists as usual, I couldn’t do it as quickly as before. To others, the difference was only a second, but that second is strange to me...”
The Inquisitor was deep in thought. “In that short period, I remembered the time I spent at Sormwin Academy with you, Mr. Death King. Strange, Isn’t it?”
No, it wasn’t strange at all. I was actually surprised.
It left an effect on him. 
The timeline when the Inquisitor had become completely immersed as Goldencup disappeared. However, even in the official history that I started anew, the Inquisitor had felt Goldencup’s emotions even though the immersion level was less than ten percent—no, even when it was only one percent.
The baby doll had experienced emotions.
“Mr. Death King, you are my hesitation,” the Inquisitor said. “For a second of my life, I experienced emotions. Perhaps you will help me achieve it a second time. Maybe, one day, I’ll be able to experience emotions for a minute, or even an entire hour!”
His bright smile still hadn’t disappeared. 
“This is probably what we call hope for humanity. Perhaps people are always waiting for someone else to become part of their lives. In that sense, you are my hope! I believe I’m not weaker just because I offer you my time. Yes, I can be sure of that.” 
The Inquisitor handed me a rusty old lock. “Your rhythm and lyrics will be added to my dull, humming monody. Though I’m trying hard to understand all this through metaphors. Because of you, even a person like me may become music, Mr. Death King. Can I make you my hope?”
Those words carried heavy weight. There was a slight difference between heaviness and fear, so there was a possibility I would end up being afraid of carrying the Inquisitor’s life. I took the lock from his hands. 
I thought about Preta’s life, then the lives of the Heavenly Demon Cult’s followers, Sylvia Evanail, and the Constellation Murderer. My thoughts reached the Terras. When I got there, I thought I could add another life.
“Yes, I will be your hope,” I replied.
The Inquisitor was my colleague. It didn’t matter that he was like a beast. By nature, humans were beasts that sought humanity. The man in front of me and I were on the path to becoming human.
I began listing off orders. “Don’t kill anyone without my permission.”
“Okay!”
“Don’t torture anyone without my permission.”
“Understood!”
“Please don’t lock up anyone without my permission.”
“All right!”
“Please tell me when something worries you. I won’t despise you or find you odd, just tell me what’s on your mind. I’ll put myself in your shoes, Bambolina, so please think of me as someone who resembles you.”
The Inquisitor clasped his hands together. For the first time, I felt that he was genuinely praying. The Inquisitor—the Pantheon Master, the Rank 4 Hunter, the baby doll—swore his allegiance to me.
“Yes, More Capable One. Now that you are my hope, I will do my best for you. I was eliminated on this stage, so I can’t follow you to the thirty-third floor. This moment, too, is nothing more than a temporary arrangement I made by making a request to the Mirage-Walking Princess. I’ll be on my way soon. When I go back to Babylon, I’ll bear your orders in mind!”
I patted the Inquisitor’s head. “Yes, please protect our home, Mr. Cult Leader.”
“Hahaha. Yes, Mr. Gong-Ja!” 
Laughing, the Inquisitor slowly vanished. 
[The Inquisitor has failed to complete the quest.]
[The Inquisitor has been eliminated from the stage!]
In the next moment, my other colleagues appeared around me—the Sword Star, the Black Witch, the Countess, the Viper, and the Paladin. Now, only six of us were left to clear the stages. 
They looked at each other in confusion.
“For some reason, we ended up waiting a bit even after saying we cleared the stage,” the Black Witch said. “Death King, you were the first to clear the stage. Where have you been?”
I smiled. “I was just saying goodbye to the Inquisitor.”
The path we walked was never meaningless. Even if we didn’t know, there were people out there in the world whom we had unknowingly influenced. 
I gripped the lock tightly. “Well done, everyone. Let’s go to the next stage.”

1.  The raw is кукла ☜
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    Chapter 170: Between A Master And A Friend (3)

    
      My colleagues and I talked a lot about the stage we just conquered, mostly saving our species from the snails’ reign and getting rid of pursuers. Of course, our chat didn’t lack trash-talking.
    

    
      “We really need to do something about the Inquisitor!” the Black Witch huffed and puffed as if she was sick of him. “I don’t know what he’s thinking. Well, I kind of understand, but it makes me even angrier! People usually don’t go that far.”
    

    
      “Well, I guess it’s because he’s not normal,” the Viper said indifferently, not looking very good. Ever since learning that the Inquisitor had ruled the world alone for two hundred years, the Viper had a strange expression on his face. He shrugged. “He’s lived his whole life like that. He won’t change now.”
    

    
      “There is something more important than that right now,” I said, “Remember the reward, everyone.”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
       Reward?”
    

    
      “Yes, we haven’t received the reward for clearing the thirty-first floor yet, right? It said that the reward for the thirty-first floor would be given on the thirty-second floor, but we were once again told that the reward for the thirty-second floor would be given on the thirty-third floor. The rewards we’re supposed to get keep being delayed.”
    

    
      The Countess rested her chin on the end of her fan, her eyes sparkling. Among High Rankers, she was particularly sensitive to issues of money and compensation. “
      
        Hmm.
      
       You’re right. From what I remember, the Tower has never owed Hunters anything until now. It’s not like they’re delaying compensation because they don’t have anything to give us...”
    

    
      
        Pop!
      
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess has appeared.]
      
    

    
      “Yup, that’s not the case! We wouldn’t do that.”
    

    
      The princess appeared with a funny noise. The location where she popped up was also strange. She stuck out her head from the floor as if she was a mole. 
    

    
      The Viper jumped in surprise before sighing with relief. “What the shit? You scared me!”
    

    
      “Sorry, sorry. I was late because I had some work upstairs. 
      
        Phew
      
      , seriously, everybody wants to have a competent person around. This is why you should never show how reliable you are.”
    

    
      As soon as the princess crawled out of the hole, the floor returned to its clean white state.
    

    
      “You had work upstairs?” I asked.
    

    
      “Yeah. I may not look like it, but I have a fairly high rank in the Tower. I need to take part in managing some affairs. Anyway, you guys were talking about rewards, right?” the princess asked, dusting off her knees. “It’s not like the Tower is being stingy. We were trying to give you guys all the rewards after you clear the fortieth floor.”
    

    
      The Countess raised her eyebrows. “Are you saying you’re going to treat the ten floors as one and then settle the rewards?”
    

    
      “Yup, there is a reason for that, but you’ll find out later.” The princess looked at me, smiling. “It seems like some people have already guessed it.”
    

    
      I didn’t confirm nor deny that.
    

    
      “Well, I feel too bad for keeping you in complete darkness, so I’ll give you a bit of a bonus. Though I can’t give you the stage clear reward right now, 
      
        ahem
      
      , I do have some power!” The princess proudly puffed out her chest. “Let’s see… If I cut Inquisy’s points into even pieces… Okay, this will do it!”
    

    
      
        Swish.
      
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess has settled the points.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have received 9,160 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 9,160 species points.]
      
    

    
      “What?” the Black Witch muttered after a short silence. “9,160? Are you sure you gave us the correct amount of points? 9,160 points?”
    

    
      My other colleagues were also dumbfounded. 
    

    
      
        It’s more than I thought.
      
    

    
      I was just as surprised as the rest. Looking at the Black Witch’s reaction, it seemed like we all received 9,160 points each.
    

    
      “There is no mistake,” the princess answered right away. “Inquisy was eliminated, so I simply distributed one-sixth of his points to each of you. It’s the ironclad rule to give preferential treatment to winners over losers in any Tower!”
    

    
      “Wait… So, you’re saying the Inquisitor had around sixty thousand points?”
    

    
      “54,964, to be exact. That leaves an extra four points after dividing it by six, but I just gave them to Swordy. Please think of it as the benefit of being the Rank 1 Hunter.”
    

    
      We were at a loss for words.
    

    
      The princess tilted her head. “
      
        Hmm
      
      ? What’s the matter? Inquisy was on the stage by himself for two hundred years, six months, and twenty-one days. Of course he accumulated a lot of points. You guys can be honest and be happy about it!”
    

    
      She clapped. “Now, I’m going to unlock the thirty-third floor. Who wants to use some points in advance before I fast-forward time in the world?”
    

    
      The Sword Star raised his hand. “I have a question.”
    

    
      “Yes, Swordy, go ahead.”
    

    
      “What do you mean by using some points in advance?”
    

    
      “I mean it literally. Within that world… Okay. Referring to it is annoying because it doesn’t have a name. In any case, the world of the species you are ruling over is paused for the time being. If you buy and use an item now, that item will affect your species’ history.”
    

    
      The princess moved her index finger in the air, drawing purple letters.
    

    
      
        Bronze-Grade Technology Invention (Random draw): 1,000 points
      
    

    
      
        Silver-Grade Technology Invention  (Random draw): 3,000 points
      
    

    
      
        Platinum-Grade
      
      
        [1]
      
      
         Technology Invention (Random draw): 6,000 points
      
    

    
      “You’ll see the result in the next stage. This invention has the downside of not being able to affect history in real-time but, well, from your perspective, the effect is immediate. It’s not going to be that bad.”
    

    
      The Sword Star stroked his beard. “I see. We may not be able to determine history, but we can control its flow to some extent. Though last time we skipped straight to the next stage without having this opportunity... ”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , yes. I felt sorry for you guys after the trick Inquisy used,” the princess said with a sigh. “But Inquisy simply used a loophole in the system. It’s my fault for exposing the loophole in the first place. Really, Inquisy, and you, Death King, the two of you just won’t leave the system alone, will you?”
    

    
      While the princess was complaining, the colleagues opened the Civilization Store one by one and began looking around for items. I looked around, pondering what I was just told.
    

    
      
        She skipped the part about the stage reward.
      
    

    
      My colleagues didn’t seem to notice anything strange, but I knew something was up because I had experience as a regressor. The fact that the reward settlement was continuously delayed was a hint. As soon as I mentioned it, the princess appeared and changed the subject.
    

    
      
        I tried to give hints to my colleagues... Did the princess pop up at the right time just to stop me?
      
    

    
      When I met the Constellation’s eyes, the princess smiled brightly and waved at me. The smile carried no hostility, but I couldn’t read anything from it either.
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess asks for your understanding.]
      
    

    
      I looked at the princess and nodded. 
      
        Well, if I tell my colleagues everything before they can discover it themselves, I’d be taking away their chances to improve.
      
    

    
      Until now, I had been leading my colleagues using my experience as a regressor. However, the privilege of knowing the future was going to end soon.
    

    
      
        The last stage that the Fire Emperor cleared was the fortieth floor.
      
    

    
      From then on, it was uncharted territory. I knew the Concepts of the fortieth to the forty-ninth stages, and I was also aware that from the fiftieth floor onward, Hunters from any Towers could be on the same stages together. But that was it. 
    

    
      
        If so… it will be troublesome if my colleagues always turn to me whenever they don’t know something. No matter what, I need them to fill in for whatever I’m not prepared for.
      
    

    
      Keeping knowledge just to myself was as dangerous as hoarding. It definitely made it easier to overcome immediate crises, but from an overall perspective, it would erode the Tower’s capability.
    

    
      
        I can’t follow in Yoo Soo-Ha’s footsteps.
      
    

    
      I told the princess I understood and decided to wait until my colleagues would realize the truth without my help. They had all gone through a lot, just like me, and were cooler than me, so they would figure it out on their own.
    

    
      
        The question is where to invest my remaining points…
      
    

    
      I carefully went through the list of items in the Civilization Store, though I already had an item in mind.
    

    
      
        There is a reason I invested my points every time I had any to spare on the thirty-second floor.
      
    

    
      I read the item description.
    

    
      
        
          Species Evolution
        
      
    

    
      
        Grade: Undecided
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Certain species have evolved forms. In worlds where aura or mana exists, the ecosystem is very complex, and because of this, species can undergo very dramatic evolutions! 
      
    

    
      
        Aura is the force that materializes one’s will. The changes caused by this power are much faster than evolution by natural selection. There is no guarantee that an evolution will be a good one. A species may rely on wrong beliefs. 
      
    

    
      
        A species that relies on destruction may degenerate until they are driven to commit massacres with every opportunity. A species that relies on seclusion may end up completely isolated from the world. 
      
    

    
      
        Choose carefully!
      
    

    
      
        Cost: 8,900 species points (Invested points: 1,100 (including the interest))
      
    

    
      
        Requirement: Obtain at least three traits for your species.
      
    

    
      
        ※Terra satisfies the requirement.
      
    

    
      My eyes sparkled.
    

    
      
        I’ve been investing the points because I thought I would only be able to purchase this after the thirty-fourth floor... But I can buy it right now.
      
    

    
      Species Evolution was the reason Terras had been able to fight until the end against the Fire Emperor’s high elf civilization.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Before my regression, the Fire Emperor had chosen Sylvans, the species that was innately gifted at sensing aura and mana. Under his protection, they thrived, but one species continued to resist the Sylvans’ arrows—the Terras in their final evolved form. 
    

    
      
        —Huh? What? Is that why you chose the goblins?
      
    

    
      
        I sure did. Why else would I have chosen them?
      
    

    
      
        —You said that you felt a connection with them because they had a lot in common with you.
      
    

    
      
        That’s true. I haven’t changed my mind. But I told you these guys will shine someday. I really meant what I said. 
      
    

    
      
        —You meant it…? 
      
    

    
      
        Tsk, tsk. I wouldn’t have lied about something like that.
      
    

    
      
        —Your whole life is a lie, you quack clairvoyant.
      
    

    
      White lies existed.
    

    
      “Princess.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “I will buy this,” I said, pointing at Species Evolution.
    

    
      Although the other colleagues couldn’t see what I was pointing at, it seemed the Constellation could. 
    

    
      Intrigued, the princess giggled. “You’re going to use every last point of yours, aren’t you? Are you sure about this? You could try buying multiple draws of Bronze-Grade Technology Invention and National-Grade General instead of this.”
    

    
      “Yes, I’m sure of it.”
    

    
      Even if they invented some new technology, that would be meaningless if they couldn’t use it well. Even if a person had outstanding talent, it could all go to waste if they couldn’t succeed because of others’ envy and jealousy. 
    

    
      But Species Evolution would affect all Terras. It was clearly more effective.
    

    
      “I’ll choose this,” I said again.
    

    
      “Are you sure you won’t regret it?”
    

    
      “Yes, I’m sure. Why do you keep asking? Do you want me to choose something else?”
    

    
      The princess let out a small sigh. “This is the problem with cheaters. Thanks for the purchase.”
    

    
      I heard the sound effect of coins jingling.
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Species Evolution.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 8,900 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 260 species points.]
      
    

    
      
        Okay.
      
    

    
      I used the item right away.
    

    
      
        [An upheaval in time has occurred!]
      
    

    
      
        [Terras are undergoing evolution!]
      
    

    
      
        [Terras’ status is changing.]
      
    

    
      
        [You cannot check Terras’ evolved form until you enter the next stage.]
      
    

    
      I smiled. 
      
        Okay. There is still one more step left until the final evolution, but I’m closer to my goal.
      
    

    
      The day when goblins would stand tall as the rulers of the world was within reach.
    

    
      
        Ah, the time is coming. “Goruk” will resound throughout the world, and everyone will chant in “keruk.” My bleak and cold heart has been kindled. It’s pounding so loudly.
      
    

    
      
        —You wackadoodle...
      
    

    
      My colleagues also purchased their respective items, demonstrating many different shopping styles. Some used up all the points, others saved up their points for later. And, of course, some simply made balanced purchases.
    

    
      “You guys are done, right? You don’t have anything else to buy?” the princess asked, looking around until she eventually nodded. “Good. No backsies! I will fast-forward time in that world. Let’s see. Let’s see… Would hundreds of years pass this time…? 
      
        Heh
      
      ? Wow. 
      
        Huh
      
      ?”
    

    
      The princess blinked. “A lot more time has passed this time. 660 years have passed since Slimepolis collapsed due to the slaves’ rebellion.”
    

    
      Compared to the era that the Inquisitor drastically abridged, a long time had passed.
    

    
      “Shellmounts, the losers of the past era… Oh, I feel bad for them.”
    

    
      “What happened to them?”
    

    
      “
      
        Umm…
      
       Well, you’ll find out when you go in and see for yourself.” The princess spread her arms wide. “I’ll unlock the thirty-third floor now!”
    

    
      
        Swiiiish!
      
    

    
      The light we were used to enveloped us. The feeling of my brain swirling around in my head was now somewhat bearable.
    

    
      When I opened my eyes, shouts that seemed to shake the heavens and earth almost deafened me. 
    

    
      “Kill them! Cut off the dirty snails’ tentacles!”
    

    
      “Charge! Chaaaarge! Don’t let the enemy get away! Go after them till you land a killing blow!”
    

    
      We were standing in the middle of a battlefield.
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      Some compared the sight of soldiers falling in battle to that of falling flower petals. I was certain that the people who used that description had never been in the middle of a battlefield.
    

    
      “Push at the gate! Push them back!”
    

    
      
        Krrrrrr, krrr!
      
    

    
      Heads went flying. Right next to me, someone with a huge ax crushed a soldier in armor. Flesh tore apart and the metal armor cracked. On the battlefield, the boiling fighting spirit was omnipresent, like bubbles rising on the surface of hot swamp water.
    

    
      “Wait, what’s going on?” the Black Witch asked, confused. She wasn’t flustered by the horrors of the battle. She simply didn’t expect to be teleported in the middle of a battlefield. “Princess, how did this happen…? Wait, she’s not here. Has anyone seen a quest window pop up?” 
    

    
      “Not me.”
    

    
      “I haven’t seen anything.”
    

    
      The Black Witch clicked her tongue. “That’s harsh. Does she want us to figure out what to do on our own? Although the Indoor Librarian was strange, he was a kind Constellation... 
      
        Phew. 
      
       Everyone, let’s fly up and check the battle status that way. That will give us some ideas at least.”
    

    
      The Black Witch put her foot forward, but she couldn’t fly. Her brow furrowed. “
      
        Huh
      
      ? What? I can’t fly.”
    

    
      She was right. We were able to fly freely up to the thirty-first and thirty-second floors, as well as observe beyond the horizon. It was as if we transcended everything. 
    

    
      I understood the hidden meaning behind what was going on. 
    

    
      
        It’s really on now. Actually, this is better. If a Hunter becomes too comfortable with their Skill or any other ability, their senses become dull. Besides, even if the worst happens, I can turn back time.
      
    

    
      I looked around. My colleagues and I were non-existent to the people on the battlefield, so flying heads and bursts of blood passed right through us. It wasn’t a pleasant experience to have someone’s organs passing through me. 
    

    
      However, if I just focused, it was easy to observe the situation around me.
    

    
      “This isn’t a battle between two species. There are many. Purens, Sylvans, Skians… It’s a multi-species alliance. Although at first glance it seemed that they were fighting each other, they’re on the same side. Each species has a role. Purens form barriers as infantry soldiers. While Sylvans play the role of archers, Skians form the cavalry.” 
    

    
      I narrowed my eyes. “Bloodborns are flying in the air. 
      
        Hmm. 
      
      I can’t see the Fingills, but it looks like all the species that were slaves in Slimepolis have formed an alliance.”
    

    
      “Then the enemy is…”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes. Shellmounts, most likely.”
    

    
      The allied forces let out battle cries and went backward little by little in their formation. The soldiers were surrounding us, so it was difficult to see how the battle was progressing, but I could feel a change in the air.
    

    
      “That’s pretty much it. If we stay here, we won’t be able to do anything except become buddies with the corpses,” the Black Witch said, taking my hand in hers. “I’ll do some reconnaissance with the Death King. If we all scatter, it’ll be difficult to meet up again, so you guys wait here. Are you okay with that, Death King?”
    

    
      I realized what the Black Witch was trying to do. She was trying to scout the battlefield using her 
      
        Teleportation
      
      , which could be used to teleport not only herself but also other people, but she always had to ask for the consent from whoever was teleporting with her.
    

    
      “Yes, I’m okay with it.”
    

    
      “Good.” The Black Witch released her black aura and grabbed my wrist. “
      
        Teleportation
      
      !”
    

    
      The next moment, we were in the air. When we looked down at the ground, we spotted thousands of soldiers swarming around like insects. When gravity tried to pull us down, the Black Witch used her Skill once again. For a brief moment, we stopped falling. 
    

    
      “Are you going to use 
      
        Teleportation
      
       to stay in the air every time we’re about to fall?”
    

    
      “I can’t fly, so what else can I do? 
      
        Teleportation.
      
       What I realized after a long experience as a Hunter, 
      
        Teleportation, 
      
      is that the more you weasel your Skill, the more convenient it becomes. 
      
        Teleportation.
      
      ”
    

    
      “Wow, this is really not cool…”
    

    
      “Being cool doesn’t put food on your plate. 
      
        Teleportation. 
      
      I’m busy using my Skill, so you take a look at the ground.”
    

    
      “Understood.”
    

    
      We used a cheat to achieve Aerial Step and carefully grasp the situation. A strange sense of deja vu struck me. “Oh, the terrain seems familiar… ”
    

    
      “Yeah, I also find it familiar for some reason.”
    

    
      “This is no random battle. It’s a siege.”
    

    
      As we expected, the allied forces were fighting the Shellmounts, who were camping at the entrance to a huge cave, which seemed to be the only wall and gate.
    

    
      “Isn’t that Slimepolis?”
    

    
      A city steeped with the history of the slaves’ exodus was under attack by the species who had escaped slavery.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Every one of us collected information before sharing it with the group.
    

    
      “They say it has become a holy land,” the Sword Star said. “I heard soldiers chatting back and forth in the Puren barracks, saying they’ll definitely recapture the holy land in this military expedition. Judging from how they’re calling it
      
         this 
      
      expedition, it doesn’t seem like this is the first time Slimepolis has been attacked.”
    

    
      The Viper raised his hand. “
      
        Ah
      
      , that’s what I heard too. This is supposedly their sixth attempt. I’m guessing allied forces were formed several times over hundreds of years to pressure the Slime Empire. Apparently, the entire empire has already been destroyed, and Slimepolis is the last stronghold.”
    

    
      The Black Witch pressed a palm on her forehead, looking like she was very fed up with what was going on. “Holy land… That is another troublesome term. If I had to choose the three words I hate most in the world, I would choose terrorism, sanctuary, and cult. 
      
        Ah… 
      
       In the early days of the Tower, all kinds of cult followers flocked in saying ‘This is the true holy land!’, ‘This is the new Babel Tower that God gave us permission to build!’”
    

    
      “Oh, yeah. I remember them. They were from the Neo-Babylon Church,” the Paladin chimed in, crossing her arms. “Actually, they were nothing in comparison to some other freaks. I remember some weird followers yelling, ‘This is R’lyeh!’”
    

    
      I tilted my head. “R’lyeh? What is that?”
    

    
      “I don’t know the details. It’s a city that appears in a novel
      
        [1]
      
      , and is said to have sunk in the deep sea.”
    

    
      “The Tower isn’t in the deep sea, is it?”
    

    
      The Tower was both everywhere and nowhere. The building seen from the outside world was close to a mirage. No matter where someone stood and looked from, they could see the Tower’s shadow on the horizon, as if the Tower was tempting people to approach. 
    

    
      The Paladin shrugged. “Those freaks confuse fiction for reality. Don’t expect them to think normally. For your information, some of them are still working in the Pantheon.” 
    

    
      “Is that okay? They’re lunatics.”
    

    
      “You have to understand why we continue to entrust the Pantheon to the Inquisitor, Death King. Lunatics can only be controlled by people who are crazier than them.”
    

    
      “I see…”
    

    
      The Pantheon was more of a pandemonium than I thought.
    

    
      The Black Witch sighed and looked around. “It would be best to leave this kind of matter to the Inquisitor… Unfortunately, he’s eliminated now. He’s really useful, but he’s never around when I need him.”
    

    
      The battlefield, which had been fierce during the day, was quiet now that sunset was on the horizon, just as the early summer air slowly cooled at night. Soldiers of the multi-species alliance were cooking dinner now.
    

    
      “Out of everything it could have been, it had to be a holy land…”
    

    
      “It’s natural that Slimepolis is considered a holy land,” I said. “It’s where the seven species’ guardian gods descended. It would make no sense if these guys didn’t consider it holy to all the species.”
    

    
      The Sword Star nodded. “Shellmounts are trying to protect it while the other species are trying to recapture it.”
    

    
      “On top of that, it’s the last remaining city in the empire… Neither side will back down easily.”
    

    
      The multi-species allied forces had a history of being oppressed as the Shellmount’s slaves. Their faith, resentment, and politics were now mixed together. This wasn’t something that would be solved easily.
    

    
      The Black Witch groaned. “
      
        Ugh. 
      
      That’s strange. I was afraid this would happen, so I told the Bloodborn over and over before clearing the last stage that there is no such thing as a god in this world, and even if there is one, that isn’t me. Could my teachings have been lost over time...?”
    

    
      I was intrigued by the Black Witch’s claim. “
      
        Oh
      
      , I did that too. What did you spend your points on, Black Dragon Master?”
    

    
      “Species Evolution.”
    

    
      
        Huh? I thought the Black Witch would hoard her points.
      
    

    
      “You made a very big investment. I’m surprised.”
    

    
      The Black Witch looked at me and sighed, “I overheard what item you wanted to choose.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I took note of your choice. I don’t know much about the item itself, but you were the one who chose it. I thought it would be a really good item, so I chose the same thing as you.”
    

    
      “
      
        Eh
      
      ? You copied my strategy?”
    

    
      “Be quiet. What’s wrong with taking notes on a successful Hunter’s choice?”
    

    
      “Wow, so shameless… Bloodborns are intelligent bats. I’m a bit curious about how they’ll change after their evolution.”
    

    
      “I don’t know. Maybe they’ll become vampires?”
    

    
      “
      
        Sssh.
      
      ” The Paladin raised her hand and pointed to one side of the military camp. “I hear something.”
    

    
      We immediately fell silent. Just like the Paladin said, a commotion occurred in the allied forces’ camp. The soldiers who had been eating dinner until now suddenly hurried off somewhere as soon as they devoured their naans.
    

    
      “Let’s see what they’re up to.”
    

    
      We clung to the Black Witch and teleported away.
    

    
      “I feel like a mother pig… It’s unpleasant,” the Black Witch grumbled. 
    

    
      But this was the fastest method to get to the commotion. Hundreds of soldiers were lined up at the military camp entrance. The guests were warriors of a species that wasn’t Fingill, Bloodborn, Puren, Skian, or Sylvan. 
    

    
      A Puren captain said, “Warriors of mud, what brings you here? This is the camp of the allied forces who formed a sacred covenant to settle an old grudge. Do not invade while holding weapons.”
    

    
      Terras looked around the camp as they rode their lions. The leader of the warriors bowed slightly. “
      
        Ugor. 
      
      Rest assured, our swords have not yet been turned on you. I am Gerkesa, the Seventy-Third Great Warrior of the Fire Water Council and chief vanguard of this expeditionary force. My distant ancestors mined rock salt in Slimepolis.”
    

    
      “Is this an expeditionary force? Didn’t your people declare that they wouldn’t participate in this war?”
    

    
      “We only stated that we’ll not join your expedition,” Gerkesa said calmly. “The council resolved to participate in this war, albeit belatedly.”
    

    
      “What? You’ll join us?”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugor.
      
       As one of the nobles representing the council, I have come to inform you of this decision. We, Terras, have no intention of ambushing or betraying you.”
    

    
      It indeed felt like six hundred years had passed.
    

    
      
        Their way of speaking has become very quaint. 
      
    

    
      Until the previous stage, Terras had the distinctive tendency to say “
      
        Goruk
      
      ” at the end of every sentence. However, there was no trace of it in the leader warrior’s words. It was now more well-rounded. “
      
        Gor
      
      ”
      
         
      
      had become “
      
        Ugor.”
      
    

    
      
        —I don’t think their way of speaking matters right now…
      
       
      
        Those guys became hella big!
      
    

    
      The Guardian was right. The Terras, whose average size was at the level of a dwarf, were nearly double in size. 
    

    
      
        Species Evolution has been applied properly.
      
    

    
      They were bigger than humans but smaller than orcs.
    

    
      
        Krrrrrr.
      
    

    
      The Terra warriors were even riding lions as big as them. One of the lions sniffed and glared at the Puren captain, who got startled and took a step back.
    

    
      Gerkesa patted the lion’s mane. “He doesn’t bite. He’s a good friend. Don’t worry.”
    

    
      “What do you mean when you say you’ll participate in the war? You won’t participate in our expeditionary force but will intervene in the war? Doesn’t that mean you’re going to take the Shellmount’s side? Be clear. Are you a messenger who has come to deliver Terra’s declaration of war?”
    

    
      “I swear on the name of Kekerukker and Gorke that I am not.”
    

    
      I would understand why he was mentioning Kekerukker, but Gorke…? 
    

    
      
        The kid made it big in the end, huh?
      
    

    
      “We only joined the war to prevent sins from being committed in the name of gods,” Gerkesa continued. 
    

    
      “Sins…? What sins?”
    

    
      “You heard me right. You’re in the wrong here. The guardian gods never wanted us to destroy the Shellmounts. When we tried to take revenge on the Shellmounts during the era of exodus, the guardian gods turned away. Their message couldn’t have been clearer.”
    

    
      Gerkesa bared his fangs. 
    

    
      “Continuing the war is neither honorable nor sacred. Just as it was cruel for Shellmounts to whip us, it’s also cruel to take away Shellmounts’ final sanctuary.”
    

    
      “What…?”
    

    
      “I’m saying that you had enough with your revenge, bearer of the same chains,” Gerkesa the Great Warrior of Terra said. “Stop this fight. We are here to end this long war.”
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      The multi-species alliance’s military camp became a lot noisier.
    

    
      “End the long war…?”
    

    
      “You’re saying we shouldn’t destroy the Shellmounts?”
    

    
      The commotion had the potential to quickly get out of control. The generals of other species, who had been quietly listening to the story of the great warrior of Terra from the side, began to vent out their anger.
    

    
      “He’s basically saying that the Terras will take the slave masters’ side!”
    

    
      “What kind of nonsense is that?”
    

    
      “Is this why they’ve been reluctant to join the war?”
    

    
      “They’ve been waiting for both sides to become exhausted so they can take everything for themselves?”
    

    
      “Did the Shellmounts ask you to do this? Aren’t you ashamed to meet your ancestors?”
    

    
      Criticism poured in like a flood, but Gerkesa didn’t bat an eye. “It doesn’t matter what you say. I’m just here to state Terras’ thoughts on the matter. The Fire Water Council held twelve small and six large meetings to agree that destroying the Shellmounts to the point of extinction is beyond rightful revenge.”
    

    
      “Traitors!”
    

    
      “That’s the equivalent of shackling your ankles again!”
    

    
      Bats hanging on the wooden fence flapped their wings. Hundreds of them gathered until they slowly took on the form of a human. A vampire wearing a black cloak—this was the Bloodborns’ evolved form.
    

    
      “Hold on. My name is Karajan, the Margrave of Farwood. I have an elite force of 1,600 vampires under my command. My ancestors lived on the ceiling of Slimepolis, and my mother and grandfather fought in the last expedition.”
    

    
      The Black Witch was shocked, not used to the evolution of her species. “They really became vampires.” 
    

    
      Of course, her children couldn’t hear her.
    

    
      The vampire, a Bloodborn noble, bared his fangs. “Warriors of mud, your kind was the first to flee Slimepolis during the era of exodus. You were the first to rise up with stone hammers, but when the opportunity to put an end to the Shellmounts arrived, you turned your backs against it. And the Shellmount chasers somehow let you go, according to legend.”
    

    
      Gerkesa let the vampire continue, not wanting to interrupt.
    

    
      “I’m skeptical. You people have been refusing to participate in the war ever since the first military expedition, but you now show up here and cry about ending the war. Isn’t it possible that you Terras have made a secret pact with the Shellmounts a long time ago?”
    

    
      “It’s been more than half a thousand years since we escaped the reign of the snails. Defeating the Shellmount chasers was achieved by Kekerukker and Gorke, his faithful apostle. Apostle Gorke rode on Kekerukker’s back and defeated thirteen Shellmount soldiers in duels.”
    

    
      
        Gosh, my boy became an apostle?
      
    

    
      For some reason, I felt both happy and sad. The kid had called me a devil because he didn’t want to die, but his name was now remembered in history.
    

    
      “The leader of the Shellmount chasers was impressed and commanded the army to retreat.”
    

    
      “How touching,” the vampire replied sarcastically. “An honorable duel between a noble prophet and an enemy leader who was impressed by him. It truly sounds like an epic poem found in legends. Maybe I’m pathetic and immature, but I’m more interested in plots like a secret agreement between two factions, not how an enemy general was impressed by your apostle’s skills.”
    

    
      Gerkesa’s expression changed subtly. “The duels were far from noble. Kekerukker had a mean and cruel side, so he forced Gorke to duel.”
    

    
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      “Throughout his entire life, Apostle Gorke always told his kin that Kekerukker isn’t a good transcendental being. He’s simply a friend who tries to take care of us. He has a foul mouth and is quite petty. He’s not a friend we want to have near.”
    

    
      
        Huuuuh?
      
    

    
      “That’s right. If I had to give him a title, Kekerukker is Terras’ scummy friend.”
    

    
      “You are referring to your god as a scummy friend? That’s blasphemy!” the Puren captain yelled.
    

    
      However, Gerkesa continued to look sad, like a hedgehog shedding its quills. “That is the history that has been passed on, so there’s nothing we can do about it. The other names we used to call Kekerukker are Foul-Mouth Lion, Punch Enthusiast, and Zealot of Violent Education.”
    

    
      My fellow Hunters looked in my direction, watching me with doubt and criticism in their eyes. It had been a long time since they looked at me like that. 
    

    
      The Black Witch said, “Death King, I never thought you were like that. Have you been beating your children while we were away? This is a bit shocking. Actually, I’m very shocked.”
    

    
      The Paladin glared at me. “They say a person’s true self is revealed when they become a parent and raise their children. How badly have you been treating the goblins for them to remember you like this, Death King? They’re so small. How can you even think about beating them up? I hope you reflect—”
    

    
      “No, no, no. Wait a minute! Stop! Wait!” I waved my hands wildly from side to side. “I’m being framed! I’m not that violent! You guys know that!”
    

    
      “Well, you’re a bit of a bulldozer… Still, why would the goblins remember you like this?”
    

    
      “I did beat up Gorke, but I used the Dream Appearance! You remember the item! Yeah, that item! Nobody gets hurt or dies in their dreams, no matter how badly they get beaten up. That is how I trained him to use aura—”
    

    
      “Oh my god. Are you saying the goblin died in his dream?” the Paladin asked, her eyes wide. “Physical wounds and mental trauma are completely different stories. Even if you haven’t scarred him physically, the scars left on the goblin’s mind may have been even more serious. On top of that, you beat him up to death to teach him something?”
    

    
      My other colleagues also made comments. 
    

    
      “Foul-Mouth Lion…”
    

    
      “Punch Enthusiast…”
    

    
      “Zealot of Violent Education…”
    

    
      “No, wait a minute. I know it sounds really bad when you put it like that, but it’s not that bad! Although I can’t tell you exactly what is and isn’t the truth, I really wasn’t that cruel! I’m serious! I was just trying to help my Blins not lose their culture. Please believe me!”
    

    
      “Typical excuse...”
    

    
      “This is a common behavior found in cases of domestic violence...”
    

    
      
        Aaaah, aaaah! My reputation! My image is tarnished! My colleagues used to think of me as kind, trustworthy, capable, and dependable!!
      
    

    
      —Hey, who are you talking about? the Guardian asked.
    

    
      I immediately answered, Me.
    

    
      
        —It’s amazing how there is no end to how crazy you can get…
      
    

    
      My noble image was completely shattered. In the meantime, the leaders of the multi-species alliance looked at Gerkesa in bewilderment.
    

    
      “It’s indeed a known fact that the descendants of rock salt are a bunch of lunatics.”
    

    
      “They’re clearly not in their right mind to treat their god like that.”
    

    
      “We really shouldn’t deal with them.”
    

    
      What? The Terras also seemed to have a weird reputation. 
    

    
      
        Surely this isn’t all my fault, right? Probably not. Maybe.
      
    

    
      Gerkesa sighed. “Ugor. I delivered the council’s message, so I won’t concern myself with how you interpret it. However, my warriors and I have come to end this war. Keep in mind that we will never allow complete annihilation of the Shellmounts or any other species.”
    

    
      “Ha! Do you think we’ll just let you guys do as you please?”
    

    
      Gerkesa steered the lion away. “We always do as we please. Remember. We are only the vanguards. The chairman of the council is leading the main force, meaning the Rain-Drinking Lions and Fire-Loving Warriors are coming. You should be afraid.”
    

    
      To his warriors, he said, “We’re leaving.”
    

    
      The Terra warriors moved as one. 
    

    
      The allied forces were in a difficult spot. If they wanted to stop the Terra warriors, they had to fight them, but the allied forces had nothing to gain from fighting those who were neither their allies nor their enemies. The only thing left to do was to fidget with their bowstrings and vacantly watch the Terras.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “What are they doing?”
    

    
      When the soldiers of the allied forces saw where the Terra warriors stopped, they chattered among themselves in bewilderment. The leaders were in complete shock.
    

    
      “W-why would they set up camp over there?”
    

    
      Terras had proudly positioned themselves exactly halfway between the allied forces’ camp and the Shellmount’s bastion. In that spot, they could easily become victims to catapult shots from any direction.
    

    
      “Urog, the viscosity of the soil here is not bad.”
    

    
      “It’s pleasantly sticky.”
    

    
      “I’m tired from marching for so long. Please scrub my back.”
    

    
      A stream flowed in the field. From there, four hundred Terras skillfully kneaded the mud to scrub each other’s backs and draw markings on each other. It was such a leisurely sight that it was reminiscent of a vacation resort. 
    

    
      It was as if a public bathhouse suddenly opened up in the middle of the battlefield. If anyone saw the Terra warriors, they would think that the goblins had come here for a vacation.
    

    
      My fellow Hunters took turns looking at me and the Terra warriors. 
    

    
      “So shameless...”
    

    
      “It feels familiar for some reason...”
    

    
      “I feel like I’ve seen that kind of shamelessness somewhere…”
    

    
      
        What? I only took good care of my children. 
      
    

    
      When the bath was over, two Terras broke away from the group. 
    

    
      One of them faced the camp, and the other one Slimepolis. They were the only ones standing on the path that connected the two sides. 
    

    
      “Move according to the number you picked.”
    

    
      “Ugor.” 
    

    
      They looked at the soldiers on their side, carrying greatswords. Their gazes invoked challenges. Understanding the warriors’ actions and gazes, the leaders of the allied forces were outraged. 
    

    
      “H-how…! How rude! They’re telling us to break through their defense with a duel!”
    

    
      “Terras are always like that! They may say lofty words, but what they do is nothing short of barbaric!”
    

    
      “We’re knights who follow the holy will of our guardian gods. How dare all those mix-bloods who blabber about how evil their god is block our path?”
    

    
      “Send out the fighters! All we have to do is send our warriors too!”
    

    
      Not long after, a Sylvan warrior rode out on a white horse. “You fungus bastard! Today I will bury your rotten smell!”
    

    
      He was a fighter who was unusually bulky for an elf. 
    

    
      The Terra warrior indifferently stared at the Sylvan charging at him. “My name is Urmu. I’m the descendant of Gorgir, the Great Warrior who ran with Kekerukker. I’m currently ranked 631 in the Fire Water Council. What is your name?”
    

    
      “I have no name to give to an imbecile like—”
    

    
      Urmu threw his greatsword. The huge sword flew in the air, spinning like a windmill.
    

    
      “—you?” 
    

    
      The Sylvan warrior raised his dual swords, startled. 
    

    
      
        Claaaaang! 
      
    

    
      The Sylvan warrior fell from his horse. Although he had managed to block the greatsword strike, he was unable to negate the impact, so he was sent flying. The Sylvan grunted after failing to land safely on the ground, trying to stand up while catching his breath. 
    

    
      But Urmu was already in front of him. His lion pressed the Sylvan’s shoulder with its front paw.
    

    
      “Eek…”
    

    
      “You don’t even reveal your name and ancestors. You have no manners, ugor.” Urmu commanded his lion to crush the Sylvan’s head. 
    

    
      The unknown Sylvan’s head turned to mush. The lion growled lowly in its throat and rubbed his front paw on the ground. Just like that, the duel ended before it even started.
    

    
      
        Neigh!
      
    

    
      The elf’s white horse, now without an owner, ran mournfully toward the other side of the field. It was a tragic scene like one from a novel. Or, at least, it could have been…
    

    
      
        Neigh?
      
    

    
      One of the Terra warriors threw his spear and killed the white horse, putting an end to its neighing. He then rushed forward and dragged the white horse away. When the allied forces’ soldiers blankly watched him, the Terra warrior politely bowed. Perhaps he was not aware that he had done something bizarre. 
    

    
      “Sorry. I’m hungry. I thought it would be a waste to let it run away like that. Meat is precious, but that’s just my opinion. Anyway, keep fighting.”
    

    
      And then he leisurely returned to the Terras’ camp after he once again bowed in a perfectly polite manner.
    

    
      The leaders of the allied forces muttered among themselves. 
    

    
      “Wh—”
    

    
      “That is so low!”
    

    
      “That’s ultimate savagery!”
    

    
      “He threw his spear while an honorable duel was taking place! How can he still call himself a warrior?”
    

    
      Urmu scoffed, indifferent to the commotion. “If you find it unfair, throw your weapon too, ugor. And we are savages.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “We’re ugly, so if we can’t even use aura, the best course of action is to just kill ourselves. Ever since we were kids, our Terra brothers beat us up, telling us to learn how to use aura. They beat us to the point where we thought it was better to die, but our brothers knew how to beat us up without actually killing us. As we get hit again, and again, and again, we automatically learn how to use our aura. Our coming-of-age ceremony is to pick one of our brothers and beat him up.”
    

    
      Urmu looked up at the sky drenched in sunset colors. His clear eyes contained indescribable sadness. 
    

    
      “Even I, a member of the council, can’t believe that our species is so savage… But there is nothing we can do about it. There is no more effective way to teach aura than to suffer until we stare death in the face. This is the teaching that Kekerukker personally gave to High Apostle Gorke six hundred years ago. We call this, borrowing from Kekerukker’s habit of speaking, the Motherfucking Aura Teaching. It's really fucked up.”
    

    
      The Terra warriors at the back chanted in unison.
    

    
      “Friendship over idolatry! Trust over faith! Fuck!”
    

    
      “Fuck!”
    

    
      “Fuck!”
    

    
      Urmu nodded. “The resentment of my species is deep and great. There is no god in this world, only a scummy friend, so we have to do our best to live our lives. My fellow detainees to old chains, stop trying to exterminate the Shellmounts. Otherwise, we’ll kill you.”
    

    
      The allied forces stared at him intently. The field was silent, with no one daring to reply. I was also silent, but my fellow Hunters didn’t stay quiet.
    

    
      “That’s the Death King for you…”
    

    
      “He’s truly worthy of his title…”
    

    
      “Death King, why is that goblin your spitting image?”
    

    
      “When did you start to grow molars and paint your skin green, Death King?”
    

    
      
        Wait. What the hell do they think of me? 
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 173: The Holy Land War (3)
Why is life so unfair?
Perhaps this was the karma parents had to bear. If their child did a good job, it was the child’s accomplishment. However, when the child did a bad job, it was the parents’ fault.
Aaaah, Raviel. It’ll be better for us not to have children. I’m not sure I can endure it if a child that looks like you says, “Fuck, Dad!” Huh? Wait, that may be cute in its own way…
—You crazy bastard. Love didn’t blind your eyes. It blindfolded you, and someone smacked you in the back of the head. That must be why you have some missing screws…
Ignoring the Guardian’s sarcastic comment, I imagined a happy future and checked the status of newly evolved Terras.
Show me the species status window.
Terra
Extinction risk level: C (Safe)
Motto: “We are fire.”
Political system: Republic. 
Description: What in the world happened? Terras have gone through an amazing evolution, building a very special civilization. Their civilization greatly values aura!
Terras consider that one of their own has reached adulthood once they learn how to use their aura. Politicians, artists, warriors… No matter a goblin’s occupation, success depends on whether they can use aura. 
As soon as Terras master aura, they become members of the Fire Water Council starting from the next full moon. Terras that use aura are seen as adults, citizens, and councilmen.
All adult Terras participate in the council. All major and minor matters of the species are decided there. 
Ranking within the council is based on how skilled a Terra is when it comes to using their aura. Naturally, the chairman is the most proficient in using aura among Terras.
“Fuckgor.” 
In short, the strongest goblin is the leader! On quiet nights when the full moon is bright, Terras gather, their ugliness and hideous buck teeth indistinguishable in the darkness. As the cool night air envelops them, they solemnly discuss the fate of their species.
“Chairman, no matter how much I think about it, I don’t think this is a good solution.”
“You have a problem ”
“I do.”
“Then bring it on.”
“So be it.”
Even though all Terra adults come together to make a decision on their agendas, the Fire Water Council is surprisingly efficient and speedy. This feat is possible because the chairman is the strongest warrior of their species. It’s unbelievable that such a savage warrior species exists. 
It may be time for whoever created this species to reflect upon their actions!
Traits: Traditional Republican, Scummy Friend Doctrine, Motherfucking Aura Teaching, Cavefire, Legacy of Record, Competitive Spirit.
Evolved Form: Unknown. 
—Terras have one evolution left until the final evolved form. 
Other names: Hobgoblin.
Hmm. Umm. Okay. Wow, the goblins evolved into hobgoblins! Great! That’s stylish!
—Zombie, is that all you have to say about this?
I buried my head in my hands. Damn, how did this happen? Really, I just helped them change Maximum Greed into a positive thing and made sure they would not lose Cavefire!
—Well, positive doesn’t necessarily mean sane.
N-no, my teaching method wasn’t wrong. Now that I think about it, this means at least a few hundred Terras know how to use aura. Maybe there are thousands. That’s awesome, right? It’s awesome, yeah. Although I didn’t expect this to happen, it’s a happy little accident, not a mistake. This is who I am. This is what I’m capable of. 
—You've reached the parenting stage where you fail to let go of your parenting methods, you bastard.
I read through the traits of Terras. Six hundred years was a long time. Now, they had additional traits that they didn’t have before, like Traditional Republican. 
Traditional Republican 
Category: Politics
Origin: Cavefire
Description: Terras have established a republic. This republican system originated from the unique funeral tradition of Terras!
When one of their kin died, Terras gathered in an underground cave and held a meeting. The underground cave was so dark that it made each Terra’s outline indistinguishable from the darkness. Although Terras held funerals in that way only to escape the oppression and surveillance of Shellmounts, they were under the constant embrace of darkness.
In the dark, Terras discussed freely.
“How did our kin die?’”
History.
“Did they live a good life?”
Trial.
“How should we react to this death?”
Ethicality.
“Is Kekerukker a son of a lion or a son of a bi—”
Philosophy.
As time passed, Terras began to discuss not only the dead but also the living. After escaping from the underground city, they held meetings every time the old moon set.  Naturally, the issues agreed upon during the meeting were regarded as the consensus of the entire Terras. The attendees became a council. 
Unlike other councils, words are not important.
“Ugor. What a pity. There seems to be a significant difference between our perspectives on the matter.”
“If you crush your opponent’s eyes, that will help abridge the difference in perspectives.”
“That sounds like a great solution.” 
Survival of the strongest! In a sense, the council of Terras is still a funeral home!
※ This trait may change depending on how history unfolds. 
This trait mentioned some… bizarre things, to say the least.
It’s the principle where the strongest is always right, but it isn’t a dictatorship. Although the guys have a council, their ranking is determined by force rather than eloquence. What the…? Something… something doesn’t feel right…
The Guardian clicked his tongue. 
—Isn’t this the result of your teachings? You talk first, then throw punches next. Or you’ll talk, but you’ll still use your fists too. This is perfect. They’re your replicas, Kim Zombie.
This… is who I really am?
—Yup. Parents get to know themselves while raising their children.
It was shocking. It seemed I was more of a bulldozer than I originally thought.
The Sword Star looked at the field. “Hmm. As expected from the Death King’s species, they’re very good at fighting. This is already the third duel, but the Terras are winning without sending out more fighters. The gap in martial arts proficiency doesn’t seem that big, but the aura mastery of the two sides seems very different.”
Like the Sword Star said, the duels continued. Both the allied forces and the Shellmounts took turns sending out their fighters. However, the Terra warriors won every duel.
The Black Witch muttered, “I see. I’ve been underestimating them because they’re goblins but, unlike their appearance, they use their aura very elegantly.”
“Ahem.”
“Death King, why are you holding your nose high? It’s not a pleasant sight, so please drop it. As the person in charge of your clothes, it’s a little despairing.”
“My children are doing well, so I can’t help feeling proud of them. Speaking of clothes, Black Dragon Master, why do I have to wear black leather clothes like these ones? I look like I’m suffering from main character syndrome. I did a bit of research on the Internet, and it looks like people either hate or love my clothes,” I complained. 
“It’s okay. Leather suits you.”
“Are your preferences being reflected in my clothes, by any chance?”
Feigning innocence, the Black Witch calmly said, “No way. I just chose clothes that fit you. There were no selfish interests in my choices.”
My suspicions grew.
“Damn fungi bastards!”
The leaders of the allied forces gritted their teeth, trembling with anger. They had sent out fighters throughout the night, but the win-lose ratio was very bad.
“For every four of our allies dying, only one Terra dies,” the Bloodborn lamented. “Only elite soldiers have been selected to become vanguards... Even so, they’re barely winning.”
The leaders of the multi-species alliance were blazing with anger. 
“The same is happening on the Shellmount side. Shit. The Terras planted themselves in the middle of the battlefield.”
“Are we just going to play along with the fungi? We’re on a crusade and are following the will of the gods! We must ignore the fungi and mobilize our entire armies for an all-out attack on Slimepolis!”
“So you’re saying you’re going to declare war on Terras? That’s foolish.”
“What? How is that foolish?”
“Even if you impulsively rush in, only the Shellmounts will benefit. The fungi already told us they’re just the vanguards. The Great King of Terras, the chairman, is on the way with the main army. According to legend, the Great King of Terras is a monster that can block waterways and smother fires on his own. If a force led by such a monster attacks us, there is just no way out of it.” 
The vampire bitterly looked at the duels taking place. 
“The Shellmounts on one side, the Terras on the other… There is just no way to go on with this war. The good news is that the Shellmounts probably reached the same conclusion. This is a stalemate.”
“Then what do you suggest we do here?” the Skian commander asked, clenching his fists in anger.
Skian was the species the Shellmounts had oppressed for the longest time, so the Skians' hatred ran very deep. 
He added, “Slimepolis is on the brink of destruction. We made this possible, so are we seriously going to give up like this? What about the costs of mobilizing the expeditionary force? Are you going to go back to your home country and tell your people that you haven’t achieved anything? Ridiculous. Loyal soldiers sacrificed their lives to win this war, and our people provided the supplies for this war. What are you going to tell them? You guys don’t deserve to be called generals!”
The rest of the leaders fell silent.
The duels went on the next day, and the day after. A Terra warrior occasionally lost their head, but three times as many warriors of the allied forces and Shellmount had their torsos cut off. The Terras achieved their goal of putting an end to the war between the allied forces and the Shellmounts.
On the fourth day, hundreds of Terra warriors sniffed the air.
“Ugor.”
“The wind smells like mud.”
Over the course of four days, one hundred Terras died. The dwindling number of warriors raised their heads to look across the field.
“I missed the smell of earth.”
“It’s the smell we bask in and roll around. ”
“It’s the scent of Goru.”
Their sense of smell was right. After a while, an army of about three thousand warriors slowly appeared beyond the horizon, with all the soldiers riding on their respective lions. Strange markings were drawn not only on the warriors but also on the lions. Perhaps because of the identical swirly markings, the warriors and lions looked like the limbs of a breathing creature. 
The warrior in the lead blew his pipe. Only then did the soldiers of the multi-species alliance and Shellmounts stationed in Slimepolis look at the horizon.
The army was marching against the sun with the sound of pipes lasting unusually long. Some pipes were made from Shellmounts’ shells or Skians’ horns, while others were decorated with Puren skulls and Bloodborn fangs.
These were proof of battles previously won. At the frontline of the army was a Terra riding on a huge white lion.
The Viper said, “Wow, he’s not just the Great King. He’s a Demon King. Hey, Death King, you transcended the level of a demonic cult and raised a Demon King yourself. Congratulations.”
The chairman of the Fire Water Council, the head of all Terras, had arrived at the battlefield with his warriors to join the battle.
***
“Hello, everyone!”
Thuuuud!
An ax as big as a supporting pillar was embedded in the middle of the battlefield. The Terra chairman put his foot on the back of the ax blade. His voice, enhanced by his aura, shook the heavens and earth.
“Creatures who sparkle in this world like stars! I’m Uburka, the 212th Chairman of the Fire Water Council!”
He seemed charismatic, and his muscles were eager to bulge out. There was a large scar on one side of his face, indicating he had a fair share of body counts. Uburka spread his arms wide and showed off his chest muscles, overwhelming the onlookers.  
“I applaud your effort to continue your fucked up life!”
Although he seemed charismatic at first glance, his manner of speech proved me wrong. 
“Not everyone can enjoy the blessings of life, but everyone enjoys life’s fuckeries. Although the seven species look different, we’re all compatriots who enjoy the same fate!”
My fellow Hunters murmured among themselves.
“What is ‘fuck’ supposed to be to Terras? Why are they saying ‘fuck’ so often?”
“I don’t know. It can mean anything or nothing.”
“Death King… Your teachings are truly… ”
I want to have a child who looks like Raviel. No, I just want to see Raviel. I can forget about having children. I don’t need one…
As I was trying hard to escape reality, Uburka’s speech gained momentum.
“Yes! We are compatriots! The soul of Terras resides in my left pectoral muscle and the love for my compatriots in my right pectoral muscle! Look! My chest muscles are full of soul and love!”
The analogy sucked really badly. In reality, seeing this guy’s bulging green muscles was nauseating. What the heck was wrong with this musclehead? He looked like the type of guy a passing orc would automatically yell “Big Brother!” toward.
The Hunters continued to comment on the sight. 
“His flirting skills are abysmal...”
“The more I watch, the more he reminds me of the Death King...”
“I’m really not that bad!” I protested. 
The multi-species alliance and the Shellmounts watched Uburka without chiming in. Even though the two sides were enemies, the soldiers of the two armies had similar looks on their faces, as if they stumbled upon a lunatic.
“But! I’m! So! Sad!” the lunatic yelled in agony. “Six hundred years ago, the Shellmounts committed an unforgivable crime, but how can exterminating a species be a way of forgiving it? It’s not right! It’s just not right! It’s not even beautiful! You’re waging war here in Slimepolis, which you call the Holy Land. It isn’t even holy! We, Terras, define this as a truly fucked up situation and declare our participation in the war!”
Following Uburka’s declaration, the Terra warriors raised their weapons.
“Fuck! Fuck!” 
“Fuck!”
“Guys, listen to me!” the leader of the lunatics yelled toward the multi-species alliance. “You aren’t bad guys! Your ancestors suffered as the Shellmounts’ slaves, and you want to avenge your ancestors. The Shellmounts aren’t bad either! They’re fighting back because they don’t want to go extinct. There is not much to find fault in.”
The multi-species alliance forces and the Shellmounts were in turmoil. Everyone expressed their disbelief.
“What is that lunatic saying?”
“Did that fungus’ brain actually rot? Is it actually covered in fungi?”
The goblin leader continued, “That’s right! You aren’t bad guys! The Holy Land is the bad one!” 
The multi-species alliance was rendered speechless. They looked at Uburka in complete shock.
“There is no god nor a holy land in this world, but you people decided to call this one a holy land and put your lingering feelings to rest in this place. You waste your lives away to prove your faith. This Holy Land is a bottomless hole where you’re pouring in your shiny lives. It’s entirely the Holy Land’s fault! Therefore, the Fire Water Council has made some decisions!”
The leaders of the allied forces were flustered. “What are you talking about… ”
Regardless, Uburka crossed his arms and declared, “We shall destroy the Holy Land!”
The leaders once again fell silent.
Uburka guffawed. “We can’t equally divide the Holy Land! If we do, we’ll just fight afterward! So let’s all join in and destroy the Holy Land! If you can’t let others have it, then let no one have it. Makes sense, right? Annihilate Slimepolis so that no one can occupy it or survive there! Now, my compatriots, let’s all destroy the Holy Land together and create a happy world for all of us!”
It was said that a tiger didn’t give birth to a dog[1]. The species I raised were now high-class wackos.

1.  It's from a Korean saying, 호부견자. It's often used to call children who do worse than their parents, but it's also used to express people's admiration for children who excel. ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 174: My Son Is Too Strong (1)
Uburka, the chairman of Terras, guffawed. “How does our proposal sound, my compatriots? Isn’t my solution perfect?”
No one answered.
“It’s so perfect that everyone has been rendered speechless. Ugor, I see! People’s perspectives are inherently narrow, so when they are immersed in work, they can’t think of even simple solutions. Be grateful! We, Terras, have come to offer you a refreshing solution!”
It was so refreshing that if the solution were food, it would be so raw that it would give people a stomachache. The multi-species allied forces and the Shellmounts both looked like they were chewing on plastic waste. 
Dumbstruck, the Skian commander of the allied forces pointed his finger at Uburka. “What the hell is wrong with you fungi?”
“It’s okay. I understand your pettiness, I really do.” Uburka solemnly nodded. “Hmm. Even if the solution is perfect, it’s hard to accept it right away. Somehow, you will still feel defeated. Everyone hates losing, or more accurately, the feeling of losing. Poor you.”
“Ummm…”
“So, we will crush you first!” 
Uburka stretched out his left arm. A Terra warrior came up and offered him a spear. 
Uburka slowly took a stance with his eyes closed. When he opened them, his left arm muscles bulged, and a ray of light was released. He wrapped the spear in his bloody red aura and then threw it—no, launched would be more accurate. 
Boooooom!
Uburka’s posture was as graceful as that of an Olympic athlete. In contrast, the impact of his spear was barbaric and destructive. 
The spear landed in the allied forces’ camp with a loud explosion. A gale of dust and the soldiers’ screams followed. Though no one was seriously injured, they panicked and trampled on each other.
Uburka picked up another spear. This time, he threw it at Slimepolis. 
Boooooom!
The spear pierced into the thick castle wall like a sharp nail, leaving a red trace in its wake.
The Skian commander, who had pointed his finger at Uburka, stiffened. The Shellmount soldiers were also taken aback. 
Uburka bared his fangs after silencing both armies with just two attacks. “I am the strongest chairman in the six-hundred-year history of the Fire Water Council. The world has granted me a gift in martial arts. My official record is two hundred sixty wins out of two hundred sixty-one fights, and I’ve never been brought to my knees since I became an adult. Warriors who live in the same era as me, you all better wail because I will fuck up your life!”
“Fuck! Fuck! Fuck!”
“As you can see, the Terra warriors are already fucked up to a significant level!” Uburka declared, crossing his arms. “When the next full moon rises, representatives of the allied forces and the Shellmounts shall gather in this place to hold a conference. We, Terras, will guarantee your safety. You should take this as a threat, not a proposal! If you don’t come together, I’ll throw another spear.”
The threat didn’t leave any room for a different interpretation.
“If I have no choice but to do that, no one will know where my spear will point. I won’t, you won’t, not even Kekerukker will know! It may pierce one of your commanders’ heads. Shellmounts, it may knock down your gate. Oh, my compatriots, please don’t make me go full savage mode. I’m also afraid of my own power.”
Uburka picked up the ax. “Ugor, I’ll accept your challenges until the next full moon rises. Feel free to come at me until you can vent out all your anger. If you want, you can mobilize your troops to attack. That is, if you are willing to risk losing a bunch of troops!”
[The other six species are afraid of a single warrior.]
[The leader of the species you guide has become the pinnacle of power!]
[You have accomplished something truly remarkable!]
[You have received 900 species points.]
[You now have 900 species points.]
My son was absolutely amazing.
***
We walked around the allied forces’ camp to gather information and discovered both useful and useless bits of trivia. Everyone described the Terras as world-class wackos, and they looked that way in my eyes too. 
According to the soldiers’ chatters, the Terras usually lived quietly, but they always suddenly showed up whenever a worldly crisis occurred. As a matter of fact, one hundred years after the era of exodus, it was always the Terras who faced the Shellmounts whenever the Slime Empire launched a large-scale war of conquest on the other species.
What? Their stories sound like bedtime legends. What kind of species is this?
They were my children.
The Viper glanced at the Terra leader with his one eye. “I think that guy would be able to match us too…” 
The duels were still ongoing in the field. Instead of engaging in the fights directly, Uburka watched leisurely with his arms crossed and his aura enveloping him. That alone made his presence known.
“Uhhhh, he won’t just match us. He can crush us if we don’t go all out,” I said. “You heard the guy. He’s said to be the strongest warrior in the history of Terras and was born with a phenomenal gift for martial arts. His potential is probably higher than ours.”
“Come on. We’re guardian gods to them! It’ll be embarrassing if our own kids kick our asses!”
“Isn’t that okay, though? It’s not like we became their guardians because we’re stronger than them.”
“You just don’t care because he’s from your species!”
Maybe Uburka can help me later. 
I changed the subject. “Anyway, there has to be a reason this time period was chosen for this stage. A quest window didn’t pop up this time, so we have to figure out what the stage-clear conditions are without any help. I think one of the species, excluding the Shellmounts, is at risk of extinction.”
The Black Witch nodded. “Yeah, I think so too. One species, or perhaps several, have to be in danger of extinction. Just like the last stage was about the six species escaping slavery or perishing under the Shellmounts’ reign.”
The Paladin stroked her chin. “I see. At least one species will be eliminated per stage.” 
“Yup, and the Hunters who rule those species will also be eliminated.”  
“That makes sense. So which species is closest to destruction now?”
The Countess folded her fan. “It probably won’t be the Shellmounts. The snails were eliminated on the thirty-second floor.”
“I guess Terras are also off the list. Look at their spirit—”
“No, hold it, Paladin,” the Countess interrupted.
The Paladin tilted her head. “Hmm? What’s wrong?”
“I’d say it’s quite the opposite. I’m guessing the Terras are the ones on the brink of extinction,” the Countess speculated. 
We all blinked. 
“Terras? With those muscles?”
“No way.”
The Countess tapped her palm with the tip of her fan. “Now, hear me out. The Terras can get the two sides to negotiate as they wish. Not only is their army strong, but both the allied forces and the Shellmounts are concerned about each other, making it difficult to attack the Terras. But what happens after negotiations are done?”
Her eyes, sharp like a cat’s, narrowed. “Until now, the multi-species alliance has remained united to take down the Shellmounts. Unity is possible only when there is a common enemy. However, after the forced peace negotiation, the common enemy is bound to change. Think about it. Who could that be?”
“They will start seeing the Terras as enemies instead of the Shellmounts,” I said with a frown. “The Terras are too strong. The leaders of the other species cannot help but watch out for them. Either they'll disband the allied forces and acknowledge the hegemony of Terra, or they’ll keep the alliance and engage in a power struggle with the Terras.”
The Countess grinned. “Now we’re talking. That’s what I think, at least. And unless the allied forces are extremely stupid, it’s unlikely they will disband their union. It’s more likely that a secret pact will be made, something along the lines of ‘The king of Terra is too strong now, so let’s just wait until he dies.’”
“Hmm.”
“Umm...”
My fellow Hunters were lost in thought.
“Right now, the Terras are strong, but there is no guarantee that they’ll continue to be strong for the upcoming generations. Their leader already proclaimed that there has been no Terra stronger than him in history. Hegemony is easier gained than maintained.”
I also knew that at least one species would be eliminated because I had my strategy guide all planned out thanks to my regression. The Countess listened to my hint and pointed out that Terra could be in danger.
Now, this is a colleague.
True colleagues complemented each other’s ideas. Feeling happy, I continued our discussion. 
“What do you think I should do, MA Master?”
The Countess flashed me a cat-like smile. “It’s simple, Death King. Use magic to maintain the hegemony. You can tell the Terras aren’t exactly experienced politicians just by looking at them. Although they are brutes when it comes to raw power, they’re heading in one direction. Force that has a direction planned out is power, not violence. Others want to obtain this power.”
“What do you mean?”
“Haha. Remember how the other guild leaders and I treated you?” the Countess asked, tapping me on the shoulder with the tip of her fan. “You were an unprecedented super rookie. We could have been afraid of you and ostracized you, but what happened instead?”
I held my chin up. “You guys used me. To be more precise, you bought my reputation. In return for my cooperation, I demanded equal treatment with you.”
“Yes, it was a win-win for both of us. Clearly, the Terras are powerful. If other species see that the Terras’ power can be beneficial to them, then the Terras won’t fall. Do you see what you have to do now?”
I nodded. “Yes.”
I taught the Terras how to endure the world last time. Now it was time to show kindness to the world. 
***
[You have purchased Dream Appearance.]
[You have used 100 species points!]
[You now have 800 species points.]
That night, I entered the dream of Uburka, the chairman of Terras, to tell him that if the peace negotiations were carried out in this manner, the Terras would be in danger. Although everyone now recognized how powerful they were, he and the other Terras would face a serious crisis in the future. 
“Ugor.”
In his dream, Uburka was sitting in the middle of a mud pond. His lotus position was perfect, like a monk who spent a fair share of his time at the temple. 
Oh my god. Is he meditating? 
It was Floating Duckweed Crossing Water[1], No, should I call it Floating Duckweed Sitting Water instead? Uburka was using his aura exquisitely so he wouldn’t sink into the pond.
Teacher would have loved him if she met him… 
When I approached, Uburka asked, “Who is it?”
He had his eyes closed. He detected my presence purely using his senses and aura like a Peak-Tier martial artist.
“My muscles are twitching. I don’t sense any hostility from you, but I also sense an unusual energy.”
“You sense hostility with your muscles?” I asked. 
“Ugor. It’s said that the mind and body are one. When someone is angry, their facial muscles twitch first. Muscles express emotions. What reason is there for my muscles not to sense hostility?”
What was with this dude? Not only was he gifted in martial arts, but he also had the knack of sugarcoating bullshit. 
“Uburka. Child, listen to me. I am Kekerukker, the one you regard as a scummy friend.”
Only then did Uburka open his eyes to give me a piercing stare with his bright red eyes. “Oh, you’re Kekerukker?”
“That’s right, Chairman of Terra. I’m the one who helped your species escape from the primordial forest, and also lent you a hand when you wanted to get out of Slimepolis.”
Uburka laughed. “Interesting! Ugor, ugor. According to a story passed down for generations, Gorke, the first apostle, met Kekerukker in his dream and got beaten up every time they met.  Puren who claims to be Kekerukker, have you come here to beat me up?”
“No... Child, I don’t think you can be beaten. And, honestly, I don’t know whether I’ll win in a fight against you.”
Uburka frowned. “Tsk, tsk, look at you, backing down already. Then what is it? If you didn’t come here to duel, what did you come here for?”
“I came to warn you that your species may be in danger.”
I told him the Countess’ speculation. It was plausible, and I agreed with it, so I explained it quite smoothly. 
Uburka looked at me with amusement at first, but as I continued, his expression became serious.
“Are you saying that we’re so strong that we may perish instead?” he asked. 
“It won’t lead to complete destruction, but there is a possibility of your species declining. No matter how strong you and the other Terras are, you cannot handle all the six species on your own.”
“Uhm. I see…”
“So, my advice is to not blindly force the other species for a peace negotiation, Uburka. You have to give them some justification and let them gain something from this. I think—”
Uburka raised his left hand. “Wait. You can stop there.”
“Huh?”
“I understand that you didn’t come here with hostility, judging from how quiet my biceps and chest muscles are. If there had been even the slightest lie in what you said, my muscles would have twitched.”
The era of the ego sword passed and gave way to the era of ego muscles? What kind of horror was this?
“But whether I’ll listen to your advice is another matter. We, Terras, don’t take advice from those who are weaker than us.”
“What?”
“You can meddle in another person’s business only if you are stronger than them.” 
Uburka slowly stood up from his lotus position. As expected, his aura utilization was almost perfect. When he stood up, he left ripples in the mud pond, nothing more. 
“Bring it on!” Uburka beckoned at me with his left index finger. “If you beat me, I’ll listen to your advice!”
I was so dumbfounded that I couldn’t react right away. Uburka stepped on the surface of the pond.
“If you don’t come at me, then I will!”
“H-hold on! I’m your guardian god. Your eternal friend, you know. I’m like a father to you guys, so are you really going to attack me?” I asked in a rush. 
“If you’re really Kekerukker, that means you’re the guy who beat up Gorke, who was no different from your own child. A father is bound to get back what he did to his children. Even if I beat you up, Kekerukker, you can’t say anything about it!”
What the hell? He had a point.
The great muscular goblin swung his fist, spitting out the most unfilial line of all time. 
“Brace yourself, ‘Papa!’”

1.  He’s talking about the martial arts technique where one can cross water just by using the duckweed floating on it. ☜



Translator's ThoughtsIf you haven't already checked it out, Namu joined Yojj and Tokki on the podcast for a little bit of radio drama-ing. The scene where Uburka and Gong-Ja are.... sparring appears at the very end of the episode, so go listend if you haven't already
Youtube


    Chapter 175: My Son Is Too Strong (2)

    
      “Damn you, son...” 
    

    
      I reached out for my holy sword. There was no time to pull it out, so I blocked Uburka the Muscle Pig’s fist with the scabbard. Our auras clashed fiercely.
    

    
      
        Booooom!
      
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      ?” Uburka muttered. 
    

    
      I deliberately took advantage of the impact and put some distance between Uburka and me. The space gave me time to grip my sword properly and take a stance so that I could deal with the muscle pig properly.
    

    
      “Good. Very good!” Uburka smiled, his cheerfulness evident. “You’re quite slender, but you have quite dense muscles. Did you add the weight of your soul to your physical weight?”
    

    
      “I only grow functional muscles, you rude bastard!”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugor?
      
       Functional muscles? What are those?”
    

    
      “They’re magical muscles that keep you slender but have the potential to infinitely increase your physical strength! Functional muscles are the essential quality of a master martial artist! Muscles that show off are nothing but a symbol of an amateur!”
    

    
      “Kekerukker, you have quite a bark...” Uburka muttered. 
    

    
      He looked bewildered, so much that his breathing slowed for a moment. People’s brains tended to freeze when faced with too much bullshit, and Uburka was not immune to this effect. Making use of this moment of confusion, I lunged at him. 
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm
      
      ?”
    

    
      Uburka’s red eyes widened. He was much bigger than an average Terra, meaning he was easier to hit. I wrapped aura around the scabbard and swung it like a club.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, child! I’ll be gentle!” 
    

    
      Uburka grinned. “
      
        Ugor.
      
      ”
    

    
      He looked down at me as I charged into his arms. Without a word, he simply watched me head for his torso with my sheathed sword. No attempt to twist around or use his arms to block was made. 
    

    
      
        Claaaaaang!
      
    

    
      An impossible sound rang out. It wasn’t a 
      
        thump
      
       or a 
      
        slash
      
      , but a 
      
        clang
      
      . My hands felt numb as if I had hit a piece of metal.
    

    
      “Do you have an Indestructible Body?”
    

    
      “My body is made up of muscles,” Uburka laughed, showing his fangs. “I was born with albinism. When I was exposed to sunlight, it stung my skin. My eyesight was also bad, so I had a hard time living. It was impossible for me to apply mud under the hot, blazing sun. Being unable to enjoy ordinary aspects of life brought me endless agony, until I had a realization one day!”
    

    
      Uburka spread open his arms. “If I cover myself with aura, then my issues simply disappear!”
    

    
      Holy…
    

    
      “From that day on, I devoted myself to aura training. First, I practiced coating aura all over my skin, even if I could only do it for one second! Eventually I could keep it up for two seconds, then three. I eventually managed to maintain my aura for a minute, which quickly turned into three. When I achieved using my aura for more than an hour, that’s when I became an adult. By the time I could do it for more than a day, I became the council’s chairman. For me, an innate deficiency was only a minor obstacle!”
    

    
      The hobgoblin assumed the posture of a bodybuilder, his biceps popping out. If I had eaten greasy food, I would have gagged. Watching this strange display made my brain hurt.
    

    
      “I even trained my bones so my aura can seep into my muscles! When my muscles are torn, my aura helps them regenerate. The regenerated muscles then absorb aura much more easily. By tearing and regenerating my muscles over and over again, I gained the ultimate muscles!”
    

    
      Uburka’s left and right pecs popped one after another. Amazing. My mind was taking significant hits even though he wasn’t physically attacking me. This hobgoblin was probably on the same level as an Absolute-Tier martial artist. 
    

    
      “Now, I can control every muscle at will, from the thinnest to the thickest! Muscles and aura! Aura and muscles! This is the muscle path that I created!”
    

    
      He managed to make bullshit sound so sophisticated.
    

    
      “I don’t know why, but no one can do this except me. Poor things! It’s simple if you think of it like reassembling your entire body from head to toe when you use your aura.”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh
      
      ? Hey, wait a minute... Isn’t that more like metamorphosis—”
    

    
      The first Terra to be given the title of Metamorphosed Muscle Pig yelled, “You, who may be my father! You are stronger than I thought! Very good! It’s been a while since I met someone I can hit without holding back. Don’t just use your scabbard. Attack me with all you’ve got!”
    

    
      “Wow, I’m really not the person to be calling you out but, seriously, is combat the only thing you ever think about…?”
    

    
      “Mind is body! Will is strength! Knowledge is flesh!”
    

    
      The muscles that were shifting like bubbling magma were growing bigger. It felt as if I was watching the maw of a volcano on the verge of eruption. They kept getting bigger and bigger.
    

    
      “W-what? Child…?” I asked.
    

    
      Eventually, Uburka became enormous. Without exaggeration, he was as big as a hill. I was just an unnoticeable dot in his shadow.
    

    
      “Didn’t you become too big…?” 
    

    
      He didn’t actually get bigger physically. It was his aura that transformed and made him look like the pilot of a giant mecha. In other words, the “mecha” was made entirely of aura!
    

    
      “
      
        Phew.
      
      ”
    

    
      Uburka took a simple step, but the earth vibrated in response.
    

    
      I felt like Thumbelina because I had to look up at Uburka. “You’re formidable. Can you become smaller again? Dad is getting a little scared...”
    

    
      “This is my true self!” Uburka roared. “From my knuckles to my punches, everything moves according to my will! You who call yourself the White Lion, my fist will pierce your heart!”
    

    
      “Hey, hey! I told you I’m your father! Kinda! This is immoral!”
    

    
      “Good. If I have to become immoral to seize victory, then I will gladly do that!” Uburka yelled confidently.
    

    
      A fist the size of a house fell toward my head, casting a shadow all around me.
    

    
      
        Motherfucking Aura Arts Giant Style. 
      
    

    
      
        Form Zero: 
      
    

    
      
        Crushing Fist.
      
    

    
      The name couldn’t have been any worse than that!
    

    
      “What is up with that name?” I grumbled.
    

    
      “The value of a martial art style is proven not by its name but by its power!”
    

    
      He certainly had a point. At the cost of a cool name, Uburka gained a very high amount of destructive power. 
    

    
      The ground was split apart in one blow. The second attack ground the dirt into fine dust. Upon the third strike, the bedrock was revealed, but Uburka continued to slam his fists into the ground without stopping, eventually shattering even the bedrock. Because the heated aura ground the soil, a lot of the soil melted into mud, which splashed onto my face, making me look like a mouse that stuck its head out of a sewage drain on a rainy day.
    

    
      “Hot, hot, hot!” I screamed while dodging Uburka’s waves of attacks. “You savage bastard! The whole world will lament about your savageness. 
      
        Ah
      
      , I really didn’t raise you guys like this!”
    

    
      
        —Cut the bullshit, Zombie. I don’t think you can go easy on them because you’re the one who raised them, 
      
      the Guardian commented while I was busy dodging incoming attacks by omni-directional tap dancing
      
        [1]
      
      . 
      
        Like he said, fight with all you got. Even in gangho, parents and children split up and fight each other occasionally. There is also a crackhead sect that makes parricide their tradition. 
      
    

    
      I unsheathed my sword. “Damn it! I don’t recognize you guys anymore!”
    

    
      “I’ve been like this for a long time!”
    

    
      “Do you really think you should be proud of that?!”
    

    
      I drew up my aura. What I pictured in my head were fires and a certain underground torture chamber in a mansion.
    

    
      
        A child in chains stretches his hand. His hand is the waving fire. 
      
    

    
      The grudge from that premature death and the fire heated up my heart in an instant. These emotions would become blurry if left to time, but I materialized the scenery of the mansion’s underground floor, expressing it through my aura.
    

    
      
        My shadow is the basement’s shade. My fire is the child’s hand. 
      
    

    
      I didn’t bury myself in emotions or get caught up in the scenery. Fire was not one to care about people and their lives; it’s only craving was to become big enough to engulf the whole world. Thus, the tip of my sword became someone’s fingertip, and my sword turned into our shared scream.
    

    
      
        New Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        First Form:
      
    

    
      
        Fireblaze.
      
    

    
      Burn.
    

    
      “
      
        Hahahaha
      
      ! I see!”
    

    
      My aura moved through the shadow like a snake, binding my opponent’s giant aura-manifested wrist. But my fire and shadow were tougher, hotter, and stronger. 
    

    
      “I’m sure of it now!”
    

    
      After I cut off the giant left wrist, Uburka swung his right arm to shake me off. Was he trying to put some distance between us? He probably needed some time to reorganize his stance. 
    

    
      I got closer and ducked to avoid the incoming punch. The moment the giant right fist swung in the air, I captured the giant’s right fist with my fire and shadow. One, two, three dozens of aura strands held down the giant’s arm, which went up in flames. 
    

    
      “There’s no doubt about it! You’re Kekerukker!”
    

    
      Uburka tried to restore the giant arm. I guess he still had enough aura left. In that case, all I had to do was cut off the giant’s limbs faster than Uburka could restore them with his aura.
    

    
      “Have you descended on this land for the sake of my species after six hundred years of dormancy?”
    

    
      I cut down the giant’s left foot before the left arm sprouted back, the right foot before the left foot grew back, and once more the left arm just before the right one regenerated. Slowly but surely, I was cutting down the giant.
    

    
      “You’re nothing short of your legends! No, allow me to correct myself! The legends didn’t do you justice!”
    

    
      I continued hacking away at the giant.
    

    
      “Awesome! 
      
        Ugor!
      
       You’re so awesome! Rather than strengthening yourself, you chose to carry others’ legacies with you!”
    

    
      I buried the giant in the blazing grave he had dug himself earlier while trying to strike me.
    

    
      “I didn’t know aura, the fire of one’s soul, can be used this way!”
    

    
      Like a sheet of paper, the giant was being devoured by fire, getting smaller and smaller. Since the giant’s aura was also red, it looked as if an inferno was consuming a small flame.
    

    
      A thought suddenly crossed my mind. 
      
        Is it really necessary to separate the two?
      
       
      
        Uburka became strong enough to extend his arms and legs using aura. Aura expands oneself. As for me, I copied someone’s screams and brought them into this world.
      
    

    
      My red aura continued burning. 
    

    
      
        Is there any reason both shouldn’t be done at the same time?
      
    

    
      A spark crackled in my brain.
    

    
      
        I’m trying to copy Teacher’s Demonic Heaven Arts and apply it to mine. But is there really a need for me to scream by myself? I can carry all the karma and draw on all the resentment on my own. But should I really do that?
      
    

    
      I kept considering the principles of aura utilization.
    

    
      
        No.
      
    

    
      Finally, I found the solution.
    

    
      
        Anyone can become fire.
      
    

    
      I said, “Uburka, do something for me.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugor?
      
      ”
    

    
      
        Should I tell him what the underground mansion looks like? No.
      
    

    
      “Think of Slimepolis, the dark underground city,” I told him. 
    

    
      He needed something he was familiar with.
    

    
      “Six hundred years ago, you lived in pits dug in the ground. About thirteen Terras huddled together in a pit every day. Among them, there were some young Terras. Those children had never seen the sun, felt the rain on their skin, or been able to apply mud to their skin to their hearts’ content.”
    

    
      Uburka, the strongest warrior in the history of Terras, watched me as I cornered him. 
    

    
      “Think of those children. A few fish were distributed to every pit every morning and evening. That was all they could eat. The mothers carefully grilled the minnows, which had very little meat. Can you imagine that for me?”
    

    
      “I can.”
    

    
      “The narrow pits became thick with acrid smoke. The mothers gurgled and the children coughed. But they couldn’t leave that place. The Shellmount guards had their tentacles perked up while watching them. Can you think of the smoke in the cramped pits and the coughing of feeble parents and their children?”
    

    
      “I can.”
    

    
      I parried the giant’s fist with my sword. “A young Terra reached for a fish that wasn’t yet fully cooked. The mother slapped her child’s hand away, even grabbing their wrist to stop them. In fact, the possibility of getting slapped was always there, but those children kept reaching for uncooked fish whenever they got the chance because they were hungry. If their mothers stopped them, they would have whined or even cried.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm.
      
      ”
    

    
      “In the end, the parents had no choice but to give the fish to their children as soon as they were slightly cooked. The children ate them up before looking at the fish on the grill, silently asking for more.” 
    

    
      I struck away the giant’s wrist with the hilt of my sword, leaving Uburka vulnerable. I used this opening to my advantage and swung my sword again. The giant was growing smaller.
    

    
      “Think of the children’s gazes and hands. Imagine how the mother looked at her child when she grabbed their hand to stop them. Picture all the smoke paths of the pits. I know you can do it.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugor.
      
      ” 
    

    
      “Capture them in your heart.”
    

    
      The giant swung its fist. I dodged and even altered the direction of the punch. 
    

    
      “Imitate them. Scream.”
    

    
      The giant turned.
    

    
      “Your species knows how to sing their sorrows using fire. A flame is nothing more than a simple fire, but you can read its emotions by looking at the angle at which it swirls, rises, and rekindles. Aura is no different. You have a symbol for the sky. You perform Cavefire at funerals. Why wouldn’t you be able to capture the sky or sadness with aura? Embrace them in your heart.” 
    

    
      The giant dropped to one knee. I hit its shin to help it regain his balance, making it stand up. The giant’s fist swing turned into a straight punch.
    

    
      “Howl.”
    

    
      Fire blazed from the giant’s fist, splitting in five different directions. The five blazing strands, each one resembling the tongue of a snake, also divided into five more strands. Now, there were twenty-five in total.
    

    
      Uburka looked down at his fist. Some flames were softer, others not so much. None of them resembled Uburka’s usual movements. Although the attack was still at a rudimentary level, it certainly resembled the Demonic Heaven Arts.
    

    
      I nodded. “Not bad. As expected from the most gifted genius of all times. That’s how you do it, my child.”
    

    
      Uburka said, “Papa… You’re too strong.”
    

    

    
      1. The author seems to be making a reference to the Omni-Directional Gear used in Attack on Titan? ☜
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    Chapter 176: My Son Is Too Strong (3)

    
      A cool warrior kept up their winning streak. A cooler warrior readily accepted defeat when they happened to lose. Uburka the Muscle Pig was a pretty cool warrior.
    

    
      “I lost. I was confident I wouldn’t lose when it came to the output of aura. But the gap in aura mastery is as big as the distance between heaven and earth. Ugor, I think I’ve been using aura too simply until now.”
    

    
      I patted Uburka on the head. “Don’t blame yourself. I didn’t learn martial arts on my own; my teachers taught me. No matter how outstanding an individual’s talent is, it’s difficult to overwhelm the history of a sect, and I carry a thousand years of the Demonic Heaven’s history with me.”
    

    
      “Kekerukker.”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Papa.”
    

    
      “I won’t even ask you to call me Father, so can you just call me Dad at least? I think I’m going to have an identity crisis if someone as big as you calls me papa.”  
    

    
      “I understand, Daddy.”
    

    
      “Uh… You only added two letters, but your tone makes it sound very… bizarre. Well, if you really want to call me that, go ahead...”
    

    
      “Daddy, I have a question. Why are you riding on my shoulders?”
    

    
      “Because you’re huge, Uburka. Anyone who sees a giant like you would want to climb here because people have the innate desire to do so. It’s very difficult for me to resist this impulse.”
    

    
      Uburka nodded. “I see. I didn’t know such a desire existed.” 
    

    
      Riding on my child’s shoulders felt like a weightless Viking ride. This was kind of fun.
    

    
      “I defeated you, so now be quiet and listen to my advice. Of course, it’s entirely up to you what you do next. If you have any better ideas, let me know.”
    

    
      “Ugor.”
    

    
      I scratched Uburka’s scalp. “Even if you force a peace negotiation, the chaos in the world won’t come to an end. You need to present a negotiation plan that is acceptable to all the parties involved. All the remaining six species should benefit from it to some extent, not just the Shellmounts.”
    

    
      “What benefits can we give them?”
    

    
      “It’s simple. First of all, stop thinking from the Terras’ perspective. Put yourselves in the shoes of all the other species. Only then will you get your answer. The Shellmounts will welcome a peace negotiation because that means they will no longer be under the threat of extinction, but it will be difficult for them to accept destroying Slimepolis, the source of conflict. Why do you think that is?”
    

    
      “Because it’s the Holy Land?”
    

    
      I bonked Uburka on the head. “Tsk, tsk. If Slimepolis is destroyed, there will be no city for them to live in. It’s good to overcome the risk of extinction, but not having a secure future will undoubtedly make them anxious. In other words, if you can solve the source of this anxiety, the Shellmounts will say yes to a peace negotiation.”
    

    
      “They need a new city. A new place to live.”
    

    
      “Yeah, it will be painful to see their Holy Land getting destroyed. But, as you said, it’s to make sure no one can have it. It’s an understandable move. ”
    

    
      Uburka nodded. “I understand. The Terras need to promise to protect the Shellmounts if they settle down in a new place. The snails will be nervous if their new land is close to the five species, so the Terras will have to lead them as far away as possible.”
    

    
      “That’s it. Shellmounts are very technologically advanced, right, yes? Make them teach you how some of their technologies work in return for your protection. Then, the Terra warriors you lead will also have fewer grievances.” 
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      “For example, maybe they won’t need to say ‘fuck’ anymore. They can just say ‘fuuuuu…’”
    

    
      “It’s just a minor difference in letters, but your tone makes it sound quite different...”
    

    
      Although their grievances wouldn’t go completely away, the principle of the strongest making all the decisions worked in Uburka’s favor. Since he was the councilman and ranked number one among the Terras, he could use the magic statement “If you have a problem, bring it on.”
    

    
      “Uburka, it’s good that you’re trying to prevent the destruction of a species. However, if you want to live like a savage, you can’t actually be one. Even if you think and work really hard on it, it’s always unclear whether you’ll be able to do some good.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Daddy, what do you think the other species need?”
    

    
      I grinned. “I just told you. You have to think about it from their perspective.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “When it seems like your species is about to perish, I will help you too!” Uburka declared confidently. 
    

    
      On the next full moon night, the representatives of the allied forces and the Shellmounts came to the meeting. They didn’t seem very happy. It seemed as if they had been dragged by force to attend. Unfortunately, not many troops could withstand the muscle pig’s red aura laser beam.
    

    
      In the tent where representatives of each species gathered, Uburka enthusiastically went on with his declaration. No one else was speaking other than him.
    

    
      “Hear me out. After the primordial forest burned, the Slime Empire thrived, but it collapsed. You see, there is no such thing as eternal prosperity. The allied forces may be standing strong now, but one of you will eventually decline. This is just how the world works, and there’s nothing to be done about it.
    

    
      “The defeated species will become the victorious species’ slaves. The enslaved species is going to experience the same humiliation from six hundred years ago, and the master species will repeat the Shellmounts’ mistakes. What a tragedy! Either way, everyone will get fucked over, and the word ‘fuck’ will resound from everyone’s mouths!”
    

    
      Uburka looked truly sad. His mouth was open, his fangs were bared, his face was scrunched, and the tip of his nose kept twitching. When the strongest hobgoblin in history made that kind of expression, there wasn’t much the people around him could do.
    

    
      “Hmm. Mmm…” A vampire, the Bloodborn representative, asked, “So you’re going to help us later like you’re helping the Shellmounts now?”
    

    
      “That’s right. The Terras will help you when you find yourselves on the brink of destruction. I, Uburka, make this promise as the chairman of the Fire Water Council. If you have any questions, ask away.”
    

    
      “Excuse me, but is there any guarantee your promise will be passed down to future generations?”
    

    
      “There isn’t.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but in that case…” 
    

    
      Uburka grabbed his ax. The representatives cowered like frightened deer. He said, “Since there isn’t a promise already, we can make one now.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Wait here.” 
    

    
      Uburka slowly approached the Terra warriors. A large number of them were gathered around the tent where the meeting was taking place.
    

    
      “Members of the Fire Water Council, listen! I’ll conclude the peace negotiation in the name of the council. If any of the species gathered here is in danger of extinction, we’ll help them.”
    

    
      The warriors looked at each other blankly. Among them, the one whose rank seemed relatively high said, “Chairman, do whatever you want.”
    

    
      “This promise will remain valid even after my coffin gets lowered,” Uburka insisted.
    

    
      “Uger? How is that possible?”
    

    
      “Because you’re going to swear that your grandchildren will keep the promise. If your descendants break the promise you made with me, that will turn them into unfilial bastards.”
    

    
      “What if I don’t want to swear?”
    

    
      “Defeat me.”
    

    
      The relatively high-ranked warrior raised his voice. “Fuck. I’m against your agenda! My name is Uruk. I’m the descendant of Gorgir, the great warrior who ran with Kekerukker. I’m ranked forty-nine in the council. I’m also the older brother of Urmu, who fought in a duel in this war and died honorably!”
    

    
      Uburka leaned his ax on his shoulder. “Nice muscles you got there. I’ll beat you just enough so that you don’t die.”
    

    
      The relatively high-ranked warrior was then beaten up neatly, just as promised. Uburka’s punch landed straight into the warrior’s abdomen. Everyone witnessed what he ate today. 
    

    
      “Blaaaaargh!”
    

    
      The name of the dish was Two Fish & A Little Centipede Chicken. The thin gastric juice and big chunks stood out as decorations. The other Terras, who happened to see the great work of art, trembled.
    

    
      “H-he’s still savagely strong…”
    

    
      “What does the chairman shove down his throat to be so outrageously strong?”
    

    
      “A double-digit ranked warrior lost after one blow from the councilman. This is ridiculous.”
    

    
      “I think he’s stronger than before…”
    

    
      “Your idea is excellent, Chairman! You are a blessing to our species! It’s an honor to be a part of your promise! Long live the chairman!”
    

    
      “Who said that just now?”
    

    
      “Sly bastard.”
    

    
      “Kick the sly snake out!”
    

    
      After that, several more warriors engaged in duels. Some were three-digit ranked warriors, but the Rank 6 warrior tried his luck, too. However, no one managed to make Uburka use his ax. They all went down from one punch. When the number of neatly beaten warriors reached thirty-three, the Terra warriors had no choice but to unite and chant curses.
    

    
      “Fuck… Fuuuuuck…”
    

    
      Uburka put aside his ax and crossed his arms. “Weak. Why are you all so weak? I feel bad for beating you guys up. You’re so pitiful, just agree with my offer before I feel even worse now.”
    

    
      A cool warrior kept up their winning streak. A cooler warrior readily accepted their defeat when they happened to lose. In that sense, Terras were cool warriors. 
    

    
      “Fine.”
    

    
      “Fine, uger.”
    

    
      “Those who are against my agenda, shout it out.”
    

    
      Nobody shouted. Only bonfires crackled around the camp. All members of the Fire Water Council on the battlefield expressed their approval.
    

    
      Uburka looked around and nodded. “Good. As the chairman of water and fire, I hereby declare that helping one of the six species when they are in danger of extinction has been passed unanimously. Those who shouted in favor, those who remained silent in opposition, and their descendants cannot go against this agenda. Swear on the sacred earth.”
    

    
      Uburka struck the ground three times with the handle of his ax. The Terra warriors also gripped their weapons and struck the ground three times.
    

    
      Uburka returned to the conference tent and sat down. Stunned, the representatives of the six species looked at the Terra leader without a word. Uburka faced the representatives with his arms crossed. “Now, there is a guarantee that our promise will be passed down to future generations. Do you have any other questions?”
    

    
      After a short silence, the vampire bowed. “That’d be enough. I have no more questions.”
    

    
      The vampire lowered his head, but the Skian representative had something to say. The dokkaebi with a single horn on his forehead was scowling quite aggressively. “Hey, fungus. You think you’re really tough, eh?!”
    

    
      “I’m at least stronger than your papa.”
    

    
      “You son of a bitch.”
    

    
      “You’re wrong. Kekerukker descended in the form of a lion. Therefore, us Terras are the sons of a lion. A son of a bitch would be an appropriate description for the Shellmount representative over there. It’s disappointing that you don’t even know common knowledge when it comes to different species. Go ahead and correct yourself. I’m the son of a lion.”
    

    
      “Uh? Huh? Gosh, anyway!” The Skian representative took out his sword. “We brought our expeditionary forces here by using up piles of grain that our people worked so hard to harvest! Even if you say ‘I’ll help later, so step back,’ that just won’t do! What are you going to do about the grains we have already spent?”
    

    
      “What do you want then?”
    

    
      “Compensation!”
    

    
      “We aren’t really affluent either. Terras only hunt enough to last for a day. Even if I wanted to compensate you, I can’t.”
    

    
      “Then I can’t negotiate either!”
    

    
      Uburka stroked his chin. “Ugor. That’s probably not it. There are probably other matters you’re really worried about.”
    

    
      “Like what?”
    

    
      Uburka convincingly recited the words I had told him in my dream. “The problem is that you spent a fuckton of grains, yet you’re returning without any accomplishments. The lords and landowners you ripped off won’t be too happy about this. Fuck, they might even go ahead and rebel, resulting in you losing your status. If you’re unlucky, you may also lose your head. Isn’t that what you’re really worried about?”
    

    
      The Skian representative clearly had not expected this response, so he was at a loss for words. “Well, umm…”
    

    
      Uburka bared his fangs. “If a rebellion breaks out in your country, I’ll go there myself to help you out at once. I won’t put this on my council’s agenda. This is something I’ll do alone. Myself, an ax, and twelve spears should be enough to handle rebels. How does that sound? Is this enough for you to join in destroying the Holy Land? If you still have an excuse, bring it on. When you lose this war, it’ll be a great excuse to tell your nobles.”
    

    
      Angry, the Skian’s representative face became as red as a beat. He raised his sword. “Y-you bastard. Alright, come on! Let’s duel! If you think I’ll go easy on you, you’re delusional.”
    

    
      “If you think I won’t go easy on you just because you’re taunting me like that, you’re mistaken. I’ll go moderately easy on you.”
    

    
      As a result, the Skian representative was moderately beaten. His single horn was bent at a moderate angle, and his broken nose now flaunted its moderate curve. When a few of his teeth fell out, he became the epitome of the word “moderate.” Now stuck upside down in a hole in the ground at a moderate angle, all he could do was groan.
    

    
      “You son of a bi… Motherfucker…”
    

    
      Uburka smiled. “Now you look like a warrior!”
    

    
      People tended to speak less when they were shoved into a hole in the ground head first. That night, all the seven species’ representatives signed a peace treaty.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 177: The Giant’S Legacy (1)

    
      It was time to talk about Slimepolis. The city used to make a living through mining and trading its byproducts. Slimepolis was considered to be the best rock salt mining site in the empire. When others asked “What can you get out of just digging the ground?” Slimepolis citizens had their answers at the ready. 
    

    
      “It puts food on our plates and money in our pockets.”
    

    
      “It’s the Great Cave.”
    

    
      “It’s the Primordial Mother Earth’s skull.”
    

    
      “We collect the goddess’ teeth.”
    

    
      That was what Slimepolis used to be. The city that thrived on mining found its glory as the miners dug up the land. The more they mined, the more the days of glory lasted. However, at some point, a different set of sounds rang out when the miners swung their pickaxes, indicating that they had dug all the way to the very bottom of the mine.
    

    
      
        [The mining performance of Slimepolis is weakening!]
      
    

    
      Some rock salt was still left, but the miners had to dig too deep to find it. The work hours became longer, and the difficulty of their work increased.
    

    
      
        [The cost of the Slimepolis salt industry is increasing!]
      
    

    
      The slaves escaped. Shellmounts’ skin made them vulnerable to the salt, so they could swing pickaxes for brief periods of time or manage workers at the mine entrance, but crawling deep into the mine was the most difficult task for them. This was why slaves of the six species were required. When the slaves escaped, the economy of Slimepolis the Rock Salt City went downhill. 
    

    
      
        [The reign of Shellmounts is weakening!]
      
    

    
      Fingills resembled merfolk. Seawater irritated their skin so much that the Fingills only swam around in the Great Lake. However, one day, an anomaly was born among the Fingills. When the anomaly went into the sea, he could endure the saltwater, although he commented that it was a bit salty. After some time, the anomaly’s descendants could also survive in the sea.
    

    
      
        [Fingills are evolving!]
      
    

    
      Seawater was hell for Shellmounts. It was difficult for them to navigate the seas. The fact that Fingills could live in that hell made it so they no longer ran into Shellmounts.
    

    
      One day, another anomaly was born among the Fingills. They happened to touch a mudflat.  
    

    
      “Wow, it’s so salty.” 
    

    
      Since the mudflat was near the sea, the mud was very salty. 
    

    
      “Can it be more salty than this?”
    

    
      Back then, they still remembered what being a slave in Slimepolis had been like. The tendency to dig a hole to get salt still prevailed in the back of their minds. The anomalous Fingill dug a hole in the mudflat, put a wooden stick in it, placed reed inside, and smeared it with mud. This was the primitive form of a jar.
    

    
      A week later, the Fingill checked the jar, which now contained a shallow amount of seawater. She pumped out the seawater and placed the jar in a kiln. When she tasted it, it was extremely salty. Thus, seawater salt was created as a result of an old slave tendency.
    

    
      
        [A new technology has been created!]
      
    

    
      
        [A rival faction of the Shellmounts is growing stronger!]
      
    

    
      Fingills were also natural boatmen. These merfolk could breathe in both land and water, so they didn’t die even when faced with storms. The once scary sea, the domain of the Sea God, was now their guardian. Ships loaded with salt traveled in and out of docks and other waterways without a hitch. The Fingills eventually took over the production and distribution of the salt industry.
    

    
      
        [An ideological conflict has arisen!]
      
    

    
      The Shellmounts refused to yield. According to the Shellmounts’ mythology, salt was the goddess’ teeth. It was difficult for the Shellmounts to accept the fact that eating seawater salt didn’t cause stomachaches. People had several choices when it was difficult to acknowledge others. The Shellmounts chose the easiest one. 
    

    
      “This is an evil craft.”
    

    
      “The devil is helping them.”
    

    
      “Seawater salt is a cursed food that has the devil breath on it.”
    

    
      “The Fingills are all demons who serve the devil!”
    

    
      “The fact that their skin can withstand the salty sea now is evidence of devil worshiping!”
    

    
      The Shellmounts could have picked a slightly more difficult path, such as editing their mythology. 
    

    
      
        Actually, the goddess was split in half when she died. Half of her body was buried in the ground, and the other half sank deep into the sea.
      
    

    
      Changing the myth was one option. As a country expanded, traditional myths were bound to be at risk. With the world becoming wider, the species discovered that salt, which was thought to only come from land, could also be found in water. The bigger the world was, the more myths lost what made them unique, making it less clear who the dominant species was.
    

    
      The empire had the possibility to discard their unique local mythology and adopt a new religion with an universal yet boring supreme god. Slimepolis then could have been reborn not as a city but an empire, like Rome.
    

    
      But the Shellmounts didn’t do that. 
    

    
      “Those who consume salt made by the demons will be charged with blasphemy, regardless of the reason!”
    

    
      “Salt dissolves when it falls into water, so how can salt come out of water? This is the devil’s trick. That’s how he deceives into falling for false beliefs.
    

    
      They justified why they couldn’t do that.
    

    
      “From now on, all the citizens must eat only the rock salt produced by the empire. Those who mine salt from mines that don’t have the temple’s official approval, those who convert water into salt, and those who bring the converted salt into the empire will all be punished!”
    

    
      “Trade of seawater salt is prohibited. Block all waterways. Sink all the Fingill ships transporting seawater salt!”
    

    
      The priests, believers of the old myths, defended these decisions. The warriors who waged war against the slaves cheered. The citizens who still looked down on the six species rooted for their peers. The nobles used this justification as the foundation of their power. No one could stop the priests, warriors, citizens, and nobles, not when they joined forces. Only their god could do that, but he had already been eliminated. 
    

    
      
        “Haha. You’re here! From now on, you are our master. I will serve you,” 
      
      the Inquisitor would have told me if he had still been around.
    

    
      
        [The Shellmounts have destroyed the Fingills’ base port.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Shellmounts have plundered the Fingill trade ships.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Shellmounts are forcing the other species to trade rock salt.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Fingills are fighting back against the Shellmounts’ efforts!]
      
    

    
      When the reign of the ones in charge declined and new powers arose, when a new main source of the salt industry appeared, and when one side failed to accept a new ideology and missed a golden opportunity to reform, there was only one possible outcome. 
    

    
      
        [A hegemony war has broken out!]
      
    

    
      That was how things had been for the past six hundred years. It took six wars for the empire to fall. 
    

    
      “
      
        Ugor.
      
       The Holy Land will be destroyed according to the peace treaty between the seven species.”
    

    
      The priests lost their religion, the warriors their chance at victory, the citizens their peace, and the nobility their power. What remained was a mine with all its six-hundred-year-old glory and salt excavated long ago. However, a single sentence from a history book couldn’t stop the enemies’ swords, and an empty cave couldn’t feed the people.
    

    
      By the time everyone realized this, it was so, so late.
    

    
      “You have three options,” Uburka said. “Option one: I’ll destroy the land by myself! I can and want to do that. Any warrior wants to be praised for generations to come for destroying a city all by himself. I am not only powerful but also generous, so I’ll set my greed aside for a moment.”
    

    
      Uburka then took a bodybuilding stance. His left pectoral wiggled. 
    

    
      “The second option is that you destroy the Holy Land yourselves, Shellmounts! You can do that, but you’re probably not big fans of that option. It would be humiliating to go down in history as the species who destroyed their own Holy Land. I understand the situation you’re in, so I won’t force you to make this choice!” 
    

    
      Uburka’s right pectoral wiggled.
    

    
      “The last choice is for all the seven species to pick up hammers,” Uburka announced with a grin. “Destroy the city until your anger dissipates. You soldiers worked hard to come this far, and you citizens also went through a lot to protest until now. Destroy everything in your way! You can and will do just that.”
    

    
      With a trembling voice, the Mount King, the king of the Shellmounts, asked, “Fearsome warrior, what if I let you into my city and a battle breaks out?”
    

    
      “Don’t worry! We, Terras, will stand guards. Your hammers will only be used to crush buildings, not people’s heads.”
    

    
      “There are some things that should be preserved. Us Shellmounts engrave history on stone pillars.”
    

    
      “Dismantle the pillars and transport them to some other place. I don’t see the problem.”
    

    
      “They’re really heavy....”
    

    
      “Pick up only what you can carry. History that the descendants can’t carry on their backs isn’t a sign of honor but stubbornness. If you let parts of history go, you’ll be lighter and free. This will eventually make you stronger.”
    

    
      “Slimepolis is our last city. Where do you intend to take us?”
    

    
      “To a place lighter, freer, and better than this one.”
    

    
      “Some of our citizens don’t believe you.”
    

    
      “Great!” Uburka clasped his hands together and flexed his biceps. “Let them attack me all at once!”
    

    
      Nine hundred and forty-four Shellmount citizens came forward. Since they couldn’t charge at the Terra leader at once, the bravest sixteen warriors went first, all of them experienced swordsmen despite being from a fallen empire.
    

    
      “I will grant you the special honor of witnessing my true self!” Uburka guffawed. 
    

    
      The aura giant descended on this land.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “What the—”
    

    
      “Fuuuuu—”
    

    
      Uburka’s punch sent all the Shellmounts flying before they could even finish their sentences. Not only the sixteen warriors in the lead but also the twenty-eight Shellmounts waiting in the back flew like baseballs, scoring home runs. 
    

    
      “
      
        Hahahaha
      
      !” the giant laughed boisterously. “Come at me if you want, kiddos!”
    

    
      No one responded to his provocation.
    

    
      “My chest is quite wide! I will embrace all of you even if there are nine hundred or nine thousand of you! Unfortunately, I have no milk in my chest to feed you, but I have enough muscles to turn you kids into adults! I’ll be your papa!”
    

    
      Not many wanted to have a Terra as their father. Instead of letting the muscle pig beat and stress them, the Shellmounts decided to release their pent-up stress by destroying their ancestors’ buildings. It was a wise choice.
    

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    
      “Fuuuuuu—!”
    

    
      Over the course of nine days, the seven species shouted obscenities and reduced Slimepolis to dust. Uburka made the finishing touch. He once again turned into an aura giant and crushed the city. 
    

    
      
        Thump! Thud! Thud!
      
    

    
      He went at it for over half a day. The cavernous city shook, and the mountain that served as the borders collapsed. Boulders fell from the cracked cave ceiling. 
    

    
      “What the hell…”
    

    
      One giant hobgoblin buried a city on his own. Uburka smiled with satisfaction, as if he was a boy who had just finished trampling on a sand castle at a playground. 
    

    
      “
      
        Heh
      
      , at least I’ll get the title of City Destroyer. I hereby declare that the peace treaty is in effect. Terras, pack your bags. You too, Shellmounts. Get your nerdy pillar pieces and follow us. We’re going back to Goru,” the strongest warrior in the history of Terras declared.
    

    
      That was how the stage ended. 
    

    
      
        [The hegemony war has ended.]
      
    

    
      
        [The multi-species alliance has achieved victory, though it’s not what they were aiming for.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Shellmounts are no longer at risk of extinction.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Terras have gained sovereign authority!]
      
    

    
      
        [The prestige of the Terras has become greater.]
      
    

    
      
        [The power of the Terras has increased.]
      
    

    
      
        [The chance of Terras developing a new trait has increased significantly.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have received 9,000 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 9800 species points.]
      
    

    
      My fellow Hunters muttered among themselves.
    

    
      “He’s really a monster....”
    

    
      “Don’t tell me monsters like Uburka will continue to spawn among the Terras… If that’s the case, then I feel really bad for my little guys.”
    

    
      The Paladin shook her head. “I doubt it. The chance is really low. Uburka is called unprecedentedly strong for a reason. Someone like him being born among the Terras is a rare occurrence. Another hero will probably be born from another species in the next era. We just have to endure it until our species’ golden age comes.”
    

    
      
        [You can now clear the stage.]
      
    

    
      
        [Do you want to do that now?]
      
    

    
      The Black Witch flipped her hair. “Interesting. One species doesn’t necessarily have to be eliminated. I guess it’s okay to just overcome the risk of extinction.”
    

    
      “Who knows? Another species may be in danger of extinction at the moment. Maybe we just don’t know it.”
    

    
      We watched from afar as the armies of each species dispersed. It had been eight hundred years since the primordial forest burned down. Although we were still reigning like Constellations, our children slowly began to walk on their own, rather than following the constellations in the night sky.
    

    
      I said, “
      
        Hmm, 
      
      great work, everyone.”
    

    
      The Black Witch smiled. “Why are you saying that as if it was a group effort? A guy from your species solved everything by himself. I’ve never cleared a stage as easily as this one. I’m going to spend about ten days watching my little guys before leaving the stage. What about you, Death King?”
    

    
      “Then I’ll also stay for ten more days before going. I have something to teach Uburka, anyway.”
    

    
      “What are you trying to teach that monster again…?”
    

    
      “Don’t worry. It’s for his own good.”
    

    
      We parted ways, promising to leave the stage in ten days.
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Dream Appearance.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 100 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 9,700 species points.]
      
    

    
      Uburka looked at me from the mud pond. “
      
        Ugor
      
      . Hello again, Daddy.”
    

    
      “Yeah, Daddy’s home.”
    

    
      “I followed your advice and guided the Shellmounts to a safe place. Go ahead and praise me for doing a good job.”
    

    
      “Oh my, my baby. Did you save a species from extinction? Woooooow, well done! Really good. My son is so cool! I’m so proud of you! Terras are the coolest in the world, and you’re the coolest Terra out there! You’re much better than your dad!”
    

    
      Uburka giggled. “
      
        Ugor. Ugor.
      
      ” 
    

    
      After showering him with praise for about ten minutes, I said, “Uburka, there is something I want you to learn.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugor
      
      ?”
    

    
      “To be exact, I want you to teach this to the other Terras so that it won’t be forgotten even after you die. I want it to last for more than two hundred years.”
    

    
      “What is it?” 
    

    
      I smiled. Red aura bloomed in my hand. “I will teach you the fire of the world.”
    

    
      I was going to teach the Terras my New Demonic Heaven Arts.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 178: The Giant’S Legacy (2)

    
      “Uburka, after witnessing the way you use aura, I realized something.”
    

    
      “Are you talking about Motherfucking Aura Teaching?”
    

    
      “I can’t help but lament over how you guys ended up adding that word to your daily vocabulary… Anyway, yeah. I saw great potential in Motherfucking Aura Teaching,” I said, once again riding on Uburka’s shoulders. “It has the potential for formula arts.”
    

    
      “Formula arts?” Uburka asked, tilting his head. “What are those, Daddy?”
    

    
      Before I met Teacher, I had only read a few lines from 
      
        murim 
      
      novels, but I learned the basics of 
      
        murim
      
       from the Guardian whenever I had time. 
    

    
      “Martial arts are all about how to handle one’s own body. On the other hand, formula arts are something that multiple people demonstrate.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugor.
      
       Is it like a gang fight?”
    

    
      “It’s similar to that, but it’s different from a simple gang fight,” I said. “Let’s say people from different sects fight on the same side, but that is just a joint attack, not a formula art. Formula arts require people to share the same principles and methods of aura utilization.”
    

    
      “Is that what you’re trying to teach me, Daddy?”
    

    
      “I’ll first teach you the Demonic Heaven Arts and then create formula arts. I haven't really been part of fights that use formula arts, so I’m not sure whether this will work out. Still, so what if it doesn’t work out? We should still give it a shot!”
    

    
      “There’s something I don’t really understand. Why do I have to learn this?”
    

    
      I tapped Uburka on the top of his head a couple of times. “Hey, hey. Child, if anything in this world needed a reason to exist, then a lot of things wouldn’t be around in the first place! For now, let’s just give it a try! Then, if we can’t really figure it out, we give up. Once we get a feel for what we’re doing, then we dive into creating the formula arts. Okay?”
    

    
      “I see. We’ll do our best.”
    

    
      “Yeah, a rough best,” I replied with a beaming smile. “By the way, your daddy has a question.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Have you ever gone without food for more than a week?”
    

    
      Uburka blinked. “
      
        Gau
      
      ?”
    

    
      From then on, I roughly taught him Demonic Heaven Arts.  
    

    
      “The Demonic Heaven Arts consist of nine forms. The first form is Starvation Death. It’s a sword form that was forged after hunger’s longing and desperation. You could say this is why you have to starve right now. Gosh, it’s really nice to be in a dream! We have an unlimited amount of time. You won’t die, no matter how much you starve!”
    

    
      “Kill me!” Uburka cried out after starving for a week in dream time. 
    

    
      I ate sweet fruits and delicious fish in front of him. Not like he could do anything about it since his limbs were chained after I beat him in a fair fight.
    

    
      “Just kill me!” Uburka yelled. 
    

    
      “Are you in distress?”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      “Are you in pain?” 
    

    
      “Every muscle in my body is screaming!”
    

    
      “That’s it! Child, the form is about voicing that suffering through your sword. I tried starving for a week. Still, even if you starve, you can’t just starve without thinking. Think of a farmer and the farmer’s children starving to death somewhere. That is how you should starve.”
    

    
      “Daddy, you’re insane!”
    

    
      “Dreams are really nice. When I think of a snowfield, it pops up in my mind. The same thing happens when I think of a plague. A plague outbreak is the perfect environment to learn the Demonic Heaven Arts. There was nothing like this back in my day. 
      
        Phew.
      
      ”
    

    
      “Cold… Daddy, it’s cold…”
    

    
      “That’s Freezing Death! Picture how people had to rake fallen leaves to cover themselves because they had no blankets.”
    

    
      “I’ll freeze to death before I do that…”
    

    
      “It’s fine because you won’t die. My child, you’re the strongest warrior in the history of Terras, so this should be easy, right? Right?”
    

    
      “It’s been a long time since I had to say this, but I really have to say it now. Fuuuuck…”
    

    
      My lesson went on. 
    

    
      
        “You say it’s difficult to learn? Does being burned hurt too much? Okay, then I’ll burn with you. Even if it hurts, it’s better if we suffer together. It still hurts? Of course it does. That’s why we’re burning to death. But, my child, I can’t really hear you. If your vocal cords are burned up, you can use aura to make sounds. Look at your daddy. I’m not even moving my tongue, but I speak freely using my aura. Give it a try.”
      
    

    
      “This… is… hell…”
    

    
      “Wow, that's my boy! You learn so quickly! The Demonic Heaven Arts are about demonstrating the hells of the secular world one by one.”
    

    
      “These martial arts are… horrible… How in the world did you learn them, Daddy…?”
    

    
      I grinned. “Well, one thing led to another.”
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Dream Appearance.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 100 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 8,800 species points.]
      
    

    
      While my colleagues were busy taking care of their species, I devoted all my ten days to Uburka. Actually, I spend way more than that in Uburka’s dreams. 
    

    
      I scratched my cheek and said, “Well, not bad. I wish we could do more, but I’m satisfied with this.”
    

    
      Uburka gritted his teeth. “Is that all you have to say? I experienced a living hell for ten days!”
    

    
      “
      
        Umm…
      
       Well…  I realized while teaching you that I’m very gifted in the Demonic Heaven Arts. I never knew it would take a lot of gifts to master these arts…”
    

    
      “Of course! Which lunatic would know how dying from starvation, thirst, freezing cold, poisoning, illness, bludgeoning, and burning feels in detail? It’s even stranger to know this AND demonstrate it through your aura! A person can only die once, and once they die, it’s over! If this weren’t a dream, I wouldn’t have even considered learning these arts!”
    

    
      “You’re right…”
    

    
      My demonic cult was a tough one.
    

    
      “As a matter of fact, you’re the strange one, Daddy! How can you use these hideous martial arts freely in the first place? How in the world can you do that? It’s actually a wonder that you’re sane!”
    

    
      I smiled. “Thank you for the compliment. Well, after today, I’ll say goodbye to this era. But before that, let’s at least come up with a draft of our formula arts together. Even though you may not have mastered the Demon Heavenly Demonic Arts, you have at least reached the level of Entry Demon. Uburka, you and I now breathe in the same way in this world. Now that we can share our dreams, it will be possible to make them come true together.”
    

    
      I jumped off Uburka’s shoulder. “Sit down.” 
    

    
      “
      
        Uger.
      
      ”
    

    
      “Unlike martial arts, formula arts aren’t well defined. They’re very incoherent. Some sects make their formula arts at the level of joint attacks.”
    

    
      I sat across from Uburka and gathered stones in my hand. The stones rolled around in my palm by themselves, powered up by aura. “Imagine each stone is a warrior.”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      “Out of six people, five move in a certain rhythm. Kind of like a song. Those who fight these warriors become accustomed with their rhythm. The moment the opponent gets used to it, the sixth one comes rushing in at a completely different rhythm.”
    

    
      
        Swish!
      
    

    
      One of the six stones suddenly flew out. Before Uburka could react, the stone hit his pectoral, inflicting zero damage. Still, Uburka stared at me, most likely shocked that he hadn’t managed to respond in time.
    

    
      “This is a joint-level formula art. People’s brains have the power to understand rules. Rhythm is also a rule. The core of this formula art is to use people’s cognitive abilities to our advantage.”
    

    
      “Awesome.”
    

    
      “Indeed. Though this is the most basic level of formula arts,” I said with a grin. 
    

    
      After inheriting the Heavenly Demon Cult, I learned various things from the Guardian whenever I had some free time.
    

    
      “The next level of formula arts is illusion.” I summoned aura in my palm. “What do you see?”
    

    
      “It looks like fire.”
    

    
      “That’s right. It looks like fire even though it isn’t. That’s because I imitate fire using my aura. Uburka, you remember the time you became bigger even though you weren’t actually physically bigger, right? That is a kind of illusion art.” 
    

    
      I focused my aura on the six stones and set them on fire. 
    

    
      “What would happen if six people blazed their aura together? Imagine fighting six warriors like that. It would probably feel as if you’re trapped in the middle of an inferno, right?”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugor.
      
      ”
    

    
      I grabbed the stones in the air. “This is one of the formula arts we will plan together from now on. You and I are the only ones who have learned the Demonic Heaven Arts. But what if there are three or six people like us? Or maybe twelve? Twenty-four?”
    

    
      Uburka listened to me intently. 
    

    
      “What if one hundred, three hundred, or six hundred people learn the Demonic Heaven Arts, and all of them can perform the same form at the same time?”
    

    
      Uburka’s eyes slowly widened. 
    

    
      I smirked like a mischievous boy. “No matter how much I try on my own, my inferno is about a meter wide. But with you, I can burn even a two or three-meter radius. If hundreds of people join in...”
    

    
      “It’s possible to burn down an entire battlefield.” 
    

    
      Uburka’s mouth was agape. His eyes were also a bit hazy. Perhaps he was mesmerized by the scene I was describing.
    

    
      “Hundreds of warriors would burn their souls following the same principle. The battlefield will then quickly become an inferno.”
    

    
      My newly designed Demonic Heaven Arts were going to be formula arts. They weren’t going to be skills for an individual but for a group. 
    

    
      “Daddy, you called it an illusion, but I wouldn’t call it that. When illusion takes over the world, it becomes real.”
    

    
      “What do you think? Isn’t it worth a try?”
    

    
      “I do.”
    

    
      “Okay. Let’s try it step by step,” I replied with a smile. “For these formula arts to work, we should have the same images in mind. After all, if we want to perform a choir song, we have to memorize the same lyrics. Uburka, you not only have to spread the Demonic Heaven Arts to the other Terras, but also the vision we share.”
    

    
      “What kind of visions are you talking about?”
    

    
      I drew a house on the ground. “I’ll tell you now. One day, I saw some dolls of children in a remote mansion...”
    

    
      I told him what I had been through so far and what I had seen.
    

    
      Formation 1: The young dolls in the infernal mansion.
    

    
      Formation 2: The Demon King of Shadow in a remote village.
    

    
      Formation 3: A peony that bloomed in a doomed winter.
    

    
      Formation 4: The moon whose heart was stolen by a mirror.
    

    
      Formation 5: The tear 
      
        [1]
      
      that fell from a rooftop.
    

    
      I sometimes drew on the ground, other times I conjured these images using my aura. I told Uburka everything I had experienced.
    

    
      These were still just stories. Since they didn’t have forms, they couldn’t be called formations. However, these were the visions that would one day serve as foundation to the formula arts. 
    

    
      “These are the five visions I have for now. There may or may not be more of them in the future, but for now, there’s five of them.”
    

    
      “I see,” Uburka muttered. “Daddy, you’ve had a hard life. I used to pride myself for living more passionately than anyone else, but you’re more diligent than me. You’ve been through so much in such a short amount of time...”
    

    
      “It’s because I travel a lot.”
    

    
      “Will I be able to travel to the same places as you, Daddy?”
    

    
      I stood up. “Well, perhaps. You’re a child who went through metamorphosis on your own, so it may be possible for you to complete life rejuvenation. I’m going to leave this era behind, but we might reunite if you survive until the next era. And the next, and the next, and the next…”
    

    
      Uburka laughed. “That means I’ll have to live a very long time. I’ll spread your stories to my Terras. I will make the five stories into Cavefires, and personally perform them at every shrouded full moon. I promise you my children will listen. Just as you took care of us, we won’t forget you either, Daddy.”
    

    
      I held out my hand. Uburka bent down and did the same, somewhat cradling my way smaller hand as we shook hands.
    

    
      “Uburka.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm
      
      ?”
    

    
      “You’re a cool kid. Continue to spread your fuckery all over the world.”
    

    
      Uburka grinned, baring his fangs. “Of course, Daddy.”
    

    
      
        I’ll leave the stage.
      
    

    
      White light enveloped me.
    

    
      
        [The stage has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The thirty-third floor has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The quest is still in progress.] 
      
    

    
      
        [You are going to be immediately teleported to the thirty-fourth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your reward will be given after you enter the thirty-fourth floor.]
      
    

    

    
      1. The Constellation Murderer. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 179: The Giant’S Legacy (3)

    
      The place where the light led me was as comforting as the light itself. It looked like a white blanket stretching all the way to the horizon. 
    

    
      Someone was already there. We made eye contact.
    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    
      “Hmm.” 
    

    
      The Countess, the MA master who had the most coins in the Tower, stared back at me. With a cheeky grin, she offered a soft chuckle. “Welcome back, Death King. It’s been exactly ten days. No one is more trustworthy than a youngster who keeps his promises.”
    

    
      The Countess was wearing traditional Indian clothing. Despite being extremely wealthy, she always wore a plain, monochromatic sari. In contrast to her clothes, the pattern of her fan was very flashy.
    

    
      “Thank you. Um, how are the Sylvans doing?”
    

    
      The Countess fanned herself, the golden arabesque pattern of her fan sparkling as she swayed it. 
    

    
      “Oh, don’t mention them, please. They became completely shameless while I was away! They had no idea how to manage their money, so I focused on teaching them that. Even though they’re elves, they can’t live by eating only blades of grass, right? But these guys fell in love with hoarding and counting money. Now everything is judged solely on whether it makes them money or not. They’re hopeless!”
    

    
      The fate of the elves was truly tragic. Before my regression, they had become a bloodthirsty warrior species under the Fire Emperor’s rule, but now they had evolved into misers under the guidance of the Countess. Children really took after their parents.
    

    
      I shrugged. “I think they just followed your teachings faithfully.” 
    

    
      “What? Who do you take me for? I just happen to view money as water. A loooot of water. It should fall like rain, flow like a river, and engulf everything like an ocean.” 
    

    
      “In short, you would like to shower with money.”
    

    
      The Countess chuckled from behind her fan. “That’s correct. I can’t act all mysterious around you, can I? Anyway, when are the others going to show up? It seems like they lost their edge after things have gotten a bit better these days.”
    

    
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      “Aren’t you guys on good terms?”
    

    
      “We’re on okayish terms. In the past, we made a fuss about being best friends or sworn siblings. After the Great Purge, we became quite distant. We became friends again only after you came.”
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      “Of course, I have always been good friends with some people.”
    

    
      
        Sworn siblings… They’ve really been through a lot together.
      
    

    
      Although I was confident that I was on good terms with my fellow Hunters, I was still in the dark about their history. I only recently found out about the childhood of Bambolina, the Inquisitor, so it got me thinking. 
    

    
      “Oh, yeah. I heard Miss Paladin is dating someone. Do you know who?” I asked. 
    

    
      “Hmm? Why do you want to know that?”
    

    
      “I’m a little curious. She wears a helmet almost all the time. I kind of want to know if she wears her helmet when she goes out with whoever she’s dating…”
    

    
      The Countess laughed. “I highly doubt it. You wouldn’t know about it, but the Paladin takes very special care of her hair. When she takes her helmet off, it looks amazing.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Yeah, her hair flutters like sun-soaked wheat. The reason she wears a helmet in the first place—”
    

    
      
        Poof! 
      
    

    
      The Countess and I turned toward the source of the funny sound. The Mirage-Walking Princess showed up, holding a pillow in her arms. Sweat dripped down her forehead. 
    

    
      “Sorry, sorry! I’m a little late because I was doing something related to the High Tower. Let’s see. Ah, you cleared the thirty-third floor. Are you done chatting?”
    

    
      “Done chatting? We’re waiting for our colleagues right now,” I answered. 
    

    
      The princess tilted her head. “Huh? What do you mean? The others are waiting for you.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Ah… Ah, sorry. I forgot to tell you something, didn’t I? It’s been so long since I’ve been in charge of stages, so I forgot a lot of things. When I fell as a Constellation, my intelligence was nerfed too much. It’s almost like the Zrakua…”
    

    
      What was she talking about? The Countess and I blinked at her, confused. Eventually, the princess snapped her fingers.
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess is now announcing the eliminated champion of the thirty-third floor.]
      
    

    
      I looked back at the Countess, who was also staring back at me. Eliminated champion? Didn’t everyone get through this stage without any elimination taking place? 
    

    
      The princess said, “If your species completely gives up on pursuing dominance or declines to the point where they can never aim to be the ruling species again, you will be eliminated. Simple, right? On the thirty-second floor, that was what happened to the Shellmounts, and on the thirty-third floor…”
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      
        [The eliminated champion of the thirty-third floor is the Countess.]
      
    

    
      My eyes were as wide as saucers while the Countess’ jaw dropped to the floor. The Tower chose to announce once more, as if they were twisting the knife deeper into the wound.
    

    
      “W-wait a minute! This is ridiculous!” the Countess countered. She was so flustered that her cat ears stuck out from her head. “Why did I get eliminated?”
    

    
      “Umm, the Sylvans gave up on pursuing dominance. Since they’re your species, you are automatically eliminated. I understand how hard it is to accept this outcome, but I also have to follow the rules… Sorry.”
    

    
      “This doesn’t make any sense! The Sylvans stayed quiet throughout this stage! They didn’t actively participate in the war nor did they use much of their power, so how can I be eliminated?”
    

    
      “Well, you see, what actually happened is… Hmm… I’m too tired for this! See for yourself.”
    

    
      
        Boing. 
      
    

    
      A video started playing in the air. Did the Constellation decide on the funky sound effects? I could only describe that as crazy.
    

    
      The video displayed several Sylvans having a meeting. Their long ears flopped around as they talked in shushed voices.
    

    
      —Hmm.
    

    
      —Terras became monsters. 
    

    
      —I heard the legends, but I never thought they’re actual monsters. 
    

    
      —I thought the general lied because he didn’t want to take responsibility, but that wasn’t the case.
    

    
      —Oh my god. Did you plant a spy in the expeditionary force? Traitor.
    

    
      —Don’t call me a traitor. Only a fool wouldn’t have done that. What if the general on the expedition suddenly goes crazy and points his sword at us? I know you all planted spies of your own too. Don’t act innocent.
    

    
      —That’s right.
    

    
      —That’s true.
    

    
      —We can’t trust others just because they’re also elves. Our faith is too expensive, and our existence too precious for that.
    

    
      —Thanks to you freaking cuties, the spies had fun in our barracks instead of listening to their commanders. It’s only natural that the holy expedition failed.  
    

    
      I had once imagined how elves would elegantly talk among themselves. This was far from it…
    

    
      —What should we do? The money spent so far to organize the allied forces has gone to waste.
    

    
      —I thought about getting our money’s worth by using the Shellmounts as slaves.
    

    
      —This isn’t the time to get our money’s worth. Terras becoming the ruling species is a problem. We’ve spent hundreds of years taking control of the Fingills, but some random bastards showed up out of nowhere and made a mess. It’s time to revise our grand plan. 
    

    
      
        Uh. 
      
    

    
      Bewildered, I looked at the Countess. “MA Master… don’t tell me that…”
    

    
      Obviously I didn’t think there was any way a multi-species alliance could be born from thin air. Still…  
    

    
      The Countess was just as embarrassed as me. “I-I just taught them one or two things about the economy.”
    

    
      “And now they’re trying to manipulate the other species with money. What in the world did you teach them that made them end up as the masterminds behind the curtain…?”
    

    
      “I didn’t mean for this to happen! I told you they became… strange. Come to think of it, this is their secret! Why are you showing this to the Death King?” the Countess asked, now directing her anger toward the princess.  
    

    
      Unbelievable. While I was raising the Terras with a pure heart, the Countess aimed for an economic victory behind the curtains. If I hadn’t seen this video, I wouldn’t have known about it until I cleared the fortieth floor.
    

    
      
        Wow, now that I think about it, I also took the MA Master’s advice.
      
    

    
      When the Terras were clashing with the multi-species alliance, the Countess advised me to negotiate in a way that was beneficial to all the seven species. I followed that advice and entered Uburka’s dream. In other words…
    

    
      “MA Master, you tried to go for an easy victory using money… How did the Sylvans take over the Fingills in the first place? The general public doesn’t know this, I assume?”
    

    
      “Damn. They didn’t take over the Fingills. They just teamed up. The Fingills live in water, so it’s difficult for them to build ships, but the Sylvans live in forests and are masters of woodcraft…”
    

    
      “Oh my god. The ships that the Fingills used to trade are made by the Sylvans?”
    

    
      The Countess groaned. “To be exact, the Sylvans lend them to the Fingills. The Sylvans own all the trade ships that the Fingills row. They pay a ship tax after every trade. And all ships rented from the Sylvans are required to dock only at ports managed by the Sylvans…”
    

    
      “Eh, how is that possible?”
    

    
      “If they dock at a Sylvan port, they get a thirty percent discount on ship tax. As a bonus, a free repair service is provided…”
    

    
      “Wow.”
    

    
      “And the Fingills can swim endlessly in water, but they can’t actually supply salt to villages or cities on land. Therefore, the Sylvans are in charge of this.”
    

    
      “If they take a Sylvan ship and use a Sylvan port, they will, of course, use a Sylvan wagon. After the Fingills work hard to make salt and deliver it to the ports… I’m guessing the Sylvans have fun with the distribution margins, right? The harder the Fingills work, the more money the Sylvans make, right?”
    

    
      “That’s exactly it.”
    

    
      My mouth was left agape. This was a very evil business strategy. “MA Master.. You’re really… really… a real deal…”
    

    
      The Countess huffed and puffed. “To make a lot of money, you have to dominate the distribution circle! I just taught my children the absolute truth. More than anything, I don’t want you to give me the stink eye ever again. You trained your Terras to become savage muscle pigs!”
    

    
      “No, I just raised my children strong so that they wouldn’t get beaten up when they go out in the world. I did it out of the kindness of my pure heart.”
    

    
      “Your pure heart? Your innocence shriveled up and died long ago! I just taught my children a little bit of the truth about the world so that they won’t have to work their bones off for the rest of their lives!”
    

    
      “A child needs to know a little struggle to grow up properly!”
    

    
      “And are my kids not struggling? Cut the bullshit!”
    

    
      “Children these days are narrow-minded because of parents like you, MA Master!”
    

    
      “Children these days have corrupted hearts because of parents like you, Death King!”
    

    
      “Ah, you’re really stingy.”
    

    
      “You really live up to your name.”
    

    
      “What’s wrong with my name?”
    

    
      “Gong-Ja sounds like a boomer name!”
    

    
      “What the—”
    

    
      The princess chimed in, “You guys are kind of funny. You two remind me of my mom…”
    

    
      While the Countess and I were debating the philosophy of children’s education, the hologram video went on smoothly in the background.
    

    
      —Shall we make the allied forces point their swords at the Terras now?
    

    
      —No, that’s not worth the cost. The Shellmount had the Holy Land at least, but what do the Terras have anyway? Their settlement has nothing but mud, so what’s the point of conquering it? 
    

    
      —I heard that mud is good for your skin…
    

    
      —Go all for it, beautiful. I’m not interested in that.
    

    
      —We should surrender.
    

    
      The Sylvan elders blinked. The Countess and I also stopped arguing.
    

    
      —Huh?
    

    
      —Let’s surrender. We can’t win by fighting or get anything from winning. There is nothing good to gain even after spending money. No matter what we do, our business will go bankrupt. We need a cheap way to close it down.
    

    
      —Have you gone nuts? You want to close down the entire business?
    

    
      —I’m only suggesting a new beginning. We offer our country to the Terras so that it will become their vassal state. In return, we ask for their protection.
    

    
      —Vassal state?
    

    
      —Protection? 
    

    
      —All the ships and ports we own will fall under the Terras’ control. The entire continent is scared of the Terras. If we sail and trade under their flag, we will be much safer than we are now. The Terras will be happy to have another species volunteer to be their vassal, and as long as they’re happy, they’ll trust us. We can use the reputation and power of the Terras almost for free.
    

    
      The elders pondered the suggestion. 
    

    
      —So you’re saying we should give up.
    

    
      —If we have to anyway, it’s more effective to do it as soon as possible.
    

    
      —My pride hurts a bit.
    

    
      —Use it to gain more money. It doesn’t really matter what we do as long as we can make money, right? 
    

    
      —You’re right.
    

    
      —We’ll pay a tribute to the Terras every year. If we tell them that we’ll give ten percent of our profits, they’ll be happy.
    

    
      —Ten percent? Isn’t that too much?
    

    
      —We can just give them one percent and lie that it’s ten percent. It’s okay. We don’t have an idiot in our species who can’t handle a double ledger.
    

    
      —That’s also true.
    

    
      I had never heard of elves using double ledgers in my life, but it seemed very natural to them. The elders quickly reached a consensus. 
    

    
      —Yeah, let’s surrender.
    

    
      —All we have to do is become a vassal state.
    

    
      —What do Terras like? Soil? Would they like it if we offered them soil mixed with gold powder?
    

    
      —Under what justification would it look legitimate to surrender?
    

    
      —The spies say that Terras are very savage and ignorant. We can just say that we love watching them flex their awesome muscles. If we pitifully add “Look. We have some money but got no muscle,” that should be good enough to work.
    

    
      —Really? Do you think they’re that stupid?
    

    
      —It’s amazing that such an idiotic species exists, but the more idiotic the Terras are, the easier it will be for us to mooch off them. Let’s just thank the heavens.
    

    
      —Thank you, Great Cat.
    

    
      —Thank you. 
    

    
      —Even today, we mooch off idiots under your care, Great Cat. 
    

    
      —Please let us earn easy money tomorrow just like today, and let us mooch off our workers for as long as we can. Ship taxes, land taxes, logistics taxes, distribution taxes, warehouse taxes—let us continue to rake in all the easy money. Thank you.
    

    
      The elders made a symbol in the air, seemingly the Sylvans’ holy cross. Seeing them bow made the sight seem quite sacred.
    

    
      I was silent, and so was the Countess. Actually, she had no other choice but to stay quiet. 
    

    
      The princess flashed a bright smile. “Yup, this is how they surrendered. They really have no interest in hegemony, and they’re happy as long as they make money. From the bottom of their hearts, they want to leech off the Terras forever so they can live easy lives. Hmm, since they voluntarily gave up fighting for hegemony, they’re automatically eliminated. Do you have any other questions?”
    

    
      “I have an objection!” the Countess screamed.
    

    
      “Sorry, I don’t take objections.”
    

    
      
        [The Countess has failed to clear the stage.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Countess has been eliminated from the stage!]
      
    

    
      The Countess became blurry, probably because she was getting teleported to the first floor.
    

    
      “This isn’t fair! It doesn’t make any sense! I just taught them how to live easy lives, so why did they give up on hegemony? Power is the final destination of wealth, so why?”
    

    
      “Sylvans aren’t greedy by nature. They learned the joy of making money early on, so they don’t need anything else, I guess. Like you said, they just want to live easy lives.”
    

    
      The Countess extended her hand to me. “D-Death King, help me! Take my side. I can't accept being eliminated like this!”
    

    
      
        Mmmm. Uhmmm.
      
    

    
      “I’m sorry, MA Master. Honestly, I think you brought this upon yourself. I’m definitely not sulking after you called me a boomer. These are my honest thoughts…”
    

    
      “Noooooo!” the Countess screamed before disappearing into a bright light. Her scream echoed for a while. 
    

    
      
        Swish.
      
    

    
      The next moment, the Sword Star, Black Witch, Viper, and the Paladin were summoned. 
    

    
      The Black Witch looked around. “I had to wait a bit this time too. Death King, did something happen?”
    

    
      I shook my head. “Nothing really. Let’s move on to the next stage.”
    

    
      
        I won’t forget the ridiculous reason for your elimination, MA Master. May a lot of coins be with you.
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 180: My Children Are Different Now (1)

    
      Of course, I couldn’t just say “Nothing happened” and move on. Everyone was curious as to why the Countess had been eliminated, so I roughly told them what I had seen and heard. 
    

    
      “She’s really... beyond pathetic. I just feel bad for her now,” the Black Witch commented in disbelief.
    

    
      She was usually very calm, but once her facial muscles moved, she became very expressive. Her look of disbelief truly expressed how absurd she found the Countess’ behavior. Amazing.
    

    
      “Serves her right for choosing the Sylvans. The less greedy a person is, the easier it is for them to be satisfied. She taught those greedless children the taste of money, so there’s no way they can turn their attention to other things.”
    

    
      The Paladin looked up, feeling bad. “Countess…” 
    

    
      We pictured the Countess smiling and waving at us from the heavens, then took a moment of silence to reflect on how absurd she really was.
    

    
      “Oh, yeah. What about the points the Countess had? Are they going to be distributed to us now?”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right. But this won’t be as sweet as when you received Inquisy’s points,” the Mirage-Walking Princess replied with a yawn. “Every time the Countess received points, she didn’t spare any, so I really don’t have a lot of points to distribute to you guys.”
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess has settled the points.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have received 2 points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 8802 species points.]
      
    

    
      What the hell? The Hunters and I all marveled at the Countess’ stinginess. 
    

    
      “Oh, it didn’t even out, so I have one point left. I’ll give this to Swordy. He’s number one among you, right? At least I should take care of you, that makes me feel good. Here you go! Smile!”
    

    
      “T-thank you,” the Sword Star stammered a reply.
    

    
      “No problem!”
    

    
      In the end, the Countess’ elimination left us to reflect on her absurdity, the importance of every single species point, and the stingy elves who were obsessed with money. 
    

    
      What the hell? Why did my colleagues tend to cause problems in these species’ world every time they were eliminated? I was terrified that our Tower’s name would change from Ascension City to Asshole City by the time we cleared the fortieth floor.
    

    
      “Now, I’ll send you to the thirty-fourth floor. Does anyone want to buy an item before leaving? Come on, be quick.”
    

    
      I glanced at the Civilization Store. There was one product I was aiming for.
    

    
      
        
          Species Evolution
        
      
    

    
      
        Grade: Undecided
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Your species can evolve up to two times. The second evolution costs much more than the first!
      
    

    
      
        Cost: 30,000 species points
      
    

    
      
        Requirement: Obtain at least six traits for your species.
      
    

    
      I clicked my tongue. Too expensive.
    

    
      
        It’ll be difficult to unlock their final evolution.
      
    

    
      I wanted to see my children grow up and conquer the world. Unfortunately, it looked like I would have to wait a bit before this wish would come true.
    

    
      —You lunatic, what if they become bigger than they already are? the Guardian asked.
    

    
      
        Do you know what happens when hobgoblins evolve?
      
    

    
      
        —Uh…? I’m not sure. They become dwarves? Trolls?
      
    

    
      I suppressed my laughter. So you have no clue. Just wait and see. When my kids fully grow up, you’ll immediately understand why I chose them. Just don’t go saying “Mr. Gong-Ja, I’m sorry for not appreciating the Terras sooner” when that time comes. 
    

    
      
        —Zombie… Don’t laugh like that. You look like a third-rate villain.
      
    

    
      
        So rude.
      
    

    
      My colleagues each chose items according to their needs. 
    

    
      When the princess saw that we were ready, she nodded. “All the items you purchased will affect history! Please understand that there will be no refunds. Then, allow me to fast-forward time for the next stage... Three hundred years have passed this time!”
    

    
      More than a thousand years had passed since the primordial forest burned down. From what I remembered, the Fire Emperor’s world unification plan was in full swing around this time before my regression. The Sylvans, who had worshipped the Fire Emperor as their God of Fire, had burned down the continent. In any case, they were mentally much healthier now since they loved making money instead of burning people.
    

    
      The princess put down her pillow and smiled. “It’s time to unlock the thirty-fourth floor. There wasn’t a quest on the previous floor, but there will be one this time. Still, it won’t be a joint quest for all of you. You’ll each receive a quest of your own for your species. Your species’ childhood is coming to an end. In human terms, they’re going through puberty. The problems within their species have been festering and they need to ooze out. It’s time to go through growth pains.”
    

    
      The princess clapped. “Good luck to each of you! Some of your kids are pretty scary, so be careful!”
    

    
      Before I had the chance to ponder why she wished us luck individually, pure white light surrounded us. Just before I blacked out, I heard a voice.
    

    
      
        [Terras have gained a new trait: Noblesse Oblige!]
      
    

    
      It seemed the change was applied as history unfolded. As I was waiting for the thirty-fourth floor stage to manifest, I heard the voice once more.
    

    
      
        [Terras’ trait: Evil Friend Doctrine is changing!]
      
    

    
      
        [Terras have gained a new trait: Demonic Cult!]
      
    

    
      
        What? A demonic cult?
      
    

    
      Before I could even think about what that meant, I was teleported to the next era.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      As soon as I found myself on the thirty-fourth floor, the difference between stages was very noticeable. I looked around the street. 
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master? Mr. Sword Star? Hello? Is there anyone out there?”
    

    
      My colleagues were nowhere to be seen. When the princess had wished us luck individually, she really meant that everyone would be scattered and should do their best to complete their quest. Perhaps my colleagues had been sent to the regions where their respective species had settled.
    

    
      As for me, I was in the city of Terras.
    

    
      “Ugor. Let’s have a drink after the evening training.”
    

    
      “Watermelon is in season these days. Grating some and mixing it with alcohol is delicious.”
    

    
      “If you drink, won’t that hurt your muscle growth?”
    

    
      “Sometimes you need to soak your muscles in alcohol to make them more flexible.”
    

    
      Terras walked around the streets in groups of twos and threes. I heard that the Terras had become the sovereign species in the last stage but, surprisingly, there was nothing special about the city or streets. They weren’t fancy or dazzling. White buildings that looked like neatly built termite mounds lined up the streets.
    

    
      “There’s a Cavefire play today featuring all the popular actors! Its popularity has not diminished for two years! Seats are sold out, and not many standing seats are left either!”
    

    
      Within the city, I spotted some unusually large circular buildings—theaters. In front of them, employees sold tickets for standing seats with bright smiles. Surprisingly, they were all Sylvans.
    

    
      “Tickets are almost sold out! I repeat, they’re almost sold out! Come get them now!”
    

    
      What was even more surprising was the play’s title.
    

    
      “A special experience just for tonight! Bring your lover! Or your colleagues! Watch Raviel and Kekerukker performed by a prestigious theater troupe with three hundred years of history!”
    

    
      I choked on saliva. 
    

    
      “The love story of the century! A heavenly romance! Why did the most beautiful princess in the empire abandon the crown prince and choose the insignificant Kekerukker? How did Kekerukker seduce the princess with his wicked tongue? The play tells the most important aspect of life—eloquence. Raviel and Kekerukker! Learn some crazy tongue moves yourself!”
    

    
      “These little bastards…” 
    

    
      I ran to the front of the theater. 
    

    
      A lot of ink posters were hung at the three-way intersection in front of the theater, including portraits of the actors playing Raviel and me. Of course, both of them were Terras. 
    

    
      Other Terras chatted among themselves in front of the portraits.
    

    
      “They’re really beautiful...”
    

    
      “Uger. To be honest, haven’t we watched Raviel and Kekerukker countless times since we were young? I can recite the lines even with my eyes closed now.”
    

    
      “You don’t know? There’s a trend going around that encourages people to reinterpret classic masterpieces. In the play I saw last time, Raviel and Goldencup ended up together.”
    

    
      “That’s ridiculous. Isn’t that Silver Lily and Goldencup, not Raviel and Kekerukker? Many of the troupes phish you with different titles.”
    

    
      “Don’t be so harsh. That play is really popular among some people.”
    

    
      “You’re right. I heard some people loved it so much that they spent all their money on it.”
    

    
      “They say the Sylvan writer made a lot of money out of that play.”
    

    
      There was more.
    

    
      “A golden opportunity to watch the best Cavefire play out there! The Heavenly Demon Chronicle is playing tonight! Come witness the ecstatic fire demonstrated by the Rank 16 Great Warrior of the Fire Water Council! In the role of the Fire Emperor—”
    

    
      “The one and only blockbuster-scale Cavefire play! Sixty-six extras have been cast for this play! Estelle: from Saintess to Witch! The only place in Goru where you can watch a play like this is the Gamtang Theater! If you book now, you will receive a free cup of watermelon beer! Isn’t that a phenomenal deal?”
    

    
      The Sylvan agents screamed at the top of their lungs to promote the plays. Four theaters alone clustered the intersection. Since they were competing, the promotion was fierce. Some of the agents got into fights and grabbed each other’s ears.
    

    
      “Watermelon beer?! Hey, that’s not fair! Don’t bribe people with food! If you’re a troupe, compete fairly based on the quality of your plays!”
    

    
      “Nothing is unfair in business! If you have a problem, stop yapping and develop a product yourself, loser!”
    

    
      A couple of Terras joined in. 
    

    
      “Ugor? Are you guys fighting?”
    

    
      “We’ll watch the play of the ticket agent who wins this fight. We’ll be the referees, so throw hands for a bit.”
    

    
      I was shocked and horrified.
    

    
      “Y-You loonyheads…” I muttered, unable to find any other words to describe what I was seeing. 
    

    
      Of course, Uburka had said that he would turn my stories into Cavefires and pass them down for generations. However, I had imagined he would look like a grandfather telling a story to his grandchildren. There was no way for me to foresee my stories becoming commercialized on such a large scale.
    

    
      The Guardian chuckled.
    

    
      
        —Isn’t this because of the Sylvans? They’re crazy about money, right? Yo, that play looks interesting. Let’s watch it!
      
    

    
      The theater he pointed at was playing Raviel and Kekerukker. With half of my sanity gone, I followed the Guardian. 
    

    
      The amphitheater resembled a huge dark cave. As the actors recited their lines, they controlled aura with ease. The play was closer to a musical.
    

    
      “Ah, Your Grace, I realized where my heart is headed.”
    

    
      “Sylvia.”
    

    
      “Clams suffer from a white, shiny disease in their hearts. The disease hardens and becomes a pearl, just like my destiny. Raviel, I cannot resist this beautiful disease.”
    

    
      The Terras’ performance was great. Since there was a character named Sylvia, I was certain that the Terra was playing the role of Goldencup.
    

    
      “Sylvia, no. Stop it. If you say anything else…”
    

    
      “The person I love isn’t the next sun of the empire nor is it my butler. It’s you, Raviel. Your Grace, I’m in love with you.”
    

    
      “Oh my god,” I murmured.
    

    
      
        Oh my god.
      
    

    
      “Have you lost your mind, Lady of Evanail?” Raviel’s actress asked.
    

    
      My kids were out of their minds!
    

    
      “No, I’m perfectly sane. Tomorrow, I’ll bid my farewell to His Highness the Crown Prince. He’ll get angry, but his wrath won’t be able to engulf my love. No, let it happen! I’m willing to burn.”
    

    
      “Lady of Evanail!”
    

    
      I continued watching the Cavefire play, albeit absentmindedly. Raviel couldn’t accept Goldencup’s heart. The crown prince and Goldencup broke up, but that didn’t mean he gave up on her. Since he couldn’t have her, he planned to have her assassinated. 
    

    
      The play finally reached its climax. Butler Kekerukker ended up dying instead of Sylvia because he tried to stop the assassination.
    

    
      “I shouldn’t die, you bastards!” I screamed.
    

    
      The title was Raviel and Kekerukker! As one of the Terras had said earlier, I had been phished!
    

    
      However, the Terras couldn’t hear me. They kept chatting with each other long after the Cavefire play was over.
    

    
      “Today’s fire was also wonderful…”
    

    
      “This is my fourth time watching this play, but I never get sick of it. All of the actors are really good at using their aura.”
    

    
      “Gor. Honestly, that story left me so touched. I also want to perform on stage someday!”
    

    
      No, something was wrong. I fell to my knees in front of the theater situated at the three-way intersection. “What should I do? My kids are weird...”
    

    
      The Guardian looked as if he was experiencing mixed emotions.
    

    
      
        —Your kids were weird from the beginning, Zombie.
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 181: My Children Are Different Now (2)

    
      “What are you talking about? My children are innocent, cute, healthy, diligent, and… Anyway, they were born with a lot of great gifts. What do you know about my Blins?”
    

    
      
        —Whatever you say, simp, 
      
      the Guardian said with a click of his tongue.
      
         May you be born as a goblin in your next life.
      
    

    
      
        [You have been given a quest.]
      
    

    
      
        
          Warring Theaters Period: The Crisis of Classics
        
      
    

    
      Perhaps the Tower thought enough context had been given about this stage. Even the name of the quest was unusual. I read through the quest description, still kneeling while desperation engulfed me. 
    

    
      
        
          Warring Theaters Period: The Crisis of Classics
        
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty level: B+
      
    

    
      
        Goal: Terras now have their own mythology thanks to your efforts. For as long as they can remember, they have heard your stories and been taught your beliefs. However, their excitement is short-lived. After hearing the same stories over and over for hundreds of years, the new generation of Terras has grown tired of ordinary classics!
      
    

    
      
        For some time now, derivative works of classics have been gaining popularity within Terra society. This trend has gone beyond the level of popularity and is now a sensation, threatening even the original classic myths!
      
    

    
      
        “
        
          Ugor.
        
         I like the evil Kekerukker better than the good Kekerukker.”
      
    

    
      
        “It should be canon for Goldencup and Silver Lily to be together.”
      
    

    
      
        “I like Constellation Murderer x Sword Emperor too.”
      
    

    
      
        “Stop being delusional. The canon pairing is Sword Emperor x the Heavenly Demon.”
      
    

    
      
        This is a huge problem! The Terras are now fighting over which myths should be considered true. If things continue like this, the Terras may lose sight of their original mythology. If this happens, the Terras will not be able to perform Aura Formula Arts!
      
    

    
      
        Noble White Lion, the plays performed in theaters are based on the myths of the Terras. The stories of the most-liked plays will become official history. 
      
    

    
      
        You decide what the true myths are! Unify the myths and establish Aura Formula Arts!
      
    

    
      
        ※If you fail to guide your species, they will lose the trait Demonic Cult.
      
    

    
      I read the quest window several times. 
    

    
      “
      
        Uh…
      
       In short, my stories have become so twisted in this world that the Terras are now confused about what’s real and fake. Did I understand it correctly? If I leave them like this, the Aura Formula Arts that I’m planning to create is just a wild goose chase. ”
    

    
      
        —That sounds about right. 
      
    

    
      I stroked my chin, wondering what there was to be done about this. Several thoughts crossed my mind, but my first idea was… 
    

    
      “Do I really have to fix this? I would also get sick of the same stories if I heard them every day. The Blins are trying out some things because they crave something new. I have no reason to rain on their parade.”
    

    
      
        —Huh? What about the Aura Formula Arts that you want to create? You had a lot of hope for that one.
      
    

    
      “Well, I was actually just greedy, and Uburka agreed to it because he thought it would be fun. That is why I started working on it. If the children of this generation don’t want that, that’s their decision. I don’t plan on controlling the way they want to have fun.”
    

    
      The Guardian clapped. 
    

    
      
        —Whoa. You finally look like a mature parent.
      
    

    
      “I’ve always been one.”
    

    
      
        —You’ve acquired the ability to spew colorful bullshit now. If there were a contest for the most immature parents in the world, you would win by a landslide, Zombie.
      
    

    
      I pointed to the theater across the street. “Oh, that play looks interesting.” 
    

    
      There were a lot of theaters in this city. While the amphitheaters at the three-way intersection were large conglomerates, the one I pointed to was small, targeting the local alley commercial district. It seemed the theater had honed their advertising skills to abridge the gap. Their poster was pretty.
    

    
      “The epic of Kekerukker! Watch the Cavefire play 
      
        Wild Fire Sword Dance
      
      !” the elf ticket agent shouted. “
      
        Demon King Estelle
      
      , 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle, 
      
      and
      
         Raviel and Kekeruker
      
      . All stories start and end in this play! It’s the story of two men who are always together on their mythical journey!”
    

    
      In the poster, one slender hobgoblin with black markings and another rugged hobgoblin stared straight ahead with their backs against each other.
    

    
      “That’s gotta be us. Don’t you think so?”
    

    
      
        —You’re right. I guess that story has to do with us.
      
    

    
      The Guardian was also intrigued. We entered the small theater with high expectations. Several logs with neatly scraped surfaces were serving as chairs, with Terra spectators sitting on them. The theater was full, including the standing section, and was much nicer than I initially thought, so my expectations became even higher.
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      . It’s small but neat, like a VIP lounge.”
    

    
      
        —Did you tell Uburka about me?
      
    

    
      I wasn’t sure. Aside from the Verbal Match in the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle, 
      
      I had not mentioned the Guardian.
    

    
      “Well, I guess this is a derivative work. 
      
        Ah
      
      , it’s starting. We should be qui… 
      
        Oh
      
      , yeah. We don’t need to.”
    

    
      —
      
        Even if we chat, no one can hear us. It’s pretty convenient. 
      
    

    
      “Do they sell popcorn? Wait, watermelon beer? Fried watermelon rind? What are these? Why do they like watermelon so much?”
    

    
      We watched 
      
        Wild Fire Sword Dance
      
      . The high expectations of the Guardian and I quickly rotted away as the play went on.
    

    
      “What the hell?”
    

    
      
        —The fuck?
      
    

    
      The two of us ran out even though the play was still ongoing.
    

    
      
        —Are they nuts? 
      
    

    
      “The fuck?”
    

    
      
        —The one on the poster is the Fire Emperor? Not me?
      
    

    
      “The fuck?”
    

    
      
        —Why does the Fire Emperor show up out of nowhere and take the credit for the Verbal Match against the Heavenly Demon?
      
    

    
      “The fuck???”
    

    
      I couldn’t stop myself. Three fucks was a strikeout. 
    

    
      “Now that I think about it, someone needs to decide what the real myths are. My children having fun is important, but attributing this feat to the Fire Emperor is wrong. Horribly wrong. Fuck! My kids crossed the line.”
    

    
      
        —You’re right! You gotta fix this!
      
    

    
      The Guardian and I swore that we would absolutely clear the quest.
    

    
      “Let’s first look around to find some clues on how to solve this.”
    

    
      I wandered around the city until night fell. As a result, I discovered that this era had serious problems. Surprisingly, they were related to the newly acquired traits of the Terras.
    

    
      
        
          Demonic Cult.
        
      
    

    
      
        Category: Religion, Military power, Politics.
      
    

    
      
        Origin: Scummy Friend Doctrine
      
    

    
      
        Description: Finally, the White Lion Faith has been established as a religion following the Goru Doctrine and the Scummy Friend Doctrine! The first prophet, Gorke, recognized the White Lion as the close friend and father of Terras. The White Lion’s myths were made known to Terras by the second prophet Uburka.
      
    

    
      
        However, the Demonic Cult is undergoing an identity crisis! There are many different religious sects fighting over how to interpret the White Lion’s myths. The sects accuse each other of heresy and claim that they are the White Lion’s true heirs!
      
    

    
      
        The Terras who believe in different myths have different imageries in mind. Depending on the type of imagery used, the appearance and effectiveness of aura varies greatly! 
      
    

    
      
        Solve the problem of different doctrine interpretations!
      
    

    
      
        ※This trait may change depending on how history unfolds.
      
    

    
      
        ※Warning! Sixteen religious sects are in conflict over different doctrine interpretations. If the conflict intensifies, religious schism may occur, and even lead to species division!
      
    

    
      “Gosh.”
    

    
      I had a rough idea of what had gone down in the past three hundred years.
    

    
      “The problem probably started when Uburka died. While he was alive, he probably suppressed any problem with his strength...”
    

    
      
        —I see. The guys who couldn’t even squeal back then are starting to speak out.
      
    

    
      “Yeah, that’s what I also think.”
    

    
      Uburka was strong. Too strong. After the strongest goblin passed away, differences of opinion arose among the Terras, and no one could solve them. 
    

    
      It was a very natural conflict. Just as everyone went through puberty, so did the Terras.
    

    
      “Welcome, welcome everyone! ‘If I can’t have it, I’d rather destroy it all!’ See Estelle’s unique charms!”
    

    
      “This is a traditional Cavefire play! Shut up, pseudo-theaters!”
    

    
      “Who are you calling a pseudo-theater, you heretics?”
    

    
      “Was the Fire Emperor actually a good man? This is the story of a man who fell victim to Kekerukker’s evil—”
    

    
      For some reason, their growth pains were mutating. 
    

    
      Terra art and religion weren’t separate. The actor who performed Cavefire was a high priest, and the theater stage was the temple. Which plays a Terra went to see depended on which sect they belonged to.
    

    
      
        Depending on the image they conjure in their minds, their aura manifestation changes drastically.
      
    

    
      Art. Religion. Military power—all of these were united as one. There was a bigger issue than potentially worshiping the Fire Emperor. 
    

    
      I found myself in a remote slum, where poor Terras dug pits and made them their homes.
    

    
      “
      
        Agh!
      
       You can’t do this!” someone with a high-pitched voice screamed. “I was first place in the evaluation! My acting skills are much better than those of the other candidates!”
    

    
      When I turned my head and looked, I saw two people arguing in front of a small, shabby theater. A large hobgoblin with crossed arms stood in front of a small, squealing elf. 
    

    
      “But why is a Terra taking on the role instead of me? Did he bribe you? Or does he have a connection to the troupe? People should go on stage purely based on their skills! You can’t do this!”
    

    
      “My troupe doesn’t take bribes or hire people based on their personal connection, 
      
        uger
      
      . Although we’re poor, our troupe has one hundred and thirty years of tradition. Don’t undermine us.”
    

    
      “Then why wasn’t I chosen for a leading role, let alone a supporting role? Is it because I'm Sylvan? Ridiculous! This is species discrimination! I will file a formal complaint to the Fire Water Council!”
    

    
      With a serious look, the troupe master said, “That’s not why you weren’t picked. We follow Kekerukker’s advice and pursue equality. But you… you’re too weak.”
    

    
      “W-What?”
    

    
      “Look at you.” The troupe master carefully scanned the Sylvan. “Your back is hunched. Your shoulders are narrow. Your muscles are flimsy. Your arms and legs are like those of a spider. They look like they’ll snap if I tap you. And your thighs… are they really thighs? I don’t know how they’re holding you up.”
    

    
      The troupe master shook his head. “So what if your acting skills are good? Muscle mass matters a lot to audiences these days. A poor physique like yours won’t charm even a snotty child. You’re unqualified to be an actress.”
    

    
      “A-All an actress has to do is act well!” the Sylvan protested, but it seemed she had also been conscious of this matter because she covered herself with her hands.
    

    
      The troupe master continued to shake his head, revealing his ragged muscles. “No, an actor is a priest who spreads Kekerukker’s teachings to the people, a warrior who stands in the frontline when a war breaks out, and a fighter who rushes to a duel when the council is convened.”
    

    
      Did they still decide on agendas by holding duels during council meetings? These adorable wackadoodles… 
    

    
      “That’s why the audience readily claps for actors. They’re acknowledging that there is sincerity in the plays they put up. Who would be captivated by an actor who only acts like a warrior on stage?”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh, uh…
      
      ”
    

    
      “Your muscles are almost nonexistent. I’ll listen to you only if your pectorals become four times bigger than they are right now.”
    

    
      “According to the myths, Kekerukker also had functional muscles! That is what my muscles are like! They’re sturdier than they look!”
    

    
      The troupe master chuckled. “
      
        Ugor.
      
       Then become Kekerukker instead of an actress. Transform into a lion and help my species. At least in my troupe, we don’t believe in functional muscles.”
    

    
      The Sylvan fell to her knees and clung to the troupe master’s feet. “W-Wait a minute, Troupe Master. Just give me a chance! Please let me take the test one more time! I’m confident that I can act much better than last time. After seeing my acting, you won’t even notice the other muscle pigs. I’m a genius at acting! Let me play the main character, at least one of the Four Demon Kings from the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle
      
      ! Then there will be a revolution in the world of Goru Play!”
    

    
      The troupe master dismissed the Sylvan. “Actors do not kneel. Go work out and grow your muscles. That’s all I have to say.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah, 
      
      for god’s sake! Sylvans are born different! Our muscles don’t really become bigger, you ignorant muscle pigs! Did your muscles stretch out the wrinkles in your brain?!”
    

    
      “I have nothing more to say to you.”  
    

    
      The troupe master easily shook off the Sylvan, who screamed and rolled on the ground.
    

    
      “I’m going to die from despair! A fungus is discriminating against me just because I’m an elf! Why was I born Sylvan? If I had been born as a Terra, I would have debuted on stage a long time ago. Why was I born with big ears? Just to be treated poorly like this? Shame on you, Kekerukker! Surely you’re watching me right now!”
    

    
      “How pathetic… Go make some money.”
    

    
      “I like acting more than money!”
    

    
      The troupe master clicked his tongue and closed the theater door. 
    

    
      The aspiring Sylvan actress continued crying. “Great Cat! Kekerukker! Please give me the talent to be an actress! Please let me go on stage at least once! I’ll sell my soul for it! If a devil hears this, please take my soul! If I can debut on stage, you may have my soul! I’m begging!”
    

    
      I stroked my chin. “I have an idea.”
    

    
      
        —Huh? What is it?
      
    

    
      “Let’s make a top star actress.”
    

    
      I was going to show a real play to the Terras who believed in false myths.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 182: My Children Are Different Now (3)

    
      “Bastards… Those savages only care about muscles…”
    

    
      The aspiring Sylvan actress sobbed for a bit more before leaving. She was sad and frustrated about so many things in her life that she cried all the way home, though she received the same treatment there.
    

    
      “Where in the world have you been to come home now? Don’t tell me you’ve been roaming around the theater district again.”
    

    
      “You’re old enough to get your shit together, but you still refuse to do that. Kid, Cavefire plays exist solely to brainwash Terras. In the end, they all end up telling you to serve and worship Kekerukker. What is so good about them that makes you drool over them?”
    

    
      Unlike Terras, Sylvans lived in magnificent and luxurious mansions. The aspiring actress’ family was no exception. To the Sylvans, being born into a merchant family and becoming a merchant was the natural course of life, so the aspiring Sylvan was an oddball among her species. 
    

    
      “No, you’re wrong...” the aspiring Sylvan actress muttered as she munched on her dinner at the table. “No Cavefire play tells you to worship Kekerukker… The plays are actually about the things Kekerukker worships...”
    

    
      “What did she just say?”
    

    
      “I don’t know. She mumbles so quietly that I can’t tell.”
    

    
      “You’re also an adult now. I’ve made a ledger for the cost of feeding and clothing you so far. I won’t take inflation into account and give it to you interest-free, so pay it back quickly. If you’re not going to do that, get out of my house.”
    

    
      “Why do you only care about money?” the aspiring Sylvan actress protested. “Why is our species so obsessed with earning money?”
    

    
      “Earning money is fun.”
    

    
      “I don’t find it fun at all! How is it fun to rip off ignorant Terras?”
    

    
      “Scamming and mooching off idiots is the most enjoyable part of life. Anyway, are you going to pay me back for raising you or not?”
    

    
      The aspiring Sylvan actress stood up in frustration. “My species is crazy. Every elf thinks it’s normal to repay your parents for all the money they’ve spent on you until you become an adult because it’s both a tradition and an obligation!”
    

    
      “Of course. We spent money on raising you.”
    

    
      “Yeah, you had to pay a midwife for when I was born, but you also included the costs of what I ate and wore on the day I was born! Would not keeping a ledger kill you? Forget it! I’m sick of this house! I’ll just leave!”
    

    
      The aspiring Sylvan actress strode out of the house. The moment she was about to step out the front door, her parents called out to her.
    

    
      “Hey! Sonia!”
    

    
      “What is it?” Sonia snapped. 
    

    
      “No matter where you go, you should always have your debt ledger with you! Here!”
    

    
      The parents brought a cart piled with scrolls. All of them were ledgers of Sonia’s debt.
    

    
      “If you run away from home, you are no longer part of the family, so we will add interest to your debt, inflation included. Don’t feel too pressured. We’ll give you the lowest interest rate. If you get a job at any merchant guild and work for twelve years, you’ll be able to repay it. Just work hard and earn money.”
    

    
      “What the fuck is th—”
    

    
      “From now on, every time you curse, I’ll raise the interest rate by one percent. 
      
        Oh
      
      , I also added the cost of the cart. For some reason, I had a feeling you were going to run away from home someday, so I planned in advance. Be grateful that I chose something sturdy but cheap. What are you doing, Sonia? Hurry up and leave already.”
    

    
      The aspiring Sylvan pulled the cart with a tearful expression on her face. Before long, tears started falling. The Guardian and I were watching Sonia’s predicament.
    

    
      “Are there any normal species in this world...?” I mumbled. 
    

    
      
        —You can say that again. I know that your Tower has an unusual number of wackos, but this is starting to unsettle me…
      
    

    
      Sonia didn’t have money, so she couldn’t even book a room at a shabby inn. All she could do was squat down next to a theater and fall asleep using the cart to shield her from the wind. Tragic sniffles blended into the moonlight shining down the streets.
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Dream Appearance.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 100 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 8,702 species points.]
      
    

    
      It was my turn to show up.
    

    
      “Sonia,” I called out after entering the dream. 
    

    
      Unlike Gorke or Uburka, Sonia’s dreamscape was… quite secular. I found myself in a gorgeous party venue where Terra servants with bulging muscles were treating Sonia like a god.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Great Actress Sonia. We failed to appreciate a genius actress like you…”
    

    
      “
      
        Hahahaha
      
      ! All you have are muscles. Your acting skills suck! Come on, pour me a drink!”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugor. 
      
      It’s an honor to be able to fill the glass of Great Actress Sonia...”
    

    
      Amazing. I was most amazed by the Countess, who had successfully corrupted Sylvans with worldly secularity.
    

    
      “Sonia. Sonia! Come to your senses.”
    

    
      Sonia frowned. “
      
        Huh
      
      ? What? Why is there a scrawny Puren in my dream?” 
    

    
      “I’m the guide of Terras, the one you call Kekerukker. Since your species joined the Terras, you’re also one of my children now.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hah
      
      ?”
    

    
      “Didn’t you say today that you don’t care if Kekerukker, the Great Cat, or a devil helped you debut? Rejoice. I descended after hearing your miserable cries.”
    

    
      “What the fuck—”
    

    
      We had a bonding moment with our fists.
    

    
      “Sorry for not recognizing you, Mr. Kekerukker!”
    

    
      “I forgive you. Even Gorke suspected me of being a devil at first but in the end, he realized how sincere I was and praised me. This world is rough, so it’s perfectly okay to be suspicious of others.”
    

    
      “Yes! Thank you for your forgiveness, Kekerukker!”
    

    
      “From now on, call me Merciful and Kind Kekerukker.”
    

    
      “What?” Sonia glanced up at me, still kneeling. She seemed to think of me as a lunatic. 
    

    
      I smiled and showed her my fist. “What? Do you have a problem?”
    

    
      “Oh, not at all, Merciful and Kind Kekerukker!”
    

    
      “Let’s chat then.” 
    

    
      I sat on a silk-cushioned chair and drank watermelon beer.  What? It tasted like cucumber and was strangely sweet... Why were my kids obsessed with this bizarre drink? 
    

    
      “Sonia, don’t be afraid of me. I’m just here to grant your wish.”
    

    
      “I see…”
    

    
      “Good. You want to become an actress, right? I will make sure that happens.”
    

    
      “R-Really?”
    

    
      “Yes, really. I, Kekerukker, have never lied to my children, but before I lend you my power, I need a short ideological verification.”
    

    
      Sonia blinked. “Ideological verification…?”
    

    
      I shook my head with a solemn air. “Recently, a flood of false stories has been deceiving many of my children, so I can’t help but lament over it. I’ll ask you some questions to see whether you are qualified to be the third prophet, so riddle me this. What kind of person is the Fire Emperor?”
    

    
      “
      
        Uh…
      
      ” Sonia tilted her head. “Well… he’s a son of a bitch. According to the most classic Cavefire play, Kekerukker was living an ordinary life, but one day, he had a great awakening after meeting the worst bastard in the world, the Fire Emperor. These days, more and more people tend to enjoy the trope that later reveals how the Fire Emperor is actually a good guy, but I don’t think highly of that trope. There are plenty of assholes in the world. It’s possible for people to change, but there is just no way of fixing assholes…”
    

    
      I placed my hand on the aspiring Sylvan actress’ shoulder. “Sonia, you really have a promising future!”
    

    
      “W-What?”
    

    
      I smiled from ear to ear. “They say people can tell a tree will grow well even as a seed leaf! And you have the potential to be a world tree!”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah…
      
       Okay…”
    

    
      “How could a good child like you be born among the Sylvans, who only care about money? You’re a lotus blooming in the mud, a black pearl in its shell. This is truly a fateful encounter!”
    

    
      Sonia scratched her head sheepishly. “Is that so? 
      
        Hehe
      
      , you’re so flattering, I don’t know what to say...” 
    

    
      A warm friendship that transcended species and eras blossomed between us. 
    

    
      “But how exactly will you help me?” Sonia asked.
    

    
      “It’s simple. Let me possess you for the time being.”
    

    
      There was one item that I had my eyes on in the Civilization Store—the advanced version of Animal Possession. 
    

    
      
        
          Person Possession
        
      
    

    
      
        Grade: A
      
    

    
      
        Effect: You can possess a person of choice. The person you possess becomes a spirit and sticks with you. When the person dies as a spirit or when you are done possessing them, they will return to their body!
      
    

    
      
        Cost: 2,000 species points
      
    

    
      
        ※The item can only be used if the person in question agrees to being possessed.
      
    

    
      “Y-You want to take over my body? Don’t tell me—” 
    

    
      “I don’t know what you may be imagining right now, but my heart belongs to Raviel only.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , yes… That’s true. I forgot.”
    

    
      “I will just possess your body for the time being. It won’t be for long, only until I can turn you into a great actress. If you want me to leave before then, I’ll get out right away.”
    

    
      Sonia’s eyes wandered. “Do I have to sacrifice my soul for this?”
    

    
      “What use do I have for your soul? Even after I possess you, your consciousness will still be around.”
    

    
      Sonia didn’t give an immediate answer. 
    

    
      “If you don’t like it, forget about it. There are a lot of Terras who would be happy if I were to possess them.”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      , no no!” Sonia said. “Please possess me, Merciful and Kind Kekerukker! I’ll do anything if I can go on stage and debut!”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s the spirit! If you want something, you must achieve it, even if it means chasing your dream to the end of the universe.”
    

    
      I purchased the item right away.
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Person Possession.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 2,000 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 6,702 species points.]
      
    

    
      “You have no regrets, right?” I asked. 
    

    
      “Right!”
    

    
      “No complaints?”
    

    
      Sonia shook her head as hard as she could. “None at all!” 
    

    
      “Good. Then I’ll consider this your agreement to letting me possess you.”
    

    
      “P-please!”
    

    
      I heard a sound resembling a toilet being flushed before dizziness overtook my senses. I closed my eyes tightly before reopening them. Before I knew it, I saw the cityscape, drowned by the red shade of early dawn.
    

    
      I kept clenching and unclenching my fists. My hands were soft and white. It seemed Sonia had never held a sword in her life.
    

    
      “It’s a little awkward, but… Well, it feels better than when I possessed that lion for the first time. I’ll get used to it soon.”
    

    
      Sonia’s voice startled me. It sounded as if she was speaking directly from my mind.
    

    
      
        —Oh my Great Cat.
      
       
      
        You really possessed me.
      
    

    
      “Haven’t I told you that I never lie?”
    

    
      
        —I’m sorry. Really. To be honest, I suspected that you’re a devil who wants to scam me…  There are so many rumors these days about a devil taking over a person’s mind, as well as sightings of strange-looking monsters…  
      
    

    
      I circulated aura inside me. Were Sylvans sensitive to aura? Or was Sonia surprisingly talented? After doing this four or five times, fire appeared in my palm.
    

    
      
        —O-Oh my Great Cat.
      
    

    
      Judging by how surprised Sonia was, I guessed she was very talented.
    

    
      
        —Unbelievable! How can you kindle the soulfire this easily?
      
    

    
      With a squeak, the theater door opened. 
    

    
      “Who’s there? It’s dawn. Why are you here?” 
    

    
      The troupe master who had kicked Sonia out yesterday stared at me, seemingly having just woken up. Perhaps he lived here. When we locked eyes, the troupe master immediately frowned, clearly fed up.
    

    
      “
      
        Uger?
      
       What? You again? The test is over. Roles for the next Cavefire play have also been decided. I have nothing to give you, so please stop coming here. Since you’re a Sylvan, you’ll live a luxurious life even if you don’t become an actress.”
    

    
      I got down on my knees. “Troupe Master, I ran away from home.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Look at the cart here. These are debt ledgers that my family gave me for feeding and clothing me until now. I said I’ll become an actress even if I die, so they kicked me out with the ledgers. They’re also going to charge me with interest. I really have nowhere to go now!
    

    
      “It’s okay if you give me the role of a minion or an extra. Please just put me on stage! Judge me for my acting, not my muscles! In the name of Kekerukker, Gorke, and Uburka, I’ll repay your trust, no matter what!”
    

    
      The troupe master covered his forehead with one hand. “
      
        Uger
      
      , how were you born as a Sylvan…? Okay. I’ll give you one last chance. I’m serious. Still, I can’t just give you a role just because you asked for it. Prove that you can captivate the audience even with your flimsy muscles.”
    

    
      “How can I prove that?”
    

    
      The troupe master sat on the ground and crossed his arms. “Try improvising, This is a special chance I’m giving you. There will be no more special treatment from me going forward.”
    

    
      Okay.
    

    
      “What play do you want me to improvise?” I asked. 
    

    
      “Every actress has a role that can be considered their gateway to the stage. This performance determines your quality as an actress. Although this is an old play, it’s very difficult, so it’ll be a good indicator of your skills.”
    

    
      “You mean…” 
    

    
      With a solemn voice, the troupe master said, “
      
        Raviel and Kekerukker
      
      . Improvise the scene where Kekerukker confesses his love to Raviel and reveals his feelings.”
    

    
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      “Don’t fault me for asking something so difficult. As I said, this is your second chance already. There are also quite a lot of troupe masters who only allow Terras to become actors.”
    

    
      I tilted my head. “
      
        Uh…
      
       Would this be enough?”
    

    
      The troupe master scoffed. “I knew it. You’re a greenhorn. The scene where Kekerukker confesses to Raviel is difficult even for experienced actors. To Kekerukker, Raviel is a goddess, so you must use all the words in your vocabulary to praise the goddess’ beauty. You have to make it clear that you’ll die if your love is denied. Portraying this level of desperation is not easy at all!”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm…
      
      ”
    

    
      “Incompetent actors try to get this scene over just by crying a lot, but they can’t be more wrong! That’s not what that scene needs. Kekerukker isn’t begging for love. He just wants his love to be part of Raviel’s glory as he expresses his feelings for the goddess. Anyone who hasn’t completely given themselves to another person can’t act this part properly.”
    

    
      Really? I was confident that I could praise my lover non-stop for three hundred and sixty-hours. Wasn’t it the easiest thing to do in this world? 
    

    
      “So you want me to act out the scene where Kekerukker confesses to Raviel, right?”
    

    
      “That’s right. Of course, I don’t think a stingy Sylvan like you understands love.”
    

    
      I took a deep breath. “All right.” 
    

    
      I imagined Raviel sitting in front of me with her chin resting on her palm. Her hair and her slightly open ruby eyes made her look like a silver fox getting ready to hibernate. It seemed she had slept less than usual. She would whisper “I’m sleepy. Try to wake me up, Gong-Ja.” 
    

    
      Because of her, I could love the universe a little more.
    

    
      “Raviel, my soul, my eternal crimson. I didn’t know the color red until I met you. I thought I did, but your eyes…  When I look into your eyes...”
    

    
      Exactly two minutes later after I started, the troupe master’s expression changed. He sprang to his feet, astonished.
    

    
      “Unbelievable! Th-This smooth talk… This ridiculous confession of love... This is like a centipede chicken trying desperately to be cute... E-Everything is perfect! It’s like you’re Kekerukker himself!”
    

    
      
        That’s right, kid. Daddy's home.
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 183: The Rookie Actress (1)
Mud and Dust was a historic Terra troupe that used to be popular. To be more precise, its rich history was all that kept the troupe’s will going. After the previous troupe master left behind a will and disappeared because of the troupe’s financial difficulties, the word “will” became an insult rather than a compliment[1].
The Terra troupe master gestured at me. “Come inside.”
“Did I pass the test?”
“Of course you passed, ugor. You’re a Sylvan, but if I fail you even after watching such a performance, I have no right to run the troupe.”
The troupe master led me into the theater with his nostrils flaring up. He pushed open a door, revealing a theater with a hundred and thirty years of tradition, though it had clearly deteriorated over the years.
“Wow.”
The inside was dark. Torches lined the wall, but it would have been better if there were none at all because soot coated the ceiling and all the walls. Since Terras liked damp places, there was even murky water on the floor, but I couldn’t tell if it was groundwater or something else. My eyes and nose were getting assaulted from all directions.
“This is a bit...”
That wasn’t all. Spiders, centipedes… All the bugs in the universe were here to prove how much they loved damp places. Thanks to them, even this small theater was overflowing with love, life, and, above all, cobwebs.
“What…?”
The troupe master looked proud. It seemed he totally misunderstood my reaction. “You seem impressed. I understand. I also loved this place just as much when I first saw it as a boy. My heart pounded really hard as if I fell in love for the first time. Looking back now, my pounding heart has led me to where I am now in my life.”
My heart was pounding hard too upon witnessing the majestic spider webs spread out like the Great Wall of China.
“Troupe Master, how long has it been since you cleaned this place?”
“Huh?”
I gave up all hope when it looked like he had no idea what cleaning was. Yes, goblins had always loved muddy water. Even if I nagged them to clean, my words would enter one of their ears and immediately go out the other.
—I-I can’t believe I actually passed the test even though I don’t have any muscles! I can’t believe it! You’re amazing! You really are Kekerukker!
Sonia hovered around me as a spirit, just like the Guardian did. However, she couldn’t communicate with him. Only I could hear both of their voices. Now I had two ghosts by my side.
It feels as if there’s two mosquitoes buzzing around me in the hot summer...
—Pardon?
Nothing. Hey, Sonia, why were you so eager to join a troupe like this? Since you decided to become an actress anyway, you could have tried joining a good one.
Sonia became dispirited.
—At first, I also wanted to join a famous troupe like Blaze or Wildfire… Popular troupes won’t even give me a chance. All they say is that Sylvans with flimsy muscles are useless… This troupe master at least talked with me.
Huh.
Sonia was a victim of species discrimination or, rather, muscle discrimination. How in the world did my children become so obsessed with muscles?
“Follow me. Let me introduce you to our troupe members.”
I followed the troupe master and went deeper into the building. Inside a dressing room, there were piles of worn-out theatrical props. In the middle of it all, two Terras were sleeping comfortably.
The troupe master hit the Terras on the head with a hand the size of a pot lid. “Wake up, you pigs! What time do you think it is?”
“Uger, uger…”
The Terras opened their eyes with difficulty. One had one arm, and the other had one eye. The Terras rubbed their green eyelids with their green hands before glancing at me.
“Why is a Sylvan here, Troupe Master?”
“Did you hire a new ticket agent?”
“You pigs, this is a new actress, not a ticket agent! I told you before that there is a Sylvan who follows me around all the time, asking to be hired as an actress,” the troupe master answered.
Only then did the Terra actors come to their senses.
“Ah, that super annoying Sylvan?”
“Wait. Don’t tell me you actually hired her.”
The troupe master shrugged. “What? She just passed the final test.”
“Have you gone mad? Troupe Master, how can you think about having someone with no muscles on stage?”
That was harsh.
“Don’t worry. I know. Even though her muscles are flimsy, her acting skills…”
“My name is Sonia,” I chimed in. 
“Yes, Sonia. Sonia’s acting had more sincerity than any other actor I’ve ever seen. These days, audiences only focus on muscles, but they may change their mind when they see Sonia.”
The troupe master’s attempt to reassure the actors intrigued them.
“Whoa.”
“If you say so…”
“Anyway, she’s now the youngest member of the troupe, so you seniors should set an example. Don’t just sleep in the dressing room forever. Wash up and come up to the stage. Come on.”
“Alright, alright.”
The actors stood up. The props that were piled up like Legos collapsed. Surprisingly, there was actually one more Terra sleeping among the props. He was missing an ear and hugging a stuffed lion.
The troupe master pinched the actor's ear and dragged him away. “Wake up already!” 
“Ah? Hey!”
Even while being dragged away, the actor did not let go of the lion doll. Adorable. 
After a while, all the actors gathered. The troupe master, with his hands clasped behind his back, walked back and forth in front of the stage. 
“As you know, the Cavefire play that will air in two weeks is Wild Fire Sword Dance. Kekerukker has been living an ordinary life, but one day, he meets the Fire Emperor, whom he has always respected. When they meet, life changes completely for one of them, while the other’s life ends. Recently, there have been many cases of this story being reinterpreted with the Fire Emperor as a good guy, but we’ll follow the classic.”
The one-armed actor raised his hand. “Troupe Master, I thought about this a lot, but this play is too old. Shouldn’t we also follow the trends?”
“That’s right. The audience wants something new,” the one-eyed actor joined in. “Even if it’s a bit childish, we need to flirt a bit on stage without making it obvious. It’s said that the trend is to spice things up with a little push and pull to make plays more enjoyable.” 
The troupe master stared at the actors intensely. “Ha, that sounds terrible! Firewood is nothing to true fire! Once you start chasing thrills, you will not want to return to your roots anymore. The theme of Wild Fire Sword Dance is people’s disappointment in others and how that disappointment drastically affects a person’s life. Anything other than that is heresy!”
The actors didn’t like that. 
“This guy will remain a boomer until he dies.”
“I think we’re doomed for real…”
“Quiet! Because you guys complain so much, I added a few more lines to the play, and that will be it. Go stretch and warm up your voice for twenty minutes. We’ll start practicing right away afterward!”
“That won’t cut it… Ugh, fine, Troupe Master…”
As the youngest member, I quietly sat in the audience seat and watched my seniors practice. After thirty minutes, I arrived at a conclusion.
Wow, this whole place is a mess.
A Cavefire play used aura. When actors had to act out being angry, they didn’t just recite their lines in an aggressive manner, but ignited their aura like fire. If the actor was proficient in using aura, they were bound to be good at their job. This was also true the other way around. Thus, Cavefire actors naturally became great warriors since they were also excellent at using aura. That was how it was supposed to be...
“Why are they all so stiff?” I muttered. 
Unfortunately, the troupe master heard me. He stopped barking instructions at the actors and turned to look at me. “What do you mean by that?”
“Uh, well, I feel like they use aura in a very stereotypical way…”
There was a scene when Kekerukker realized the extent of the Fire Emperor’s atrocities and lost his temper. The actors were too focused on the anger part, but their entire focus was wrong. When they expressed their characters’ anger, they burst out their aura like wildfire. For sadness, their aura went limp, as if there was a set formula in using aura to express emotions.
Their aura continued blazing like crazy before extinguishing before my very eyes. It had a dazzling charm, but that was it.
It’s flashy, but there’s no point to this play if they perform like that. 
I said, “Cavefire is the art of aura, and aura is the power we use based on our mindscapes, like willpower and emotions. Emotions should come first. If we prioritize how we move our arms or recite lines, aura will become lifeless. How should I put it? It just… doesn’t feel alive. Oh, I got it! A fish that has been struggling on land for three minutes would flap more energetically than that.”
The troupe master frowned. He looked as if he had beaten up a fair share of gangsters in the past.
“What kind of Kekerukker’s bark is that?”
“Is that a Terra proverb by any chance? Anyway…” 
I went up to the corner of the stage. The actors also stopped practicing and looked at me.
“Now, we shouldn’t decide on a simple action for anger, sadness, or any other emotions. Do people always cry when they’re sad? No, right? Everyone reacts in their own way. Aura has meaning only when we can respond immediately, even in completely unexpected situations.”
Amused, the senior actors chuckled.
“Troupe Master brought us a teacher, not a newbie, didn’t he?”
“Teacher! Give us an example!”
I looked around. How could I make this easy to understand? 
“Umm. First of all, I don’t think the torches are doing any good here. Let’s extinguish them all.”
I bent down and picked up a handful of dirt from the floor. Using my aura, I shot the dirt toward the torches until they all went out, drowning the entire theater in darkness. The Terras were bewildered. 
“What?”
“Huh…?”
I nodded. “Okay.” 
All the Cavefire play theaters resembled Slimepolis, a cave city with a hole in the ceiling. The Terras had forgotten how it felt like to live as slaves. However, the past had left its mark, casting a shadow over the Terras’ architectural style.
“Everyone, please be quiet for a moment.”
After the torches went out, the blue light of dawn streamed only from a small hole in the ceiling, settling down on the shabby stage.
“We don’t need unique, special lines. Actually, we don’t need any lines. Aura isn’t a spell that requires incantations. Allow me to show you. Let’s say you’re expressing anger.”
I started doing push-ups on the stage carpeted by the quiet light of dawn.
“The more people can recognize your poses, the better. We don’t need to try too hard in the facial expressions department.”
After a sharp inhale, I continued my push-ups in a steady rhythm.
“Now, this is normally how fast you do your push-ups, but…”
I immediately unleashed my aura. Red flames emanated from all around me. Now, I was doing push-ups much more quickly and mechanically than before, to the point where it looked unnatural. 
Everyone was silent, myself included. I made no sound as I picked up the pace with my push-ups, staring straight ahead. Bloody-red aura continued to blaze all around me. 
After thirty seconds, I pushed myself up from the floor.
“Phew. See? They’re just push-ups. We all know what those are, but what do you think of my performance? Simply increasing the speed makes it feel completely different. What would happen if I did them frantically as I sweated profusely? It would instill another emotion. If what you just saw was refined anger, then my other example would be wild anger. That’s how it is. We don’t need special lines or moves to express emotions.”
The Terras seemed to get it, but they also seemed incredibly confused. It was a bit frustrating. I realized this was my first time meeting goblins who weren’t talented when it came to aura manipulation.
“You.” I pointed to the one-eyed actor, who was playing the role of the Fire Emperor.
“M-Me?”
“Yes, the Fire Emperor is very egotistical. If you were him, how would you express his egoism?”
“Uh…”
“How would you use your aura to express egoism?”
Despite his confusion, the one-eyed actor thought about my question. From a prop pile nearby, he took out a pocket mirror and looked into it. His aura rose faintly and crawled around him like a wicked snake. He said, “I guess I would do something like this…”
“Not the worst, but a bit strange. It doesn’t fit his character.”
“It doesn’t?”
“The Fire Emperor is a self-proclaimed macho man. Would that punk look into a hand mirror or carry one in the first place? Why would he do that?”
“Uh…”
“You’re fixated on the idea that narcissists often look in the mirror. Plus, you think that egoism is a wicked emotion. Something that needs to be portrayed in a very obvious manner. That’s why you used your aura like that, but you shouldn’t do that. You just end up imitating a stereotype. You should use aura in a way that reflects your mindscape.”
“H-How would you do it?”
“Take a look.” 
I took a deep breath. Just like Uburka, I enveloped myself with aura and built virtual muscles as if I had been born a bodybuilder. To show off my muscles, I did push-ups very slowly, deliberately huffing and puffing. I wasn’t trying to train myself but to show off my good physique.
“See? Simple, right?”
“I’ve been wanting to say this, but using aura like you do is…”
“What if I wanted to emphasize egoism even more in this case? In times like this, it would be good to have props. We can line up wooden chairs around us. The Fire Emperor is a nuthead, so he’ll never sit down and keep doing push-ups even though there is a chair right next to him.
“Then, even if he has no lines, people will instantly think of him as a lunatic. He loves himself so freaking much that he doesn’t notice his surroundings. Do you get what I’m talking about now? Actually, I’ll show you.”
I lightly lifted some wooden chairs and brought them on the stage, placing them in a circle. In the middle of the chairs, I slowly did push-ups like before as I breathed heavily. Of course, I didn’t forget to create the illusion that I had bulging muscles using my aura.
“What do you think? Easy, right?”
Bewildered, the one-eyed actor asked, “Who in the world are you?”
“I’m a rookie actress.”
The Terras looked at me like I was crazy. What did I do?

1.  It's a Korean wordplay. The pronunciation of will(유서) and historic(유서 깊은) are similar. Some changes have been made for a smoother flow. ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 184: The Rookie Actress (2)
Terras had a very rich culture. The most powerful Terra was also the one considered to be correct. If someone had a complaint, they had to speak with their fists, not their mouths. And I happened to be the strongest around here.
“Let’s start cleaning. Look at this place. It’s a mess. Are the spider webs decorations? Do you have mold-colored wallpapers? Gosh, this place reeks. It’s a garbage dump, really. When spectators come in here, they will think of themselves as food waste.”
“But…”
I glared at the other actors. “Are you stronger than me? Are you a better actor than me? Is your aura mastery better than mine?” 
“No…”
“Then pick up the mops. We’re not amateurs. Forget about practice for now. Practice comes after cleaning this whole place up. Besides, your working environment reflects your hearts. Guys, how dirty are you for the theater to be so messy? Wait, why aren’t you picking up the mops? Do you want to get your ass handed to you?”
I wasn’t the type of guy to make empty threats. A gentleman didn’t do that. He simply beat up whoever dared to argue with him. I chose one of the Terras who was acting especially lazy and gave him a punch massage.
“You want more?” I asked. 
Half-heartedly, the actors grabbed the mops. At first, they thought of me as a pushover, but now they realized they were actually the pushovers.
“I can understand the dampness since it’s in Terras’ blood to enjoy moist places, but who likes the smell of murky water? You guys are just lazy. If you try to make a bullshit excuse like how Terras like humidity or true actors don’t care about their working environment, then we have a shitshow on our hands. Only dogs enjoy shitshows[1]. Are you dogs?”
“I-I think y-you’re being too harsh…”
“Huh. You guys still don’t want to recognize your wrongdoings. You must be dogs. From now on, when I say something, you will answer with “woof.” Did I make myself clear?”
“W-woof…”
I frowned. “I didn’t hear you.” 
“Woof!”
“Good. Grab the mops and rugs. As we clean up the theater, we’re also cleansing our hearts. Clean the theater until you stop being dogs. Do you understand?”
“Woof!”
The actors and I mopped the whole place for two days. The one-eyed actor went back and forth between the well and the theater without stopping, always carrying water jugs.
“When you draw water from the well, don’t pull up the well bucket without thinking,” I told him. “Think of yourself as a servant of some noble family. Immerse yourself into that character. This is such a valuable opportunity. You get to clean up the theater, get rid of the dogs in your mind, and get used to the role of a servant. Three birds with one stone.”
“W-woof…”
The one-armed actor wiped away the murky water on the theater floor and dug up the filthy dirt.
“Shoveling is the pinnacle of irrationality for a reason.[2] Congratulations! You’re experiencing the universe’s irrationality for free.”
“Woof… I’m happy…”
“Imagine you’re a warrior on a battlefield. You lost your arm during the war. The war is so fierce that your superior won’t let you rest even though you lost an arm. You still need to build fences and dig moats day after day. It’s a warrior’s duty not to run away from the battlefield, but should you stay true to your duty if you have to shovel even after losing your arm? No, that’s just nasty.”
“Woof… Indeed…”
“Duty is beautiful, but it can become twisted and nasty under extreme circumstances. In moments like these, the more faithful you are to your duty, the stranger it feels. Strange and nasty. Nasty and strange. That’s irrationality for you. Dig hard and scoop out the water as you doubt yourself as a warrior.”
The one-eyed actor followed my instructions with perfection. “Alright… I’ll keep shoveling…” 
I turned to the other actor. “Have you taken out the trash?” 
“Woof, Little Boss.”
“From now on, we will cut down new logs and make new chairs. Does that sound good?”
“Woof.”
“These are chairs for the spectators. Let’s say the Cavefire play lasts an hour. They won’t be looking at your face for an entire hour, but they will be glued to the chairs. The only thing in this theater that serves the guests from beginning to end is the chairs. If the chairs are uncomfortable, it will affect their perception of the play.”
“Woof. I understand this is a very important mission, Little Boss.”
“Let’s make a new set of awesome chairs. We’ll replace all the regular and special seats.”
“Woof, woof. Sure, sure.”
The troupe master was good at catching spiders.
“Sonia… I’m still the troupe master…”
After some very harsh profanity from my end…
“Uh, come to think of it, it’s wrong to let the bugs roam around! I’ll get rid of them quickly!” the troupe master said, quickly swinging his feather duster. 
[The Troupe Mud and Dust has submitted to your authority.]
[The Troupe Mud and Dust has recognized you as the person in power!]
I didn’t stop even after the cleaning spree was over. After hearing the Tower’s voice, something else that needed to be fixed came to mind.
“Hey, Sonia…” the troupe master said.
“Yes?”
“Why are—um, can I ask what you’re doing with that ladder?”
I set up a ladder near the theater entrance and climbed it, emitting aura from my hands right next to the sign with Mud and Dust written on it.
“As you can see, I’m changing the sign.”
The troupe master was flustered. “C-Changing the sign?”
“Yes. A hundred and thirty years of tradition is good, but honestly, our troupe’s reputation is at the bottom of the barrel. Rather than a pretentiously philosophical name like Mud and Dust, we need a name that appeals to the audience.”
I turned over the worn-out sign. The back was empty. I infused aura in my fingernails and scribbled letters on the wooden board. I was happy to see the new sign.
“Neat.”
Troupe Yapper.
The troupe master looked back and forth between my face and the sign.
“Sonia?”
“Go on.”
“Troupe Yapper is not a good name, right? We have a hundred and thirty years of history—”
“I heard something from the other actors, Troupe Master. It seems you owe quite a bit to the Sylvan merchant guilds.”
The troupe master flinched.
“The Sylvans come to collect their debt at least once every fifteen days.”
“Th-Those rascals don’t know how to watch their mouths in front of newcomers.” the troupe master grumbled. 
“It’s not the tradition that makes a troupe cool. You have to take responsibility for your people first since you’re the master of this troupe. You should attract customers and gain popularity. The actors should get to rest in a proper place, not sleep in the dressing room. Am I wrong? Also, I'm Sylvan. I don’t know much, but I know how to do business better than Terras at least. Now is the time to bring in as many spectators as we can. If things continue like this, the troupe will close down.”
I went out onto the street with flyers in my arms.
“Troupe Yapper! Troupe Yapper is performing Wild Fire Sword Dance next Saturday evening!”
“Ugor.”
The Terras walking up and down the street chuckled. The Sylvan ticket agents, who came out to promote their own plays, also laughed.
“What? Yapper?”
“Where is that kid from?”
I was getting some reactions. Good. This was much better than complete indifference. Now that people were paying attention, it was the job of a ticket agent to lead this attention in the best possible direction.
“Woof! Woof! A feast of yaps that you have never heard of or watched in this city is here! Is anyone tired of the trope that the Fire Emperor is actually a good guy? If you believe that a true classic is when bad guys are genuinely bad, you won’t find another son of a bitch like him! You will witness a true son of a bitch in action!”
“Ugor.”
“That Sylvan is really funny.”
“So small and cute.”
The Terras laughed as they walked up and down the streets. The troupe master, who followed me to the street, was staring at me expressionlessly. When the pedestrians seemed to have gathered a little, I pulled out the ace from my sleeve.
“Great warriors, this isn’t a Cavefire play you can see every day!” I announced, snapping my fingers.
Ding!
The pedestrians were shocked by the piano-like sound effect.
“Uger?”
“What was that?”
It was simply the sound of two strands of aura fired colliding with each other. The collision shook the air, making a sound similar to that of piano keys. It required quite a high level of aura mastery, but I didn’t find it difficult at all.
“Behold!” 
I continued making sounds using aura.
Ding, ding, ding.
Ding, ding, ding.
When it came to music, I wasn’t too knowledgeable, but even I could play the Celebrated Chop Waltz.
“Come on! Even a Sylvan ticket agent can use her aura like this! What kind of magical Cavefire play will the Troupe Yapper put on?”
The sky was bright and clear with sunlight shining down the street. I played the tune by moving my fingers, attracting a lot of attention from onlookers.
“Airburst?”
“Unbelievable. Oh my god.”
“Is that Sylvan making sounds using her aura…?”
Finally, pedestrians started looking in my direction. It wasn’t just them. Ticket agents from the large theater troupes also opened their eyes wide toward me.
“There is not a single dialogue in the Troupe Yapper’s plays! Fire Emperor, Kekerukker, no one says a thing! Fire doesn’t talk, it just burns! Witness the first dialogue-free Cavefire play in history!”
The Terras gaped at my brilliant aura display.
“Dialogue-free…?”
“Is it possible for Cavefire plays to have no lines?”
“Well, it’s quite tricky not to say anything at all.”
Some were astonished by my aura play, but some found my advertisement of a dialogue-free Cavefire play suspicious. They kept asking themselves how such a feat was possible, concluding it was unachievable. People were having conflicting emotions.
I continued to smile brightly and hand out the flyers. “If the actors say even one word, we’ll give you a full refund! Full refund if you hear just one line! Get double the ticket price for two lines! I’ll give you all my life assets for three lines! This isn’t a Cavefire play that you can see every day! If you bring a flyer, your plus one can watch the show for free! Your plus one is free! Free admission! You can earn money by watching this performance! Thank you! Yes, thank you!”
The pedestrians already had no power left to reject. Slightly entranced, they accepted the flyers as if they were intoxicated by a strong perfume. In no time, we ran out of flyers. 
“Thank you! Until the day of the play, I’ll be here every day! Of course, my concert will be free! Oh, this is a big problem. My troupe master owes a lot to the merchant guilds, but he’s going to go bankrupt if we keep going like this! He’s desperate for success!” 
I grabbed the troupe master’s hand. He was a little surprised but didn’t shake off my hand. With the pedestrians’ attention on him, he even gave a half-hearted smile. 
Good.
“What is a good actor anyway? No one gives better performances than actors who are about to go bankrupt! None of our troupe members have a home! They have to act or die on the stage! The never-changing truth of the acting industry is that acting skills correlate with the thickness of actors’ wallets! I’ll also make an appearance in Troupe Yapper’s play next Saturday evening. Yes, you heard that right, next Saturday evening! Thank you! Troupe Yapper’s show is next Saturday evening!” 
I bowed to the pedestrians. Naturally,  the troupe master also had to bow. No one was clapping or cheering, but things didn’t look bad. This was really good for us. I quickly left the street, flashing the business smile I learned from the Black Witch. 
—Wowza, the Guardian muttered. Are you not embarrassed?
I shrugged. I’m just doing my job, so there’s nothing to be embarrassed about. 
—Even so, you’re the Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult.
The demonic cult was built by fleeing miners and driven-out farmers. What’s wrong with handing out flyers on the street? This is also honest work.
—Seriously…  You’ll thrive even if you end up in the middle of a jungle or a desert. The Fire Emperor is surely amazing. I can’t believe he sent someone like you out into the world.
Sonia, in her spirit form, had a strange expression on her face. I could read both respect and self-loathing were mixed in her face.
—Mr. Kekerukker, you’re amazing, but… How should I put it? You’re amazing in a very different way from the Kekerukker I imagined. Wait, is this actually who you are, Mr. Kekerukker?
Yes.
Once we were far away from the intersection, the troupe master broke the silence.
“Are you serious?”
“Huh? About what?”
“A dialogue-free Cavefire play. How can you say no lines on stage?”
“Of course I’m serious. I wouldn’t lie to prospective guests.”
“But…”
“Don’t worry. I’ll do my best to put on a worthy show. If things don’t work out, I’ll go on stage alone. There is absolutely no need to worry about whether we lied to our customers or not. Anyhow, we have work to do. New chairs should have been installed in our theater by now. Please pick the chairs that are going to be reserved for special guests and make nice tickets for them. The price will be twelve times that of a regular seat.”
The troupe master was surprised. “T-Twelve times? That’s expensive…”
“We gave flyers to a lot of people. The prospective customers will most likely bring them at the show. Their plus ones will watch the play for free, so we should make up for the insufficient revenue through special seats.”
“B-but isn’t the price too high?”
“It is. Only customers who don’t find it expensive will buy it.”
I lightly flicked my fingers and played the note La using my aura.
“They’ve all seen me using my aura. Any warrior with a competitive spirit will want to see my performance from as close as possible so they can watch and learn. The ticket is too expensive for the guests who will come to see the performance, but it’s cheap for the warriors who will come to heighten their aura mastery. We will attract the former for free and extract profit from the latter. Troupe Master, trust me and rip some guys off.”
On the next day at noon, several Terras roamed around in front of the theater.
“Is this Troupe Yapper?”
“I heard there is a performance next Saturday. I would like to reserve a front seat in advance.”
“I heard that Sylvan over there will also appear on stage. Is that true? I want a ticket to a performance featuring that Sylvan.”
Even after hearing the price, the four Terra warriors readily bought the special seats. Still, the troupe master looked at me in disbelief. Something like this had probably never happened since he took over the theater.
I flashed a bright smile. “I was right, wasn’t I?”
Two days later, all the special seats were sold out.

1.  This is a wordplay on 개판(shitshow) and 개(a dog). ☜


2.  The raw is 삽질이 괜히 삽질이 아닙니다(literal: Shoveling is meaningless for a reason.) 삽질하다 means meaningless efforts. The phrase originated from Korean military officers who made their subordinates shovel dirt for no reason. The real reason was to establish a hierarchy among them. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 185: The Rookie Actress (3)

    
      The actors were excited.
    

    
      “All the special seats are sold out!”
    

    
      “Has anything like this ever happened since we joined the troupe?”
    

    
      “No. On a good day, we would fill half the seats...”
    

    
      “Do you think we’re going to become famous?”
    

    
      “Our little boss is our gem! Ugor!”
    

    
      Everyone was delighted that all the special seats were sold out for the third-rate alley theater they worked at. However, once they heard the plan for the next performance, their expressions darkened.
    

    
      “We’re going to perform without uttering a single line?”
    

    
      “How in the world…”
    

    
      “Everyone, think of it this way,” I said. “I'm not sure if you know this, but Cavefire plays didn’t use to have lines. There was no script either. Controlling fire using a performer’s aura was how Cavefire plays used to be.”
    

    
      “I-Is that so?”
    

    
      “Mhm.”
    

    
      The actors pressed their lips so hard that their lower lips touched their philtrums, not really buying what I was telling them. Well, I guessed their reactions made sense. I had seen the original Cavefire plays myself, but they hadn’t.
    

    
      
        That happened nine hundred years ago.
      
    

    
      Maybe a thousand years ago if I rounded up the number. There was no way for today’s Terras to know what Cavefire plays used to be like. In this day and age, only I was confident of how old traditions had been carried out.
    

    
      “Guys, do you know that you and the rest of Terras have a dormant ability to feel sorrow at the mere sight of fire? Your sensibility is quite awesome. I believe you can awaken that sense again. Dialogues will just get in your way. You’re not bad at acting because you suck, you’re bad because you think of a Cavefire play as someone else’s story!”
    

    
      I took turns looking at each Terra. One had just one eye, another just one arm, and the last one just one ear. They all had one thing in common: they had lost something.
    

    
      “All of you carry shining jewels in your hearts, but they’re buried deep down. When a jewel and a stone stay buried in the sand, they aren’t any different from each other. I’m going to take all the sand from your hands and help you fall in love with acting for real.”
    

    
      “Y-You say cringe things without even blinking.”
    

    
      “Because I mean them.” I nodded and channeled my aura in my hand, engraving the number seven on the theater’s wall. “For an entire week, I’ll teach you how to use your aura without sleeping a wink.”
    

    
      The first class began that night.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I gestured to the actors on stage. “Make sure you sit as comfortably as possible. It’s okay to just stretch out your feet. Great. Do anyone’s shoulders feel stiff? If anyone is feeling unwell, please tell me. I’ll give you a massage to help you. Everyone is fine? Okay. Let’s begin.
    

    
      “People often say ambiguous stuff, something like aura is strictly related to your mental state. ‘Manifest your will,’ ‘Awaken your mind…' They say all sorts of stuff that are hard to understand. Try manifesting your will and unleash your aura.”
    

    
      “Uh…”
    

    
      Despite their slight confusion, the actors unleashed their aura. Lacking any sense of form or direction, their aura moved like limp mirages. Compared to Uburka, the greatest warrior of all time, it was safe to say that the actors were not gifted at all when it came to aura mastery. They were clearly embarrassed. 
    

    
      “It’s not easy, is it?”
    

    
      “U-um, it sometimes works well...”
    

    
      “Yeah, we all have those days. When you feel good, you can control your emotions freely, paving a highway for your aura. But that’s not enough.” 
    

    
      “If that’s not enough...”
    

    
      “From now on, you have to be able to draw out your aura whenever you want.”
    

    
      “Ugor.”
    

    
      The actors laughed awkwardly. Although they would have loved for that to be possible, resignation took over them and rooted in their smiles.
    

    
      I smiled back. “You know what, let’s not use the word ‘will’ here. Aura does move according to will, but you don’t unleash your aura using your will.”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “Aura is activated by memory, not will.”
    

    
      That was the conclusion I came to and the truth I had learned in the Heavenly Demon Chronicle, Teacher’s world.
    

    
      “You'd catch clouds faster than follow some ambiguous advice like cultivating a strong willpower. You need to learn the best way to recall your memories.”
    

    
      “Recall our memories…”
    

    
      “Yes, and do it as vividly as possible. Imagine a sea,” I told the Terras.
    

    
      The actors closed their eyes.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      “Are you imagining it?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Okay. Let me guess. You thought of a wide-spread horizon in pretty blue. Just like a picture drawn on paper, right?”
    

    
      The actors nodded in unison. 
    

    
      I grinned. “That is the most basic memory you could have conjured. Such a mnemonic method must be avoided when using aura.”
    

    
      “Uger?”
    

    
      “What you thought of right now isn't sea. It’s the word ‘sea.’ With such low-quality memories, your aura will never fully bloom.” I clapped. “Now, stand up please!”
    

    
      The actors stood up awkwardly.
    

    
      “Imagine stepping on a sandy beach this time. The water reaches all the way to your ankles. Swoosh. The sea flows between your toes and swallows you to the ankles before the waves get called back. What is the color of the sea? Is it blue?”
    

    
      “No, it’s transparent.”
    

    
      “What about the water between your toes? Is it hot?”
    

    
      “It’s cool.”
    

    
      “What is the water like? Is it clean?”
    

    
      “No, it’s slightly murky because of the sand.”
    

    
      “Yes, the waves make contact with the sand, sweeping it away. Good. Imagine getting sand stuck between your toes. There’s sand on your ankles too.”
    

    
      “Mhm.”
    

    
      “I don’t really like that feeling. It’s prickly. The sand is covered in saltwater, so it’s a bit sticky.”
    

    
      “You’re right.”
    

    
      “You went into the sea, and your calves are soaked. The saltiness is icky. What are you going to do?” I asked. 
    

    
      “I’ll go find a well and wash my feet.”
    

    
      “I came all the way to the sea anyway, so I might as well go for a swim.”
    

    
      “I’ll look around for any clams.”
    

    
      Okay.
    

    
      “That’s a much stronger memory,” I said. “Seniors, when you try to think of something from now on, never start from the word itself. Think of textures, like dipping your feet in the sea. Then your memories will take care of the rest.”
    

    
      I looked at the one-eyed Terra. “What did you think of when you first thought of the sea? It was just plain blue, yes? Like a simple drawing on paper.”
    

    
      “Ugor.”
    

    
      “But what did it look like after you sunk your feet into it? It was actually transparent, right?”
    

    
      “Right.”
    

    
      I grinned. “Not only is it transparent, but you can also think of its icky texture. You even thought about what you would do next and how you would act. That’s exactly it.”
    

    
      Thinking of the most specific texture, like the feel of sand grains stuck in the toes, was the proper way to recall memories. Once a person could do this easily, their aura would naturally become fiercer.
    

    
      “If you have the memories of almost being burned to death…”
    

    
      
        Whoosh.
      
    

    
      Fire ignited in my hand. 
    

    
      “Then it would be possible to create an inferno with your aura. Memories of being on the verge of death forcibly root themselves into one’s mind. There are probably people who are born with the talent to be actors. They can spontaneously vent their sadness and act like they’re really in the middle of a battlefield. You guys would be jealous of them. Would you like to know the secret of how those people got their talent?”
    

    
      I made the blooming fire on my palm bigger.
    

    
      “They have memories.”
    

    
      Their trauma, to be exact.
    

    
      “How can an actor properly act out being in the middle of hell? Simple:  they’ve been through it. It has always been like that. The shadow of memories cling onto them, and it’s impossible to shake them off no matter what the actor does.”
    

    
      The same was true for Uburka. He suffered from severe albinism. Sunlight was a blessing to others, but it was like an opponent’s sword to Uburka. Walking under the sun itself was a matter of defeating his enemy. By having the sun as his enemy, he naturally learned how to envelop himself with aura.
    

    
      “Wild Fire Sword Dance, which we will be performing next week, is a play in which Kekerukker is disappointed and angry at the Fire Emperor. You aren’t Kekerukker nor the Fire Emperor, but have you never been disappointed in someone?”
    

    
      I looked at the actors one by one. One eye. One arm. One ear. They were all broken in one way or another.
    

    
      “Have you never disappointed anyone?”
    

    
      They remained silent. I put out the fire in my hand. 
    

    
      “I highly doubt so. We’ve all been assholes at some point in our lives. Any of you can become Kekerukker. The Fire Emperor… Ah, that bastard is a bit difficult. His whole existence is quite a challenge. I’ll take on the role of the Fire Emperor in the next performance.”
    

    
      No matter how much special tutoring I gave them, time was of the essence. I was the only one who could accurately portray Yoo Soo-Ha. The three remaining actors looked up at me.
    

    
      “Then, who will… take on the role of Kekerukker?”
    

    
      “I’ll give it to the person who makes the most progress this week,” I replied. “The person who was or has been most disappointed by others will play the lead role.”
    

    
      The actors were rendered speechless.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The one-eyed actor’s name was Ilric. 
    

    
      “My dad used to gamble. People told me he had been like that since I was a baby. When he was young, he worked at a smithy until he became the boss, but he learned to gamble while hanging out with a colleague. It turned out my dad was also talented at it.”
    

    
      In some cases, people with talent were more miserable than those without it. One of these cases was gambling.
    

    
      “There were times he won a mountain of gold coins in a day. Whenever that happened, he would buy a villa and let me live there. He would also get me an expensive tutor and a housekeeper. I'd eat and do whatever I wanted.”
    

    
      “How long did the money last?” 
    

    
      “Three days to two years, but it was usually two months,” Ilric muttered. “If he won a lot of money, he'd start a business with it. He also ran a lodging business for gamblers and lent money to the good ones. There were times when things went well, but when they didn’t…”
    

    
      Business always had ups and downs. If going with the flow during good times was a gift, being patient during bad moments was an ability. Ilric’s father simply lacked the ability to endure.
    

    
      “He always tried to make up for the loss through gambling. He set the goal of daily sales to three gold coins. It was good if he could hit the goal, but he gambled if he couldn’t. He was always like that. According to my dad, that was also his business and an inevitable way of keeping it running.”
    

    
      Ilric sighed.
    

    
      “I don’t have a home. There is no place I have stayed long enough to call home, just villas and inns. We lived in the city with the biggest gambling scene. When my dad’s business failed, we moved to a city that had a smaller gambling scene, and so on…" 
    

    
      He buried his head in his hands.
    

    
      “One day, a woman came to the inn. My sleeping schedule was a mess, so I was sleeping well past noon. After some time, the woman pounded on my door. With a frown, I eventually opened the door for her.”
    

    
      
        Are you Mr. Ilric?
      
    

    
      “I could tell something was going on. Maybe she worked for the inn, but I just thought my dad was in deep shit again. People who lent my dad money sometimes came by.”
    

    
      
        Is your father here?
      
    

    
      
        No.
      
    

    
      “I just woke up, so I looked terrible. My face couldn’t have looked worse. I held the doorknob of the inn room, hinting that I wasn't above closing the door at any time.”
    

    
      
        Who are you?
      
    

    
      “The woman didn’t answer my question. After a few moments of hesitation, she left the inn. I closed the door, finding the encounter strange. In the evening, I told my dad about the woman who came that day. That was when I learned she was my mother. She left home when I was three years old, so I didn’t recognize her.”
    

    
      Though most of Ilric’s face was covered by his hand, one of his furrowed eyebrows peeked through his fingers.
    

    
      “I don’t care about everything else, but I can’t help thinking about the expression I made back then. I was irritated, and I didn’t hide it from the woman. I didn't even let go of the doorknob. I don’t like that. I don’t know why I acted that way.”
    

    
      Ilric looked down at the floor with his one eye.
    

    
      “But why did my mother call me Mr. Ilric? Why mister? I can’t figure it out. I heard that my dad and my mom had come up with my name together, so why Mr. Ilric? I wish I knew. Fuck,” he muttered.
    

    
      The one-eyed actor left, and the one-armed actor came in next. The white tattoos on his torso stopped at his right shoulder, where his arm had been cleanly cut off. His name was Yumar.
    

    
      “I was a drug dealer.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 186: The Fire (1)

    
      “I grew up in the boring countryside,” Yumar said. “There were no jobs to be had there. Even after I grew older, I had nothing else to do, so I just played with kids my age. Sometimes I stood sentry to see if a tiger came down from the mountain and collected taxes from merchants passing through the village. The village wasn’t rich. It was as dreary as the dried bark of a tree.”
    

    
      Yumar scratched his wrinkled green forehead. He asked me, “Have you ever killed anyone?” 
    

    
      “Yes,” I answered.
    

    
      Yumar nodded. He didn’t seem very surprised. “I assumed as much. Where did you first shed blood? On the battleground? Or…”
    

    
      “A hunting ground. I ambushed my victim.”
    

    
      “Ah, that’s not exactly a warrior’s feat,” Yumar said with a smile. 
    

    
      Anyone who was confessing to murder gave at least a subtle sneer. They were not laughing at the actual murder, but the one confessing was sneering at oneself and their confession. While talking, they secretly hoped that the listener would join in on this sneer. That was the most important moment because the listener wasn’t supposed to do that. 
    

    
      I remained calm as I replied, “Yes, that’s right. I wasn’t exactly a warrior. What about you?”
    

    
      The smile disappeared from Yumar’s face.
    

    
      “It’s already been thirteen years, I think. The village chief kept traveling back and forth to different villages. At first, I thought he was going to see a friend, but he went there too often. Seven months later, the village chief returned with a confident look on his face.”
    

    
      
        I’ve started a business for our village, you idiots.
      
    

    
      The business was drug manufacturing.
    

    
      “Mmm, you probably heard of Silver Vine. You Sylvans go nuts for it. Using the flowers as raw material, we extracted the essence and hardened it into pills. At first, we started by gathering jobless people from the village, around six of them. In the countryside, there are a lot of young bums who just idle around all day.”
    

    
      “You weren’t just a drug dealer. You were the boss.”
    

    
      “How did you know?”
    

    
      “It was a short story, but there are telltale signs. You’re smart and have a remarkable memory. This happened thirteen years ago, yet you remember that the village chief snooped around the neighboring village for seven months. You’re good at numbers.”
    

    
      I poured tea into Yumar’s cup. Thanks to Raviel’s lessons, my tea ceremony skills had improved greatly. It was a bit of a shame that this troupe only had cheap tea leaves.
    

    
      I went on. “You even know the drug recipe. I’m pretty sure you weren’t just a henchman. You were a key executive in the organization. Boss, or at least a deputy boss.”
    

    
      “You’re very perceptive.” Yumar smiled bitterly and lifted the teacup.  After he took a sip, his eyes widened slightly. “Why the fuck is it so good?”
    

    
      “Cause I made it. Can you go back to your story?” 
    

    
      “Yeah. You’re right. I was in charge of the village business. I also coincidently found out that I had a knack for gathering kids and putting them to good use. I was lucky too.”
    

    
      He wasn’t just lucky, but a genius. Yumar’s business grew rapidly.
    

    
      “I was a blessed businessman.”
    

    
      He gathered young men from the neighborhood and formed a militia. Eventually, his organization took over the neighborhood’s business. Yumar, the boss, thoroughly supervised the drug manufacturing process, guaranteeing the quality. Recognized as high-quality products, his drugs busily spread along the waterways connecting the Sylvan ports.
    

    
      Heavenly Grace Juice and Late Scholar’s Powder were products made by Yumar. Despite his lack of talent in using aura, Yumar had one hundred subordinates who called him the ultimate warrior.
    

    
      When his number of subordinates reached five hundred, Yumar felt that something was off.
    

    
      “I had a strong hunch that if I continued on like this, I would be screwed. The Fire Water Council is generous, and it wasn’t like I was selling drugs to the Terras. They didn’t care about some local thugs who sold drugs to rich Sylvans. However, since there were about five hundred of those local thugs, that was a different story.”
    

    
      Yumar’s organization was doing too well.
    

    
      “I had no proof or any reason to feel this way, but if we didn’t close down our business, we were all going to die. I could feel it in my bones.”
    

    
      Yumar gathered his friends together and told them they needed to close the business. His peers who used to collect taxes together in the village were now executives with fangs. 
    

    
      Yumar frowned. “Those pigs agreed and nodded when I told them this.” 
    

    
      “So did you guys close it?”
    

    
      “Close it, my ass. That very night, they ganged up on me and tied me up, threatening me to give them the recipe. They pointed daggers at my neck, the exact ones I bought for them. Damn those bastards.” 
    

    
      Bawling, Yumar revealed his drug recipe. He even swore that he would never seek revenge or start another business again. His childhood friends thought highly of his oath.
    

    
      “They cut off my arm.”
    

    
      But at least he remained alive. That was how he became One-Armed Yumar.
    

    
      “I didn’t really join the theater because I wanted to be an actor. I was just wandering in the streets, but the troupe master felt sorry for me and took me in. It’s been over ten years since then. Well, acting became fun over time.”
    

    
      “What happened to the organization?”
    

    
      Yumar didn’t answer. 
    

    
      “It closed down,” I speculated.
    

    
      Yumar looked down at his teacup. “Less than a year after I was kicked out, they were taken care of. The council sent thirteen of their top 100 warriors and killed every single member.”
    

    
      “What happened to your village friends?”
    

    
      “They were killed. After all, they were executives,” Yumar said, holding back tears.
    

    
      “You think it’s your fault.”
    

    
      Yumar rubbed the cup’s edge.  
    

    
      “You believe that, because you were so good at developing your organization, you caused its own downfall. If the business had been somewhat doing well or gone bankrupt, the people of your village wouldn’t have died. You’re blaming yourself for not being able to stop the village chief.”
    

    
      “Those suckers… Fuck.” Yumar gulped down the remaining tea. 
    

    
      Finally, the one-eared actor came in, holding an old lion doll in his arms. His name was Sakum.
    

    
      “I was a servant of a prestigious family... I happened to see my master banging someone other than his spouse. I didn’t really see anything. I just heard them through the wall. It’s not like I wanted to hear them, it didn’t excite me or anything, but they cut off my ear because they didn’t like that I heard them moaning. It’s unfair, right?” he asked with a blank expression.
    

    
      One-Eyed Ilric, the son of a gambler.
    

    
      One-Armed Yumar, the former drug ring boss.
    

    
      One-Eared Sakum, the former servant of a prestigious family.
    

    
      I nodded. “Okay, let’s dance.”
    

    
      A week later, the day of the play arrived. The theater was brimming with spectators. 
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Is this Troupe Yapper?”
    

    
      “That’s strange. I’ve been here before but they must have had a different name back then…”
    

    
      The theater became crowded thirty minutes before the play started. Some of the guests had decided to come after seeing my street performance, while others had joined in because they heard the rumors going around.  
    

    
      The huge crowd piqued the curiosity of passers-by. Intrigued by the huge number of spectators, they wandered into the theater. Not only were the special seats fully booked, the standing section was also packed.
    

    
      “No watermelon beer? What about watermelon fries? Uger, I can’t believe it.”
    

    
      “Does this troupe not want money?”
    

    
      “I’m telling you. There’s an awesome Sylvan who works here. She used her aura so freely that she made sounds without playing instruments. I’m serious! Why would I lie?”
    

    
      “Uger. If whoever touched my butt doesn’t come forward, what you will see won’t be Cavefire but blood.”
    

    
      “It’s a play, but it supposedly won’t have any lines.”
    

    
      “I’m sure they exaggerated in the advertisement.”
    

    
      “They promised a refund if the actors say even one line.”
    

    
      “There are too many spectators!”
    

    
      Even the market was quieter than this theater. 
    

    
      From behind the stage, the actors glanced at the audience.
    

    
      “Fuck.”
    

    
      They were very scared, especially Yumar. Panicked, he said, “Check this out! The person with the red tattoos in one of the special seats is definitely Morkan, the Rank 21 warrior of the council. Fuck.”
    

    
      “Who is that?”
    

    
      “He’s the lunatic who makes his tattoo one centimeter longer every time he slits his enemies’ throats. Look how it covers his entire body!”
    

    
      Sakum anxiously muttered, “The actors from Blaze and Wildfire also came to see the play.”
    

    
      “Ugek. Where are they?”
    

    
      “Over there. It’s those two guys who wear masks, the ones in the special seats. I can recognize them because I see them often. One is Sormacunda, the ace of Blaze, and the one sitting next to him is Jamahan, who is the most popular in Wildfire these days...”
    

    
      “Why did they come to see us?”
    

    
      “They didn’t,” Ilric said. He kept looking in the mirror to see if his makeup was on point. “They came to see Sonia.”
    

    
      There was nothing special about his makeup. He had a cloth wrapped around his waist and black markings all over him. That was it.
    

    
      “He’s right. It’s amazing. Actually, our little boss has been in business for only a week. This play is her debut, yet it’s a full house. This must be the greatest debut ever among Sylvan actors.”
    

    
      “I think it’s the greatest debut ever...”
    

    
      “Let’s get ready,” I said. 
    

    
      The actors, who were trying to quell their anxiety by chit-chatting, suddenly stopped talking.
    

    
      “You guys practiced non-stop for a week. Don’t worry. It’s okay if you freeze and you can’t move. Just relax if that happens.”
    

    
      “Aren’t we doomed if we do that…?”
    

    
      “I’ll control you guys using my aura if that happens. Just don’t resist my aura.”
    

    
      “There is no way that’s possible—wait, I guess it’s possible for you. Fuck.”
    

    
      The four of us put our hands together. I lightly sent my aura to my fellow actors. 
    

    
      “Relax.”
    

    
      My red aura flowed into their hands and made it all the way to their shoulders. The actors’ shoulders flinched, but it seemed as if they had gotten quite used to my aura after my special training for the past week. They soon took a deep breath and calmly accepted my aura. I relaxed the actors’ muscles like I was giving them a massage. They certainly looked less tense than earlier. 
    

    
      “Ugor…”
    

    
      I tried cheering them on. “You don’t need to worry. As you guys already know, no one out there expects your Cavefire to be perfect. In fact, their expectations are exactly zero. As long as we pull it off like we practiced, it’ll be a smashing hit among the spectators, okay?” 
    

    
      They nodded. 
    

    
      
        Okay.
      
    

    
      “Here we go.” I stomped my foot, causing my aura to vibrate in the air. Shocked, the audience stopped murmuring and looked around. 
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “What’s going on?”
    

    
      I continued to stomp my feet. There was a rhythm to it, but every footstep corresponded to a note. 
    

    
      “Aura?”
    

    
      The audience was surprised to realize that the noises weren’t mere thumps but actual musical notes. The most surprised guests were the VIPs sitting in front row.
    

    
      “Oh my god. This isn’t someone singing, but aura airbursts?”
    

    
      “That’s right. It’s aura. I told you, even while advertising on the street—”
    

    
      Ilric ran out on the dark stage. Like a runner, Ilric spread his legs as wide as possible so he could cross the stage with big strides. Naturally, he caught the audience’s attention.
    

    
      
        Thud—!
      
    

    
      However, the audience was paying attention not just because he showed up on stage.
    

    
      
        Thuuuud—!
      
    

    
      Every time Ilric’s feet touched the stage, the thuds doubled in intensity. Before the audience’s panic could subside, Yumar and Sakum ran onto the stage as well. 
    

    
      Every time an actor stepped on the floor, more rhythmical notes flowed throughout the theater. There were now three melodies overlapping, signaling the start of the play. 
    

    
      The audience was quiet. Quite a few guests had their jaws on the floor, muttering absentmindedly. 
    

    
      “Oh my god.”
    

    
      “No way. Are all those sounds made using aura?”
    

    
      Yup. There was no need for dialogues when one could replace them with music. This wasn’t a play. It was a dance drama, and I was the one-man aura orchestra.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 187: The Fire (2)

    
      A drum echoed in the dark theater.
    

    
      
        Thump…
      
    

    
      No, it wasn’t a drum.
    

    
      
        Thump…
      
    

    
      It appeared to be footsteps, but no one was stomping their feet, at least not from where the audience could see. 
    

    
      
        Thuuump. Thump. Thump.
      
    

    
      Ilric, Yumar, and Sakum were already on stage. They quickly turned their heads in the direction from which the sounds were coming. There I was, crawling out to the stage, engulfed in flames. I was the Fire Emperor. The actors trembled, their voices quivering too, like snakes in the shadows.  
    

    
      “
      
        Wagar…
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Kar… 
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Ke.
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Karkasa… 
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Shee.
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Lakh.
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Gur.
      
      ”
    

    
      These words were not part of today’s vocabulary. They originated from a long time ago, back when the Terras were gathering acorns in the primordial forest. 
    

    
      The actors hissed, whispering an ancient language from the time when noises and speech were indistinguishable. 
    

    
      
        Shee.
      
       
      
        Lakh.
      
       
      
        Gur.
      
       
      
        Shee.
      
       
      
        Lakh.
      
       
      
        Gur.
      
       
    

    
      The disturbing whispers made the audience close their mouths. The Terras couldn’t understand the language of their ancestors, but they held their breath, feeling the ominous nature of the sounds that made them respond instinctively. 
    

    
      “
      
        Shee.
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Lakh.
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Gur.
      
      ”
    

    
      Scared, the actors circled me. With each step they took, my aura resonated and played music. When the actors slowed down their pace, the rhythm of the music also slowed down. 
    

    
      
        Shee. 
      
    

    
      
        Lakh.
      
       
    

    
      
        Gur.
      
       
    

    
      As they got closer to me, the music gradually became louder. Fire spread across the dark stage. I moved on all fours like an elegant savage. 
    

    
      “
      
        Wagar
      
      .”
    

    
      
        “Yes.
      
       
      
        I am the Fire Emperor.”
      
    

    
      A growl flowed from my mouth. The actors stopped approaching me, afraid of what I would do. 
    

    
      
        “I am the fire of the world.”
      
    

    
      I was speaking using my aura, even letting out an animal-like growl.
    

    
      
        “I am successful.”
      
    

    
      The stage shook, and even the air in the dark theater trembled. My aura smelled like blood. My mysterious and strange song reverberated around the theater walls. 
    

    
      
        Shee, lakh, gur.
      
       
    

    
      
        Shee, lakh, gur.
      
       
    

    
      I let out a sneer that insulted the world and ridiculed everyone around me. The audience sitting in the front row shrank back.
    

    
      
        “Envy me. Be jealous. Worship me.”
      
    

    
      What came out of my mouth were simple hissing sounds. There was no need to say anything more than that. I spoke using my aura, not my voice.
    

    
      
        Shee.
      
    

    
      
        “The world is merely firewood for me to burn a little brighter.”
      
    

    
      
        Lakh.
      
    

    
      
        “I find your jealousy annoying because I want you to grasp how annoying I can be. A fire cannot burn without fuel, so insignificant beings like you will have to become my endless supply of firewood.”
      
    

    
      
        Gur
      
      .
    

    
      
        “I laugh at my success so I can laugh even louder at your incompetence. I mock your interest in me so I can ridicule you louder for your inability to receive attention.
      
    

    
      
        “I am humble. I calmly watch everything life throws at me with indifferent eyes. Even my success loses its flame before my eyes. However, I constantly remind you of my success because I’m more successful than anyone else.
      
    

    
      
        “My indifferent eyes and my calm face render your success null and void. Your hard work is worthless because you aren’t successful like me. From your greatest hardship to your smallest success, everything is insignificant before me.”
      
    

    
      I took a step forward. The fire blazed harder, startling the actors, who turned to scatter and flee. A grin hung on my face.
    

    
      “
      
        Wagar!
      
      ”
    

    
      
        “You Terras may act like humans, but there is only one true human in this world: me.”
      
    

    
      The fire grew stronger and blazed, engulfing the stage and the audience seats. Terras in the audience groaned. Some reflexively ignited their own aura to counter my fire. I laughed louder, and the music also got louder.
    

    
      
        “Only I am human.”
      
    

    
      My fire simply grabbed the audience’s aura and twisted it. Six flaming strands gently caressed the audience’s necks.
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh…
      
      ”
    

    
      One of the audience sitting in the front row shivered. From what I remembered, he was the Rank 21 warrior of the Fire Water Council. He opened his eyes, sweat dripping down his forehead. The theater had already been plunged into hell.
    

    
      
        “I say my success is insignificant. What does that make you? You guys haven’t achieved anything. Can’t even call it nothing. Dust is less than nothing.”
      
    

    
      I laughed, waving my arms around, and grinned like the Fire Emperor. One-Eyed Ilric, whose eye met mine, flinched. He ran away, screaming.
    

    
      
        “I love animals who expose their tender necks. These innocent animals always place their trust in others, willingly leaving themselves vulnerable. They’re soft enough to be swallowed in one bite!”
      
    

    
      Fire rose in the direction Ilric was trying to escape. Gasping, he turned and ran the opposite way, but I blocked him once again with a curtain of fire, cornering my prey.
    

    
      Ilric kept opening and closing his mouth, but he couldn’t actually make any sounds. 
    

    
      
        “Please save me!” 
      
    

    
      Just as one could make sounds with their aura, they could also use it to block them. I locked down Ilric’s scream and crushed it.
    

    
      
        “Why are you running away?”
      
    

    
      
        “Please don’t kill me! Please…”
      
    

    
      
        “Do not run away. I am your father.”
      
    

    
      Until his voice went hoarse, Ilric shouted, 
      
        “Please! Save me, don’t kill me... Don’t kill me!”
      
    

    
      But his voice didn’t reach the audience. From the audience’s perspective, Ilric was just opening and closing his mouth, struggling in his misery. The spectators were watching while holding their breaths. 
    

    
      I prowled over to Ilric.
    

    
      
        “Child, I won’t hurt you.”
      
    

    
      I trapped Ilric tighter with the curtain of fire, leaving him less space to escape. He collapsed on the floor like a helpless child.
    

    
      
        “Don’t kill me...”
      
    

    
      
        “It’s okay.”
      
    

    
      
        “Please… Save me, Mom…”
      
    

    
      I opened my mouth and bit Ilric’s neck. My canines didn’t dig into his skin. Instead, my aura seeped into his flesh with bloodlust.
    

    
      
        “Aaaah
      
      !”  Ilric struggled, crying out in pain. 
    

    
      I no longer muffled the sound, letting the scream erupt and echo in the theater.
    

    
      “
      
        Aaaaaah
      
      ! 
      
        Aaaaaaaaah
      
      !”
    

    
      The audience, who had only watched him struggle in silence until now, shrank away at the sudden eruption of noise. They did not think this was mere acting. Ilric was truly dying in their eyes.
    

    
      “What…”
    

    
      “I-Is that…”
    

    
      Some swallowed their saliva or groaned. A couple of Terras in the back row ran out of the theater, thinking the actor was actually getting murdered. However, most of the audience was entranced and stared blankly at the fire taking over the stage.
    

    
      
        “I am the fire of the world.”
      
    

    
      The hunt never stopped. Surrounded by the blazing inferno, I became a beast high on blood, running for my next victim. Yumar and Sakum screamed, running away. The music kept playing. 
    

    
      
        “Save me!”
      
    

    
      
        “A monster! A monster is chasing me!”
      
    

    
      I wasn’t at fault. If there was anything wrong with me, it was the world’s fault for birthing me. The world made me this way. People just fell in the world’s curves, living the way they had been created. What was there to blame me for?
    

    
      
        “Let’s dance!”
      
    

    
      
        Shee.
      
       
      
        Lakh.
      
       
      
        Gur.
      
    

    
      
        “The whole world is my stage!”
      
    

    
      
        Shee.
      
       
      
        Lakh.
      
       
      
        Gur.
      
    

    
      
        “You shouldn’t blame me. You and I are the same. Just like you, the world birthed me. I’m simply stronger than you. It’s the law of nature that the strong eat up the weak. It’s the world you should blame, not me.”
      
    

    
      The fire blazed in its full glory. I became one with it and ran around, burning everything I touched and sank my teeth into my prey as much I wanted.
    

    
      “
      
        Aaaaaaaaaaah!
      
      ”
    

    
      Yumar fell. Sakum was defeated. It was okay. They were animals. To a human, animals were nothing more than meat, so this wasn’t murder, but mere butchering.
    

    
      
        Thump!
      
    

    
      The drumming sounds became louder.
    

    
      
        Thump!
      
    

    
      The bloody red fire burned the theater. Even after all three actors fell to the floor, I never stopped roaring. 
    

    
      
        Shee.
      
       
      
        Lakh.
      
       
      
        Gur.
      
    

    
      The audience trembled as they watched the boiling aura’s dance sizzling the stage. A young spectator gasped and fainted. Foaming, he fell onto the shoulder of the Terra next to him, but he was unable to help at all because he was also frozen in place.
    

    
      
        Thump!
      
    

    
      The song finally reached its climax. A group of Terras barged into the theater, swarming around the audience.
    

    
      “Everyone stop! We’re the Fire River Council Police!”
    

    
      “Everyone stop! Stop!”
    

    
      “We’re here because we heard reports of mass killings and arson! Anyone who ignores this warning and tries to run away will be considered a threat and be arrested!”
    

    
      They cut the tension in the air like a knife. Only then did the audience manage to let out the breath they had been holding until now. Spectators collapsed like pillars that gave away, slipping off their seats after all their strength left them.
    

    
      My immersion also broke, so I looked at the security guards with my eyebrows furrowed. I didn’t know how serious the reports were for them to barge in. However, the Terra police officers were on guard, scanning the entire theater.
    

    
      “Rescue the victims first!”
    

    
      “Where is the arsonist?”
    

    
      “There are people collapsed on stage!”
    

    
      The officers rushed toward the actors. When they saw Ilric, Yumar, and Sakum lying on the floor, they thought the actors were dead. Of course, no one had actually died during this performance.
    

    
      “Hey, wait a second.”
    

    
      “Y-You don’t need to help me stand up. I’m fine!”
    

    
      The actors stood up one by one, shaking their hands.
    

    
      “Are you hurt anywhere? How are your heads?”
    

    
      “I-I’m not hurt at all! I’m totally fine!”
    

    
      “I heard that a mass murder has taken place here. Where is the criminal? Were you held hostage?”
    

    
      Ilric looked bewildered. “What…? What mass murder? Held hostage? That’s not what happened.”
    

    
      “We’re acting, you crazyheads!” Yumar shouted.
    

    
      The police officers came to a halt. 
    

    
      “Acting?”
    

    
      “Yeah! This is a play! We’re a troupe! Troupe Yapper! This is our theater, and we were in the middle of our play!”
    

    
      Some of the police officers were holding me down, thinking I was the criminal they were looking for. If I wanted to, I could break free, but I was so dumbfounded that I just let them do whatever they wanted. 
    

    
      The officers slowly turned to me.
    

    
      “We received a report that there was a fire…”
    

    
      I nodded. My aura lit up from my fingertips.
    

    
      “That is my aura. It looks like fire.”
    

    
      “They said some beast bit innocent people to death.”
    

    
      “I played the role of that son of a bitch the Fire Emperor, and my fellow actors over there played the role of victims. Of course, I had to defeat them during the play.” I shrugged. “It looks like someone reported our play because our acting felt too real.” 
    

    
      Even the police officers realized something was wrong. Their vigilance and belligerence were replaced by embarrassment, leaving them at a loss for words. 
    

    
      The spectators were muttering among themselves. The buzz quickly turned into an uproar.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Who reported this to the police?”
    

    
      “What about the play?”
    

    
      “Is it just going to end like this?”
    

    
      “What happened?!”
    

    
      “Those idiotic cops!”
    

    
      “Did you barge in without asking questions yet again?!”
    

    
      As the audience complained from all corners of the theater, the police captain’s face rapidly darkened.
    

    
      I approached him with a smile on my face. “What should we do? Sir, I think today’s performance is ruined.”
    

    
      “
      
        Uhhhh...
      
      ”
    

    
      “My apologies to everyone in the audience! Due to an unfortunate incident, today’s performance is going to end here! Troupe Yapper will faithfully follow the police’s warning and put an end to our play! Everyone, please follow the police’s instructions and exit the theater in an orderly manner… 
      
        Oh
      
      , by the way…” I beamed at the police captain. “Are you going to refund us for the tickets?”
    

    
      The audience exploded, and so did the city’s theater industry, all because of our play which had been reported for feeling too real.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 188: The Fire (3)

    
      The Terras had a magic word which they discovered about a millennium ago. It truly embraced every emotion, from delicate happiness to despairing sorrow. The children of earth always ended up reciting just one word, whether they were happy or sad.
    

    
      Today truly fucked over a lot of Terras.
    

    
      “Fuck! It was the climax! Things were really, really going well! You motherfuckers!” Ilric spat out. 
    

    
      The other actors also protested fiercely.
    

    
      “He’s right. Out of all the possible moments, how could you barge in during the climax?”
    

    
      “Just giving refunds to the spectators won’t do it. We also deserve a refund. How much were we beaten up for today’s performance? Because of you, all my hard work went down the drain.”
    

    
      My fellow actors huffed and puffed, annoyed that the performance had been cut off midway. However, what annoyed them the most was losing their immersion.
    

    
      The Terra police officers were sweating profusely. 
    

    
      “Well, we have to respond when we receive a report,” the captain tried to defend his squad. 
    

    
      How was he supposed to know people weren’t actually getting murdered? Even though sometimes people lied when they reported something, the police officers had a responsibility to check anyway. 
    

    
      “B-But it wasn’t just one or two reports that we got. Five people reported the same thing at the same time.”
    

    
      The reports also seemed highly credible.
    

    
      “We got five reports of arson and mass murder at the same time, so how could we not come to check?”
    

    
      “Uger? So are you saying that it’s our fault?”
    

    
      “Y-Your guys’ acting seemed too realistic...”
    

    
      “What kind of baloney is that?”
    

    
      The actors kept criticizing the police captain for his actions. He looked like he had a lot to say, but didn’t know how.
    

    
      I came forward. “Hmm. I understand your predicament, sir.” 
    

    
      The other actors and I were now at the police station for further questioning. Even though our charges were cleared, an investigation was still needed as a formality. There was a sign on a wall that said “Prevention is better than waiting for judgment.” Perhaps this was the police’s slogan.
    

    
      “But we’ll still need you to refund us. Our troupe should make our ends meet. We can’t run a business while only eating mud. You probably didn’t know this beforehand, but the situation of our troupe is really bad. Phew. If we can’t earn any money from this performance, we should take our sign down and close the theater for good.”
    

    
      “Uger…”
    

    
      The police officers’ faces were very long. They had already finished their investigation. Could I really ignite aura that resembled fire? Was I really so skilled that I could turn the entire theater upside down with my aura? Was it true that I could use my aura to freely play music?
    

    
      Of course, everything turned out to be true. I had directly shown them at the police station. The officers had looked at me in amazement, wondering where a monster like me had come from.
    

    
      I grinned. “But, as I said, I understand your predicament. So, if you do us a favor, we’ll ask for just a small amount of compensation.”
    

    
      “A favor?”
    

    
      “We’ll give you tickets to our theater’s special seats. Please come to our next performance.”
    

    
      The other actors swiftly turned their heads to look at me. 
    

    
      “Little Boss, what the fuck did you just say?”
    

    
      “We should rip them off for everything they got, not give them special seats for free!”
    

    
      “I don’t think that’s right, Little Boss.”
    

    
      They really didn’t know how to run a business. 
    

    
      With a hearty smile on my face, I cleared my throat. The actors immediately stopped complaining, studying my face. For the past week, while they had been going through hellish training, they had learned when to rebel and when to lay low. 
    

    
      “Where were we? Oh, yeah, the tickets for the special seats,” I said. 
    

    
      The police officers looked at me with mixed emotions because I was being called Little Boss by grown hobgoblins. We looked like the young master and the henchmen from a mafia family, so this was definitely not an ordinary sight.
    

    
      “Our troupe would like to formally invite you to our show, officers. I know you’re all very busy, but I would appreciate it if at least five of you could make some time to watch us. This way, we’ll receive only a minimum amount of compensation.”
    

    
      The police officers were a little flustered.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “Well, it’s great if you’re okay with that, but why would you formally invite us to your next show?”
    

    
      I frowned a bit, trying to look as pitiful as possible. “It’s just that… it was heartbreaking to see the audience criticizing you in the theater earlier.”
    

    
      “Uger? Heartbreaking?”
    

    
      “Yes, you were just fulfilling your duty as police officers. Seeing you get criticized by citizens left and right, I wanted to do something… We are good actors, so I hope you find some comfort in watching our next play.”
    

    
      I put on my best expression, the one that Raviel valued highly. Her appraisal had been “It warms my heart to see you like this. You look like a rain-soaked puppy…” It had earned me four pats on the head. 
    

    
      As expected, the Terra police officers were moved to tears.
    

    
      “I can’t believe it.”
    

    
      “Is this Sylvan an angel?”
    

    
      “We made a grave mistake! We stopped this young lady from acting!”
    

    
      They trusted people too easily. As their daddy, I was getting worried. It was a harsh world out there, so how would they survive if they acted like this?
    

    
      
        —Zombie... Man, you…
      
    

    
      
        Yes? What?
      
    

    
      
        —Nothing. Yeah, what am I going to say anyway?
      
    

    
      The Guardian heaved a deep sigh. What was wrong with him? Could ghosts go senile too?
    

    
      Anyway, the police officers happily accepted the invitation. Even though not many of them could come due to their schedules, they sincerely wanted to repay the gesture.
    

    
      On the way back to the theater, Yumar muttered, “I didn’t know you were so thoughtful.” 
    

    
      We had been dragged out in the middle of our performance, so we were still dressed in our costumes. My fellow actors walked with only a cloth wrapped around their waists and there were pitch-black markings all over us, so pedestrians kept stealing glances at us.
    

    
      “Right. It was a little surprising.”
    

    
      “Until now, I thought our little boss was a demon that came out of Kekerukker’s stomach.”
    

    
      “I was just upset because we had to stop our performance… I feel embarrassed.”
    

    
      I clicked my tongue. “You really don’t get it, do you? We received an incredible reward.”
    

    
      “Ugor?”
    

    
      “We can always earn money by doing a few more performances. Actually, we can perform the play tomorrow. Right now, we just cast a bait.”
    

    
      The three actors tilted their heads.
    

    
      “What do you mean, Little Boss?”
    

    
      They were adorable. Terra was the strongest and the most adorable species in the universe. 
    

    
      I said, “We have the skills and plays necessary to perform. Now all our troupe needs is attention. By tomorrow, everyone in the city will be talking about what happened today.”
    

    
      —Apparently, the police officers rushed to the scene after a report about a fire.
    

    
      —But it turned out it was just a play.
    

    
      —The aura felt so alive that the audience thought the fire was real and reported it to the police.
    

    
      “These are our baits.” 
    

    
      They were gossip material, so to speak. 
    

    
      “All Terras are potential customers. Regardless of age or gender, every Terra watches Cavefire plays. If they hear that my aura was so life-like that they thought an actual fire broke out, wouldn’t they be interested in our play?”
    

    
      That was when the final bait came in. 
    

    
      “What if the news goes around that our troupe invited the officers to special seats, despite them ruining our play?”
    

    
      My fellow actors slowly grasped what I was trying to say. 
    

    
      “Ugor…”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      “Does this mean we’ll have more people in the audience?”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      That wasn’t all.
    

    
      “Besides, I'm Sylvan,” I said. “You probably haven’t thought that far ahead, but if we maintain our momentum and become more successful, there will be Terras who will be very jealous of us. I’m sure of it.”
    

    
      Cavefire was a unique culture of Terras, but now a strange new Sylvan appeared and became quite popular. I would not expect a positive reaction from the Terras.
    

    
      “People are going to make up all sorts of rumors to tamper with our reputation, so we need to get on the police’s good side in advance. We earn money by acting, and it can’t hurt us to be on good terms with the police. Who knows? The officers may take our sides in case something bad happens later on. At the very least, they’ll ignore nonsensical reports from now on.”
    

    
      Everyone was impressed.
    

    
      “Awesome…”
    

    
      “Our little boss doesn’t seem like a Sylvan sometimes, but she certainly has the weaseling brain of one.”
    

    
      “She has the heart of a Terra and the brains of a Sylvan.”
    

    
      “It would have been perfect if our little boss had some muscles …”
    

    
      Even if I could have their muscles for free, I would never take them, unless Raviel suddenly developed a taste for muscles. 
    

    
      I could imagine Raviel whispering in my ear, “Gong-Ja, it would be nice if you gained a little more weight.” 
    

    
      Leaning in closer, she would softly add, “Just a little more.” 
    

    
      Her lips would be right by my ear. “I want your arms to be a bit thicker than they are now.”
    

    
      Well, in that case, I needed to get into special training right now, even if it meant paying a fortune to the best health trainer on the Tower’s first floor. My functional muscles were lame, so I had to get rid of them. 
    

    
      “Our little boss is grinning like a fool.”
    

    
      “Sometimes she does that without saying anything.”
    

    
      “I don’t know what the boss thinks about when she smiles like that. Honestly, it’s unsettling.”
    

    
      “It’s scary and makes me feel uncomfortable…”
    

    
      
        Be quiet. You guys don’t know what love is like. Even if you do, you don’t know Raviel, hence you have no idea what true love is either, you babies.
      
    

    
      “There they are.”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “The actors are back!”
    

    
      Quite a crowd was gathered in front of the theater. Someone pointed his finger at us, and the Terras who had been wandering around the theater door came running in our direction. Dozens of tall Terras gathered around us, scaring my fellow actors.
    

    
      “W-What is it?”
    

    
      “What is going on?”
    

    
      The Terras raised their voices at us. 
    

    
      “When is the next performance?”
    

    
      “We paid for our tickets, yet your play got interrupted at the worst possible time!”
    

    
      “That’s right!”
    

    
      “We have the right to seats at the next performance!”
    

    
      “Give us tickets!”
    

    
      They were as fierce as a flock of pretas. The other actors were dumbstruck.
    

    
      “Ugh, uger, wait...!”
    

    
      Someone came out from the crowd with difficulty. It was the troupe master. His wrinkles had deepened while my fellow actors and I were away, probably due to getting harassed by customers until now.
    

    
      “Huff. I told them if they want a refund, huff, I’ll do anything I can to refund them next time—”
    

    
      The Terras once again revolted.
    

    
      “I don’t need a refund!”
    

    
      “Yeah! We aren’t trying to get a refund!”
    

    
      “We just want tickets to the next performance! Surely you’re going to perform this play again, right?”
    

    
      “I heard that the special seats are six times the price of the regular seats. Is it possible to upgrade my seat? Of course, I’ll pay more if I have to.”
    

    
      “Just tell us how many special seats are left!” 
    

    
      The troupe master was sweating profusely. “I-I already told them that we have yet to figure out our schedule, but they’re still insisting. I’m really not sure what to do.”
    

    
      At the moment, I was the one held power in this troupe. The troupe master had really done his best by dealing with the customers without blindly promising the next performance.
    

    
      I smiled brightly and bowed. “Everyone, thank you for your enthusiasm. Did you enjoy Troupe Yapper’s performance?”
    

    
      “This isn’t just about enthusiasm! Ugor!”
    

    
      “It was my first time seeing aura move like that. But the aura wasn’t…”
    

    
      “Anyhow, it was awesome! It was just as fierce as real fire! There was something unique about your performance!”
    

    
      The customers went wild. I bowed once again to express my gratitude, but the other actors’ reaction was a little more dramatic.
    

    
      “Our acting...”
    

    
      This was probably the first time that Ilric, Yumar, and Sakum received compliments. They were all at a loss, like children who opened their gifts from Santa for the first time in their lives.
    

    
      “We’re still planning our schedule for the next play but, unfortunately, we don’t plan on performing the Wild Fire Sword Dance again.”
    

    
      “That’s ridiculous!”
    

    
      “This is all because of the cops, isn’t it?”
    

    
      I put on the smile of a businessman, which was the result of the Black Witch’s training. “But your compliments really make us want to return the love. Fine. We’ll perform Wild Fire Sword Dance again next Saturday!”
    

    
      “Oooooh!”
    

    
      “There's more! As Troupe Yapper exists because of you, the audience, we’ll give the tickets only to those who were at the play today! A special performance just for you! A private one!”
    

    
      Everyone went wild.
    

    
      “Thank you for your support! Now, anyone who wants our autographs, please come in turns.”
    

    
      The Terras were also fond of autographs. However, they were drawn on skin, rather than paper. Using soft mud, the actors drew their autographs on their fans. Fans of popular actors often flocked to the theaters with the autographs on their skin.
    

    
      I beamed. “But there is one condition if you want to receive our autographs.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “Please shout ‘Fuck you, Fire Emperor’ before we sign.”
    

    
      Everyone laughed. Maybe they thought I was joking, but I was serious.
    

    
      “Fuck you, Fire Emperor. Is that all?”
    

    
      “Yes, thank you.” 
    

    
      “Fuck you, Fire Emperor!”
    

    
      I smiled. “Thank you.” 
    

    
      “The Fire Emperor is a son of a bitch!”
    

    
      “Wow, I didn't expect you to get so excited. You’re very cool, sir.”
    

    
      The Terras laughed as they exchanged jokes with me. Satisfied, everyone returned home with autographs on their shoulders, chest, or back. 
    

    
      My autograph was a dog. It promoted the Troupe Yapper, as well as made it obvious that the Fire Emperor was a son of a bitch. I was killing two birds with one stone.
    

    
      
        —Zombie... You… Man…
      
    

    
      
        Yes? What?
      
    

    
      
        —Nothing. Yeah, what am I going to say to a lunatic? 
      
    

    
      The Guardian sighed again. I was sure that he had gone senile, so I felt bad.
    

    
      
        [The heretical sects among the Terras are losing their power!]
      
    

    
      
        [The idea of returning to stories of ancient times is gaining popularity among the Terras.]
      
    

    
      
        [The possibility of a renaissance has opened up for the Terras.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have made progress in the quest Warring Theaters Period.]
      
    

    
      
        [Heretic erosion level is at 86%.]
      
    

    
      It seemed like the Tower was also trying to support me. 
    

    
      I smiled at the troupe master and the actors. “Guys, are you ready to become a mega-hit troupe?”
    

    
      
        If not, get ready. Your daddy doesn’t stop once he gets going. 
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 189: Prima Donna (1)

    
      The reaction to the dance drama was sensational.
    

    
      “Sold out! Tickets are once again sold out!”
    

    
      “You’ve all heard that our 
      
        Wild Fire Sword Dance
      
       was so realistic that even the police came to get us! It’s time for 
      
        Playhouse on Fire 
      
      to carry on the legend! 
      
        Estelle the Demon King 
      
      is also coming up! The legend of a full house theater continues!” 
    

    
      “The actors use only their facial expressions and dancing skills in these plays!”
    

    
      “Witness the new trend of the era!”
    

    
      Troupe Yapper rapidly grew in size. A new ticket agent was hired, and more actors joined. We still couldn’t keep up with the demand, so we screamed in joy.
    

    
      
        [Heretic erosion level is at 44%.]
      
    

    
      “Welcome to the stage where every beckon becomes fervor and temptation. Here, everything is a dance!”
    

    
      “Cheer for the fiery aura!”
    

    
      
        [Heretic erosion level is at 32%.]
      
    

    
      I was training the actors even more vigorously now. “Keep your chin up! But! Remember! To! Relax! At all times! When you’re angry, you clench your fists. When you see or hear something you don’t like, you frown. Your body should respond accordingly to your emotions. The more in sync your emotions are with your body, the more naturally your aura will manifest! Now!”
    

    
      Every time I clapped, the troupe members moved.
    

    
      “Good! Next!”
    

    
      
        Clap!
      
    

    
      Following the choreography I designed, the actors moved their limbs. I could hear them huffing and puffing as beads of sweat fell from their foreheads. 
    

    
      “Next!”
    

    
      The choreography I was teaching to the members had a mix of two origins. The first was how the Terras used to move in the primordial times. The other was the forms of the Demonic Heaven Arts, which had been created over a long period. 
    

    
      “Okay! Next!”
    

    
      In the most primal rhythm and the most violent gesture, the Terras stomped their feet. The three original members took the lead, while the newly joined actors served as backup dancers. A total of twenty-four members were dancing with perfect synchronization.
    

    
      
        [Heretic erosion level is at 28%.]
      
    

    
      I smiled. “Great. Let’s take a break.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugor
      
      !”
    

    
      “I thought I was going to die!”
    

    
      “I’m exhausted… Our little boss’ training is so hard…”
    

    
      The Terras sat down on the floor, groaning. However, the actors’ faces were never gloomy. They sweat a lot, but they liked it. They smiled in a way that only those who lived their dreams could smile.
    

    
      
        Hmm. I think they’ll be okay now. It’s time for me to retire.
      
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      Sonia turned her head in surprise. After I possessed her, she had been wandering around me as a spirit. Every day she became happier and happier because she was becoming a famous actor.
    

    
      
        —Mr. Kekerukker? W-What do you mean by retiring?
      
    

    
      
        I’m saying that I should stop possessing you. I came to this era because I had a mission. Now that it looks like everything is going to turn out fine, I should return your body to you.
      
    

    
      Sonia jumped up and down. 
    

    
      
        —No, no, no! You’ve made it this far, so retiring is ridiculous! You’re the best actor in Goru right now! You’re a superstar in the history of Terras and the first primo uomo in the history of Sylvans to achieve great success in Cavefire plays! Retirement is out of the question! Absolutely out of the question! 
      
    

    
      I grinned. 
      
        That’s good. Didn’t you say that your dream is to become a successful actress? Well, your dream has now become a reality. Enjoy it to the fullest.
      
    

    
      
        —B-But…
      
    

    
      
        Are you scared?
      
    

    
      Sonia closed her mouth. 
    

    
      I shrugged. 
      
        It’s understandable. You desperately wanted to succeed, but this is all my doing, not yours. You feel at a loss because you don’t know what to do if I leave. Am I correct?
      
    

    
      
        —Ugh… Errrr…
      
    

    
      I gave her a very simple choice. 
      
        You can retire, too. The legendary actress vanished just as suddenly as she burst into the field of acting! You can just announce your retirement and say, “I’m no longer interested in acting now that I’m at the top.” Well, there will be repercussions, but people may idolize you even more. Doesn’t that sound cool?
      
    

    
      It would seem cool on the outside, at least.
    

    
      
        Unless you go on stage, people won’t even know that you changed. You made a lot of money and have quite a reputation, so it’s time to enjoy a splendid retirement.
      
    

    
      Sonia pursed her lips.
    

    
      
        —You’re right, Mr. Kekerukker. I guess I was overthinking it.
      
    

    
      
        Yup, then is it okay to invite your parents to the next performance?
      
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      
        Your parents. You got kicked out of your house, so you need to show them that you succeeded without their help. Show off to them. People say that the most satisfying way to flaunt is to do it in front of your family. 
      
    

    
      
        —Ah…
      
    

    
      
        What? Do you not want to show off to your parents?
      
    

    
      
        —N-No, that’s not it…
      
    

    
      
        Then I’ll invite them.
      
    

    
      I took out an invitation and handed it to a nearby ticket agent, a young Sylvan. When it was time for the Sylvans to go out into the world and start working, they went on an intense hunt for high-earning jobs.
    

    
      “Please deliver this to the three-story building with a green roof on Leafy Hill.”
    

    
      The ticket agent gave me a snooty glance. “Chief Choreographer, I’m sorry, but I’m a ticket agent, not an errand boy. This may not mean much in other people’s eyes, but I am proud of my affiliation and job.”
    

    
      “That’s great. Can I buy your pride with one gold coin?”
    

    
      “Leafy Hill, you said? I’ll be quick!” 
    

    
      The ticket agent stormed out of the theater, holding an invitation and a gold coin.
    

    
      
        —Ah.
      
    

    
      Unsure why she had reached out to the agent in the first place, Sonia withdrew her hand awkwardly. 
    

    
      
        That is an invitation to the special seats. The price will be exactly that of the cart you received when you left home. It’s a price with a symbolic meaning. What do you think? 
      
    

    
      Sonia glanced in the direction that the ticket agent had run to. 
    

    
      
        —Yes, I think it’s okay.
      
    

    
      Time passed.
    

    
      
        [The Black Witch has successfully completed the quest!]
      
    

    
      I started hearing news from my fellow Hunters, who had been quiet for a while. In this stage, everyone was completing a different quest, unlike last time. 
    

    
      
        The Black Dragon Master was the first to finish.
      
    

    
      I was amazed. Even though her rank dropped because of me, she still led the most supreme guild in the Tower.
    

    
      
        She’s a veteran. 
      
    

    
      Two days later, a neat-looking old vampire visited the theater.
    

    
      “Hi.”
    

    
      I was training the actors, as usual. Since it was time for training, the theater was closed. But for some reason, the old vampire came inside with no hesitation, simply watching me with a smile on his face.  
    

    
      
        Is he a stalker? 
      
    

    
      People like him had been showing up for some time now. However, the vampire’s attire—a black suit and leather boots—was a bit grandiose for a stalker. The handle of his cane was covered in gold, and silver rings lined his fingers.
    

    
      “
      
        Uh
      
      , sir, the theater is currently closed. If you want to see the actors training, you should make a reservation with an agent…”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm… 
      
      I didn’t know we needed a reservation to meet each other. It didn’t strike me in the slightest. Should I apologize?”
    

    
      The old gentleman’s voice was quite low, but there was something familiar about the way he spoke. 
    

    
      I stealthily raised my aura and tried enveloping the old vampire, but my attempt was blocked as if there was a wall between us. This would be impossible unless his aura mastery was advanced enough. I noticed a black aura gently flowing down the old vampire’s cane.
    

    
      “Wait. Don’t tell me… ”
    

    
      The old, unfamiliar vampire chuckled in a familiar manner. With my mouth agape, I unwittingly pointed my finger at him. 
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master…!”
    

    
      The vampire laughed like a child who had successfully pulled off a prank. “I knew it was you.” 
    

    
      “Why—wait, how did you end up looking like that?”
    

    
      “I can ask you the same question. People would love to hear that the Death King possessed an elf.”
    

    
      The members who were concentrating on practice looked my way. Thinking this could be dangerous, I quickly took the vampire to a dark corner of the theater.
    

    
      “How did you know it was me? Wait, haven’t you cleared your quest?”
    

    
      “Yeah, I have, but I didn’t tell the Tower that I was going to leave. If I’m unlucky, I’ll have to wait a long time until everyone is done with their own quests. That would be boring, so I came to check what you and the others are up to.”
    

    
      “Wow…” 
    

    
      Amazed, I looked at the vampire, or rather, the Black Witch. I thought the outfit was flashy, but it turned out to be her taste. 
    

    
      “Your elderly rizz is awesome…”
    

    
      The Black Witch smiled. It was the same smile I had learned from her. “Thank you. If I take a picture of you and show it to your duke, she will be happy.”
    

    
      “I want to see Raviel so badly these days…”
    

    
      “Don’t talk like you’ve begun to miss her only recently. 
      
        Oh
      
      , by the way, you wanted to know how I knew it was you, right? Simple. I teleported to the largest Terra city and asked if someone became a star overnight.”
    

    
      “Was that all you needed to deduce who I was?”
    

    
      “Who else could it be? Death King, you tend to hoard all the madness in the world.”
    

    
      “I’m innocent.”
    

    
      The Black Witch cocked her head and looked toward the stage. “Anyway, I came to pay you a visit. Wow, you’re actually leading a troupe. Are you getting ready for a dance drama?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “I didn’t take you for a dancer.”
    

    
      “Although I call it a dance, the choreography is just a combination of martial arts moves. It’s a bit difficult, but I’m making it work with my aura.”
    

    
      “You’re too modest…” While watching the members practicing, the Black Witch’s eyes sparkled with curiosity. “I want to see you perform.”
    

    
      “Are you talking about my Cavefire plays?”
    

    
      “Yup. People are going crazy about them. I want to see just how amazing they are since the whole city is going wild about them. When is the next performance?”
    

    
      “Nothing is really planned yet…”
    

    
      “Come on.”
    

    
      “I have quite a bit of plays ready.
      
         Umm.
      
       This is a bit embarrassing... Would you like to watch the beginning of 
      
        Playhouse on Fire
      
      ? I created it based on the Tower’s tenth floor.”
    

    
      “I would be very grateful.”
    

    
      “Okay. Please take a seat.”
    

    
      I went up to the stage and clapped twice. The troupe members who were practicing their choreography turned in my direction.
    

    
      “Okay, let’s get to today’s final practice. This is a group dance that happens at the beginning of 
      
        Playhouse on Fire
      
      . No one forgot it, right? Great. Start when I play the music.” 
    

    
      I played background music with my aura. The troupe members demonstrated the choreography more skillfully than before. 
    

    
      
        Playhouse on Fire
      
      , which brought back memories of the children playing in the Infernal Mansion, was flashy at times. However, the choreography mainly followed the Terras’ movements from the primordial time. The beginning of the play ended with children running to avoid the slave traders who tried to capture them.
    

    
      “Great work, everyone! You may now disperse! You can stick around and practice more on your own, but it’s up to you. Just tell me beforehand. Yes, yes, thank you for your hard work. Yes. See you tomorrow!”
    

    
      I said goodbye to each actor and then headed to the auditorium. The Black Witch was seated right in the middle.
    

    
      “How was it?” I asked. 
    

    
      The Black Witch said nothing. Perhaps she was lost in thought. Her chin rested on her palm as she glanced around the empty stage.
    

    
      “It was awesome. Why didn’t anyone think of this before?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      The Black Witch sprang to her feet. “I’ll come back tomorrow.” 
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master?”
    

    
      “Wait here, Death King. Even if you clear the quest, don’t leave the stage under any circumstances! Oh, please sleep here tonight if possible. It will be annoying if I can’t find you when I get back… 
      
        Teleportation
      
      !”
    

    
      The Black Witch disappeared. I sensed the presence of her aura from above. When I looked up at the hole in the roof, I saw her floating in the sky, but she soon disappeared again. 
    

    
      “What in the world…?”
    

    
      My question was answered the next day.
    

    
      
        [The Paladin has successfully completed the quest!]
      
    

    
      Thirty minutes after hearing the Tower’s voice, the Black Witch used her trademark 
      
        Teleportation, 
      
      bringing a very surreal sight before me. 
    

    
      “Why are you so hasty?”
    

    
      
        Splash!
      
    

    
      In the theater populated by dirt, stones, and trees, I could hear… water? Yes, it sounded as if someone was splashing around in a bathtub. 
    

    
      “Fingills lose their vitality without water! How many times have I told you this? If you shove me into a fish bowl just to move me around...!”
    

    
      Inside a bathtub, a mermaid with gills indignantly splashed the water with her tail. The Black Witch apologized to the mermaid in the bathtub with a very unapologetic expression.
    

    
      
        Wait, a Fingill? 
      
    

    
      I asked, “Miss Paladin?”
    

    
      The mermaid stopped moving and slowly turned her head, meeting my eyes. 
    

    
      “
      
        Uh
      
      , it really is you, right?”
    

    
      The mermaid stopped flapping her tail and let it slowly submerge in the water. Still, I could see it swaying powerlessly since she was in a small bathtub, looking like a flounder swimming in a seafood restaurant’s aquarium. She was dressed, but her flounder tail swayed in her temporary fish bowl.
    

    
      Despite the very heavy silence weighing down in the theater, the Black Witch said, “Sorry, I know you don’t want anyone to see what you look like right now, but there is something you really need to see. You’ll probably be surprised and wonder why you hadn’t come up with something like this. You majored in music, Paladin, so among us, you’re the expert—”
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master.”
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      “Die.”
    

    
      
        Splash!
      
    

    
      The Black Witch was soaked in bathtub water.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
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      “So what now?”
    

    
      A Fingill could splash very aggressively in water. In just a second, the bathtub was emptied. The Black Witch had to refill it under the Paladin’s order.
    

    
      “If anyone sees us, they’ll think I’m the bad one. I also helped you clear the quest,” the Black Witch grumbled.
    

    
      The Paladin just sighed in resignation, as if she was used to the Black Witch’s shamelessness. “What did you call me here for? Do you need my 
      
        Lie Detector
      
      ?”
    

    
      “I told you that’s not the case. What I need is your musical talent, not your Skill.”
    

    
      “My musical talent?” the Paladin asked with a frown.
    

    
      The Black Witch nodded. “Yup, you played a lot of instruments before you joined the Watchmen League. You made a lot more than your current salary in the league, right? Didn’t you rake in a lot of cash?”
    

    
      “That is so old news… That was before I even got my title.”
    

    
      I was confused. The Paladin was the Rank 7 Hunter and the assistant leader of the Watchmen League, in charge of setting order in Ascension City. Since the position of league leader was vacant after the Sword Star announced his retirement, the Paladin was now the leader. I knew she was a Venezuelan refugee and that she majored in music, but that was it. Like my other colleagues, the Paladin didn’t really talk about her past, so I knew very little about her.
    

    
      “Raked in money? What are you two talking about?” I asked. 
    

    
      “It’s nothing. It’s all in the past.”
    

    
      “This isn’t common knowledge, but she made money through jazz concerts.”
    

    
      Despite the Paladin’s efforts to gloss over the topic, the Black Witch exposed her right away. The Paladin gave the Black Witch an intense glare. 
    

    
      However, the Black Witch simply shrugged. “When we first came to the Tower, there really wasn’t much entertainment. A lot of people drank liquor or took drugs, but when the Paladin held a concert, all Hunters flocked—”
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master!”
    

    
      “I don’t know why, but whenever I bring up this topic, she gets so angry and fussy. Ah, the Paladin’s nickname back then was the Night Sky—”
    

    
      “If you speak another word, I’m really going to fight you!” the Paladin growled.
    

    
      “Alright. Sorry.”
    

    
      Even I didn't know this. Before my regression, I stanned quite a lot of famous Hunters, although not as zealously as the Fire Emperor. I regularly collected magazines that featured the Black Witch, the Saintess, and the Inquisitor. But very little was known about what the Tower had been like in the beginning. I had no idea the Paladin used to perform jazz concerts even after combing through my memories.
    

    
      
        Come to think of it, the Paladin doesn’t have a single photobook of her own. 
      
    

    
      She had never been a cover model for a magazine, despite being the symbol of the Tower’s conscience like the Saintess and the Chemist.
    

    
      
        Does she wear her helmet to hide her secret? I thought it was just a fashion choice on her part. 
      
    

    
      I could feel the heart of a ten-year-old Hunter stan pounding inside me. Still, I held back because I thought I was maybe intruding on the Paladin’s privacy.
    

    
      When our eyes met, the Paladin cleared her throat. “I still haven’t received an answer as to why I was brought here, Black Dragon Master. If you just wanted to show the Death King that I turned into a mermaid, then I’ll gladly expose you too.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm
      
      ?
      
         
      
      There’s nothing problematic about me that you can expose.”
    

    
      “Whenever you have time, you write and publish anonymously—”
    

    
      “Death King! Why don’t you show the Paladin the play?” the Black Witch blurted out.
    

    
      What? What was the Paladin about to say? Why were there so many secrets that only I didn’t know about? I thought we were colleagues. Curiosity was eating me alive.
    

    
      “What are you writing anonymously?” I asked.
    

    
      The Black Witch grabbed my shoulders, emanating her black aura. She wasn’t joking. The twitching corners of her mouth curled into an unusual smile. 
    

    
      “Mr. Kim Gong-Ja, everyone has secrets they don’t tell others. Don’t you think so? Even you often make excuses about being a clairvoyant whenever you want to get away with something.”
    

    
      “
      
        Eek.
      
      ”
    

    
      Did she know I was lying?
    

    
      “But I don’t press you more than necessary because you’re my comrade. True friendship is proven not by what we say to each other, but what we don’t.”
    

    
      “T-That is a good saying.”
    

    
      “Mr. Gong-Ja, are we friends?”
    

    
      I nodded slowly. It would have been easier to do so if she wasn’t digging her fingers into my shoulders. “Y-Yes. Of course we are.”
    

    
      “Good to hear that, bestie.”
    

    
      Suddenly I was the Black Witch’s bestie.
    

    
      “I think I would be very happy if my bestie showed the Paladin the Cavefire play as well.”
    

    
      I would make her happy. How could I say no to a request from my bestie? 
    

    
      The Paladin was silent the entire time she watched the Cavefire play. The troupe members were a little embarrassed to practice in front of a Bloodborn and a Fingill as soon as they got to work early in the morning. It was obvious the troupe members were bothered by the Fingill’s presence as she flapped her tail in the bathtub. 
    

    
      Ignoring the stares, the Paladin commented, “This is amazing. Death King, did you come up with this yourself?”
    

    
      “No, Cavefire plays have been around for a long time.”
    

    
      “Really? A play that has both dance and music has been around for that long?”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      , no. I just thought it would be a good idea to introduce things like choreography and music now…”
    

    
      The Paladin’s eyes gleamed sharply. “Why did you think that?”
    

    
      “Cavefire is the art of aura. If the actors learn choreography based on martial arts forms, they’ll become more familiar with using aura. When they learn how to play music with their aura, their aura precision will become marvelous—”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , I see. So you had an entirely different idea!” The Paladin’s merfolk tail swayed, making the surface of the bathwater ripple. The gesture reminded me of a dog wagging its tail, so I assumed she was pleased. “Death King, don’t you know what an interesting discovery this is?”
    

    
      The Paladin’s sparkly eyes were on me. This was the first time she had shown this side of her.
    

    
      “W-What?” I stammered.
    

    
      “You created a composite art of aura,” the Paladin said, her voice carrying fervor. “Operas and musicals are usually viewed as composite arts. However, the proper way to incorporate music has always remained an unresolved question. No matter how hard you try to blend music in naturally, there is always a distance between the music and the actors.”
    

    
      “
      
        Uh…
      
      ” I scratched the back of my head. What was she talking about?
    

    
      The Paladin became even more excited as she went on. “The actors can’t interfere with the music. Whether it’s background or orchestra music, the melodies played in the theater aren't created by the actors. They can sing in musicals, but they still have limits.”
    

    
      My instincts told me to nod, so I did. “
      
        Hmm… 
      
      ” 
    

    
      “Even though the audience knows that the music they hear is actually coming from the speakers, they’re tacitly forced to accept the illusion that the melody is part of the story. However, in the Cavefire plays you created, the actors even play the music themselves using their aura! This is great advancement!”
    

    
      The Paladin snapped her fingers. A rhythm infused with her aura rang out all around us. The melody was much more colorful and sharper than what I had been playing. 
    

    
      I was genuinely impressed. Professionals were truly on another level.
    

    
      “Wow. Oh, yeah. Can I learn music from you, Miss Paladin? I want to play this for Raviel.”
    

    
      The Paladin pounded her chest, frustrated. “That’s not important now!” 
    

    
      That was harsh.
    

    
      “You have to understand what a wonderful discovery you have made, Death King! Dancing or acting while immersing oneself in someone else’s music is still meaningful, of course. But being able to manifest all these elements—music, dance, and acting—by yourself is amazing! It’s innovative! Imagine a figure skater who can not only perform but also play music using their aura. How—”
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but can you summarize what you’re saying in a way I can understand you?”
    

    
      “It’s awesome! Do you understand now?”
    

    
      It was a compliment after all. She could have just said so. 
    

    
      I scratched the back of my head, smiling from ear to ear. “Thank you. It’s no big deal, though.”
    

    
      The Paladin looked up, pounding her chest. I wasn’t sure why she was so upset. “I can’t believe it. You’re the one who invented this Cavefire style, yet you couldn’t grasp its significance… Death King, this can possibly start a trend called aura art in the future. This is a huge deal.”
    

    
      I waved my hands, thinking the Paladin was exaggerating. “Come on. It’s common to strengthen your voice with your aura and sing, right?”
    

    
      “I’m not saying you came up with something no one had thought of before. People have been doing this for a long time, but no one pays attention to them. Yet you weaved all of these elements together.” 
    

    
      The Paladin sighed. “While Hunters only see aura as a means for combat or physical enhancement, you discovered that aura can also be an invisible instrument. Now actors can play their inner music without relying on props or devices. In fact, actors won’t be the only ones to do this. Musicians, dancers, singers, everyone—”
    

    
      The Black Witch held the Paladin’s shoulder and grinned.
    

    
      “And we’ll have something to brag about to the outside world. People trash-talk us every day. When we fight, they say we are barbarians who only know how to fight. If we fail to make enough money, we’re beggars. Now that we make good money, we’re shallow people who only care about money. I don’t know what they’ll call us if we make something marvelous out of art too. An artist who makes good money? I wonder if that can be an insult.”
    

    
      I had mixed emotions about this. I murmured, “Black Dragon Master, I’m not the one who should say this, but you try too hard to prove our Tower’s worth to the outside world. It’s actually sad to hear you say these things from time to time.”
    

    
      “Be quiet. You don’t know how much our Tower has been belittled over time.”
    

    
      Despite her harsh tone, her expression was soft. She looked at me as if I was a huge moneybag. With an honest smile, she placed her hands on both the Paladin’s and my shoulder at the same time.
    

    
      “Death King.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Paladin.”
    

    
      The Paladin frowned. “What is it? You sound kind of ominous.” 
    

    
      “I want to make this project one of the Tower’s public projects.” 
    

    
      The Black Witch’s smile was like an angel’s. She never showed this kind of smile to her colleagues. It reminded me of one thing—capitalism. She only flashed this smile when giving interviews or taking photos for magazines. 
    

    
      “I looked into it a bit, and it turns out that the Death King over here dramatized what he has gone through until now into Cavefire plays. The Death King also happens to be our Tower’s most popular, proud star rookie.
    

    
      “I think it’ll be really great to take these plays and perform them at the Tower. We can also film them and distribute them to the outside world. The artists on the outside world would be shocked and start rushing to the Tower, feeling eager to learn how to use aura. Don’t you think so?”
    

    
      The Paladin’s disapproving gaze gradually changed. “
      
        Umm… 
      
      “ 
    

    
      “We’ve already received a few movie offers, but I’ve turned them all down. I didn’t want them to ruin the Death King’s image with weird adaptations.”
    

    
      Movie offers? For real?
    

    
      “Now that I think about it more thoroughly, I think Cavefire plays are much better than movies. Yup, portraying the stories of our Tower’s superstar with an art that our Tower created is an excellent idea!” 
    

    
      Somehow, I had a hard time following her. “Wait a minute. I don’t really—”
    

    
      The Paladin nodded slowly, her flounder tail waving in the water. “That certainly sounds like a good idea. Everything aside, our Tower is not the best when it comes to art. There are quite a few things to enjoy in jazz and novels, but we rarely have large-scale performances.”
    

    
      “That’s what I’m saying. We tried to promote artistic performances a few times, but all attempts failed. The royalties for bringing in the outside world’s movies are enormous. They charge us more than they should. Assholes, am I right?”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm.
      
      ”
    

    
      “It’s time to even the score. Only we, Hunters of the Tower, can use aura. Now we can stop exclusively importing culture and export something instead.”
    

    
      “Not bad…”
    

    
      The Black Witch and the Paladin both stared at me, nodding and smiling.
    

    
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      “Death King, you are truly amazing.”
    

    
      “She’s right. You must be a genius to think of something like this.”
    

    
      
        Uuuh. What? I don’t like the way they’re looking at me.
      
    

    
      I slowly distanced myself from them. “W-What are you trying to say? You’re embarrassing me…” 
    

    
      “No, I’m serious. You can rival the Sword Star in martial arts. When it comes to aura mastery, you match my level, but you even came up with a new form of art. I used to be the Rank 2 Hunter, but I really can’t compete with you, Death King.” 
    

    
      The Black Witch snatched my hands and looked into my eyes. “Death King, how high are you going to soar with your talent?”
    

    
      
        Wait. 
      
    

    
      “He’s the Tower’s best genius! The best rookie of all time! 
      
        Ah
      
      , talent may be a word created just for you, Death King. I always think that when I look at you.”
    

    
      “Shit. Why did the heavens give birth to you first and then to me?
      
        [1]
      
      ” the Paladin asked, pounding with her fist on the surface of the bathwater.
    

    
      
        I feel dizzy.
      
    

    
      “Wait a minute, guys… Wait…”
    

    
      “If it weren’t for you, we would still be unable to clear the tenth floor.”
    

    
      “It’s true. That sucks so bad. Actually, we skipped past the thirtieth floor because of him.”
    

    
      “Exactly! No wonder I lost my rank to him. What would I have done if I stayed as the Rank 2 Hunter?”
    

    
      “As a starting member of the Tower, I feel ashamed… Death King, you overshadow me. If I were a shadow, you’re the sun. When you rise, I have no choice but to hide behind someone.”
    

    
      
        The fuck?
      
    

    
      I buried my face in my hands. “Guys, wait…” 
    

    
      
        I’m really dizzy.
      
    

    
      “You’re so cool, Death King! You are my comrade in arms, too!
      
         
      
      I’m so moved that you’re my comrade! Our camaraderie will be the pride of my life!”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm.
      
       Even if I die, climbing the Tower with you will remain a legend and make people jealous. This is a great honor.”
    

    
      “Please,” I begged. 
    

    
      “You’re phenomenal!”
    

    
      “Incredible.”
    

    
      “Awesome!”
    

    
      “Death King, you’re a legend.”
    

    
      “I’ve always believed in you, damn it!”
    

    
      “I can’t believe it!”
    

    
      I had trouble breathing. “T-Thank you. I appreciate the compliments, so please pipe down…”
    

    
      “Then is it okay if we create an art guild and appoint you as the leader, Death King? Would it be okay to borrow your divine name?”
    

    
      “Yes. Do whatever you want, just please stop… I think I’m going to die from all the cringe.”
    

    
      “I also plan to join the guild as the assistant leader. Don’t worry. All you need to do is lend us your name. We’ll take care of the rest. I wouldn’t dare to trouble someone as great as the Death King.”
    

    
      “I’m on the verge of dying…”
    

    
      “Yes, yes, put your seal here please.”
    

    
      Guild leader? I didn’t really understand what was going on, but I stamped the seal that the Black Witch gave me.
    

    
      “Thank you, Death King. A lot of money may suddenly be deposited into your bank account, so don’t be too surprised about that.”
    

    
      “We’ll use it well.”
    

    
      The Guardian sighed as I buried my face in my hands.
    

    
      
        —Tsk, tsk, you’re damn easy to manipulate… 
      
    

    
      Meanwhile, Sonia was watching us with an unreadable expression.
    

    

    
      1. The Paladin compares the Death King to the oldest sibling while talking about herself as his younger sibling. ☜
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The Black Witch and the Paladin united as if they had never argued before.
“Death King, please let us participate in this performance.”
“It’s been a long time since I stopped composing music, but I still remember a lot of songs. I’ll incorporate songs from our world. Woah, just imagining it feels...”
Why were they so enthusiastic? Their eyes were sparkling so bright. Well, I was starting to feel a little distant from them.
“The music you made is really great, but if you put me in charge—no, just let me assist you. Trust me, your music will sound so much better.”
“I’ll take charge of the story. Since this is a dance drama, should I call myself a director rather than a writer? Chief director? Hmm, since this is a new form of art, I guess we need a new name for the position.”
I took a deep breath to calm down to some extent. My head still tingled from the previous cringe compilation. “Okay, if the play goes up in quality thanks to your guys’ input, that would make me very happy. After all, this is the cultural heritage that will become the blood and flesh of my Terra children…”
The Black Witch smiled just as warmly as the sunset on a watercolor painting. “Yeah, that’s what I like about you.”
“What?”
Was she going to bombard me with compliments again? I looked at the Black Witch with wary eyes. 
She giggled. “You always reap the rewards after deciding on the best course of action.”
“What do you mean by that?”
“It means you make the flag stand first then put sand around it. When I watch you from the side, it seems you’re walking on a tightrope but, well, I’m sure your soulmate will take care of it.”
What a puzzling statement. 
The Black Witch laughed again, most likely prompted by my bewildered expression. “Forget it. Let’s just decide on a name for your guild.”
“That’s a good idea,” the Paladin agreed. “Names are important.”
“Hmm, from what I remember, there are really only a handful of music guilds registered in Ascension City. There are probably about… thirty jazz guilds?”
“Twenty-six. One music guild is a chamber orchestra, and eleven are quartet bands. Considering the inactive guilds, there are about fifty in total, give or take. Even then, most of the guild members are also part of other guilds.”
The Black Witch sighed. “The Tower’s field of art is really shabby… Can you think of a good name?”
“Not really,” I said with a shrug. 
Oh.
“Wait. How about Troupe Raviel? It sounds perfect.”
“Hmm, I can’t really think of a good name…”
“Choosing a name is actually quite difficult.”
“What about Black Dragon?”
“That’s lame. What about Order Watch?”
Wow, did they just completely ignore my input? It seemed so natural for them that I almost didn’t even notice I was being ignored. I pouted. “The sound of Raviel sounds pretty good to me…”
“If you keep doing that, we’ll name the guild Troupe Kim Gong-Ja.”
“Come on, guys. Let’s be serious for a second here.”
The three of us put our heads together and pondered. Several proposals were made. Tomorrow, Silence, Babel, Aura...
As the naming meeting seemed to drag on endlessly, the Black Witch finally concluded, “This won’t work. In cases like this, the standard move is to use the names of the founding members. Black Dragon Master, Paladin, and Death King. Let’s make something that sounds legitimate using all our names.”
“Can we do that?”
“Yes, you can use your language as the base, Death King. You’re the founder, so you should have this much.”
The Black Witch asked me various questions about the language of my homeland. The three of us spoke Ukrainian, Spanish, and Korean respectively. We needed to ask each other what our titles actually sounded like. Thankfully, the Tower had the ability to translate what we said automatically. 
After hearing my explanation, the Black Witch nodded. “Good. Let’s use ‘Black’ from Black Dragon, 'Paladin’ from Paladin, and ‘King’ from Death King. We can call the guild the Black Paladin King[1].”
I felt numb as a chill ran down my spine. I tapped my colleague and best friend on the shoulder and told her, “Black Dragon Master, take a look at my hands.”
“Okay, why?”
“That name sounds so cringe that I can’t unclench my fists anymore[2]. Please have mercy on my hands.”
“Oh. Well, that shouldn’t be an issue.” 
The Black Witch grabbed my fingers and bent them in the opposite direction. 
“Aaaaaaah!”
“Are you good now?”
“Hell no!” I jumped up. “What kind of troupe’s name is Black Paladin King? It sounds embarrassing!”
“Your title is Death King. The king of death. I’m really sorry to say this, but are you still capable of feeling embarrassed?”
“You’re the last one to talk, Black Dragon Master!”
“Don’t say it like that! Your tone makes it sound weird!” The Black Witch grabbed me by the collar. “Do you have a death wish?”
“You’re the one who started this, Black Dragon Master!”
“Stop talking! Besides, my title is translated as Queen to British people, not Master![3]”
“Ah, so you’re the Black Dragon Queen, not the Black Dragon Master. Goooood for you. So it can be abbreviated to BDQ[4]? Hey, are you gonna deliver me fried chicken if I place an order?”
“Okay, fine, then it’s decided. The name of the guild will be Troupe Kim Gong-Ja.”
“Black Paladin King sounds so cool,” I exclaimed. “The name alone makes it sound sophisticated. It’s really catchy, so I believe that there is no better candidate for the name of a troupe. Just as expected from you, Black Dragon Master. Not only is your guild the best in the Tower, but you have the best ideas for names. Black Paladin King. Good. Let’s go with the Black Paladin King.”
“You could have yielded sooner.”
The Paladin offered a strangely bitter smile as she watched us bicker. Her merfolk tail softly rippled on the surface of the bathtub water. “You guys get along really well... It’s surprising.”
This was the beginning of Troupe Black Paladin King. I served as the guild leader, while the Black Witch and the Paladin were going to be my assistant guild leaders. The Rank 2, 3, and 7 Hunters had joined forces to create a guild. What an unprecedented legendary combination.
It’s an art guild, of all things. 
The corners of my mouth went up. There would probably be an uproar once the guild was officially announced. I, too, was starting to have fun.
“I wonder how people will react,” I said in a quiet voice. 
The Black Witch grinned like a mischievous child. Even though she looked like an old vampire, the impish smile suited her. “Right? I guarantee a lot of people will flip out. Oh, let’s keep this a secret from the other Hunters too. Let’s invite Old Man Sword Star when we hold our first performance later. I wonder how he’ll react.”
Suddenly, I wanted to see the Black Witch smiling the same way in her actual body. I didn’t know why, but I thought her smile would be wonderful.
I smiled back. “Good. That’s a good idea.”
We talked all night about the next performance, Raviel and Kekerukker. Following the Black Witch’s suggestion that the title was too bland, we changed the name of the performance to Silver Heart.
“The main character must be the Duke of Ivansia. There’s only one way we can get the ball rolling with this play. Rather than introducing multiple side characters, let’s depict her psychological changes through the choreography.”
“We’ll need to portray the moment she falls in love in a very dramatical way. Let’s use the ballroom as the stage background and place tons of fresh white flowers on the floor, then have the actors dance on them.”
The Black Witch clapped. “Oh, that would be so pretty!” 
We were all very excited. Several empty bottles of wine were lying around us. Despite being in the middle of a meeting, we didn’t shy away from drinking.
“Hmm. The moment she falls in love, the flowers that the duke steps on will change from white to red. One, two, three flowers… Like red stepping stones on a white sea. The Death King will only step on the flowers that have turned red and use them to cross the sea to the duke.” 
The Black Witch stood up. “That’s it. We have to try this right now! I love this idea so much! ”
“Can we really? There is no flower shop nearby.”
“We can just teleport and pick some. Let’s go!”
The Black Witch and I entered the Paladin’s bathtub and held each other’s hands, teleporting… somewhere. We didn’t know where we were going, but it didn’t matter. Anywhere that had blooming white flowers was good.
We measured the foot of the mountain and traced the scent of the flowers. Under the night sky, fragrant yellow flowers were spread over the valley. On the mountain ridges, there were purple flowers, but we were looking strictly for white ones. The night air kept making us laugh for no reason. 
I feel good.
I couldn’t control the laughter bubbling from my throat because of how drunk I was.
“Are you guys aware that we’re flying in the sky in a bathtub right now?”
“Instead of a flying carpet, we have a flying bathtub. Humans originate from the sea after all…”
“You’re out of your mind…”
“We’re so drunk. This is a problem. When people from the Tower see this…”
We landed in a flower field. When we looked down, all we saw were white flowers in full bloom. As soon as we landed on the flower field, the Black Witch quickly climbed out of the bathtub and took off her shoes. “This place will do, Death King!”
“Haha,” the Paladin giggled. 
“You laugh like a jester, Paladin!”
She smiled, as if she couldn’t help herself. “Yeah I do.” 
After a moment she raised her callused hands, then dropped them slowly. The Paladin remained expressionless as her fingertips touched the air.
━━━━♪.
Alluring sounds stirred the night air.
━━♪, ━━━♪.
She tapped the air as if playing an invisible piano. The petals of the flowers around her trembled. Every time her long fingers touched the air, her aura vibrated in the night sky.
“I knew it! You haven’t become rusty yet!” the Black Witch laughed boisterously. 
“Be quiet.”
“Seriously, your lover is too possessive.”
“Why are you still talking?”
The melody became more intense. The sound of the piano drowned out the Black Witch’s voice. Our chatter subsided and only the Black Witch’s laughter could be heard over the melody.
“Idiot! It’s been so long since you played Libertango!” 
The Black Witch stepped on a white flower with her bare feet, turning the petals black upon having contact with them. 
━━♪, ━━♪, ━━━━♪.
The Paladin’s hands stirred the night sky. The Black Witch’s small toenails scratched the petals. The hurt flowers released black paint, colored aura, as if they were bleeding. The Black Witch’s dance followed the Paladin’s melody. Every hand gesture from Paladin guided the Black Witch into the next step. Soon, her black footprints dotted the white flower field.
“Death King!” 
I was laughing like a fool. “It’s so pretty…” 
“You’re silly!”
“I like white…”
“Ah, you idiot, slow down the tempo!” the Black Witch snapped at the Paladin.
“Be quiet.” 
Our laughter, music, and footsteps melted away. Sometimes they were connected, other times they were not. We were like three children drawing dots of the night sky on white paper. The Paladin was humming.
“I love our Tower!” the Black Witch laughed, intoxicated by the dance. “I wish it showed up a little earlier. Maybe my father would still be alive if that were the case…”
“I like our Tower too,” I said.
“Don’t be late, Death King.”
The scent of black flowers was dizzying.
“Never be late.”
“Right.”
“We can live a good life, right?”
“Yes.”
“I want to be happy forever…”
“Me too. Let’s be friends forever.”
“Let’s!”
“Everything will be fine.”
The Black Witch grabbed my hand. “Let’s dance, Gong-Ja.”
If life was a game, perhaps our purpose was to find playmates. 
We spun around as we danced. The white land that the Black Witch stepped on was now painted black. The petals that I crushed under my feet turned red, very red. Black and red ripples were left behind on the path we danced on, turning the white flower garden into a mix of black and red.
━━━♪.
The Paladin continued playing her melody and hummed in a quiet voice, “Lascia ch’io pianga mia cruda sorte, e che sospiri la libertà… E che sospiri la libertà…”
The Tower decided not to translate the lyrics to the Paladin’s song. They just let it become one with the night air. It felt as if the three of us were alone in the dead of night. We bewitched the white flowers and they bewitched us back until we collapsed on the bed of flowers. 
It wasn’t until broad daylight that I woke up. The sunlight was dazzling. The Paladin lay in the bathtub, her gills fluttering, while the Black Witch was fast asleep with her nose buried in the flower field. These were the most classic endings of completely wasted drunkards.
“Ugh…” I stood up, clutching my aching head. Sonia was watching me. “Huh?”
—Mr. Kekerukker.
She sounded serious.
“What? Why…? Wow, it feels as if someone is poking my brain with a stick. Was the wine that bad?”
—I want to perform in the next play myself.
I looked up at Sonia. An unlabeled desire lurked in her blue eyes.
—I want to live just like you—no, like all of you.

1.  This is a wordplay on the character's Korean names. One syllable from each of their names has been used to create the name. Literally, the name is Black Knight(흑기사). Some changes have been made for a smoother flow. ☜


2.  This makes more sense in Korean. What Gong-Ja is actually saying here is that his hands curled in on themselves, a result of the high amount of cringe he just suffered through. ☜


3. The Black Witch seems to be comparing herself to the symbolic figure of the queen in the UK. ☜


4.  Gong-Ja is talking about the Korean fried chicken brand named BBQ. Their fried chicken is really good. ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 192: Prima Donna (4)
Upon hearing Sonia’s determined declaration, the one I had been waiting for, I circled my aura within me. The intoxication slowly wore off.
Finally, I feel like I’m waking up. 
In my Tower, it was common etiquette to not use aura to stay sober while everyone was out drinking. Doing so was considered rude. As much as I loved this drinking etiquette, it was even more impolite to listen to Sonia’s serious decision-making while intoxicated. 
My clothes… What? Why is my shirt a mess?
How drunk did I get last night? Was this because it had been a while since I last had a drink? 
“I’m sorry, Sonia. Is it okay if I take a quick shower before we talk? I want to listen to you with a clear head.”
—Ah, well, you don’t need to go that far…
“I need to.”
Anyone who confided in me about their important decisions had to be treated with respect.
“There’s probably a stream nearby. I’ll be quick, so can you wait here for a moment?”
—Yes, Sonia answered, her voice quieter for some reason. 
I went to the stream and sank myself in it. I had my eye on this place last night while riding the flying bathtub. As I soaked in the cool water, the alcohol completely washed away from my veins. I stood up only after reciting the Demonic Heaven Arts from Form 1 to Form 7.
“Let’s sit down and talk,” I told Sonia. 
—Okay.
“Do you want to act in the next performance yourself?”
She nodded.
“Instead of retiring, you want to continue to be a Cavefire actress,” I speculated. 
—That’s right.
“If it’s okay, can you tell me why?”
Sonia contemplated, cautiously choosing her next words. As I looked at the eager child in front of me, I suddenly thought of something completely unrelated to what was happening right now. 
I’m the same as the orphanage director.
Whenever a child wanted to open up to him about something, the director carefully prepared himself. The time I had spent with him remained so deep inside my soul that as soon as I woke up, I washed away my leftover intoxication.  
I calmly waited for Sonia to speak. She only opened her mouth once the sunlight fully dried my already aura-dried hair. 
—It’s definitely not that I don’t like my life. I’m treated very highly at the moment. In fact, I’m really happy to enjoy this luck for free. Yes, my family and my kin won’t be able to disregard me anymore. There is a huge amount of gold coins piled up in my deposit. Thanks to you, I can live happily for the rest of my life...
Sonia raised her head slightly.
The Black Witch and the Paladin were talking in their sleep. The Black Dragon Master kept groaning and mentioning something about an engine running… I had no clue what she was dreaming about. The Paladin kept muttering ‘No’ and ‘This is a misunderstanding.’”
The Black Witch’s engine and the Paladin’s misunderstanding were mysteries to me. These two were my colleagues, but sometimes they were as funny as comedians.
Sonia took turns looking at all three of us.
—I became sure yesterday. You guys drank, talked, danced, played music, and sang… At that moment, I thought this is what life should feel like. No, I thought it would be nice if my life would also be just like this.
She tightly clenched her fists on top of her knees.
—I don’t know why it felt so real hearing you talk and laugh, but I want to experience that too. I’ll also go on stage. I also… want to live a beautiful life, just like you guys. 
I nodded. At some point, I had also been in Sonia’s shoes, so I knew what she most desperately needed to hear at this moment.
“I’ll help you.”
I opened the Civilization Store.
[You have purchased Dream Appearance.]
[You have used 100 species points!]
[You now have 6,602 species points.]
“You have been watching me from closer than anyone else. The choreography, stagecraft, and aura utilization method that I came up with—you watched and learned everything as if I was your personal teacher. In theory, there is nothing more for me to teach you, so all that remains is for you to gain experience.”
—Okay!
“Before I help you, let me ask you one thing,” I added with a kind smile. As the Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult and the heir of the Demonic Heaven Art, I was supposed to adhere to tradition. “Sonia, have you ever starved? If so, for how many days?”
Silence hung in the air. The Sylvan who had been born into a wealthy merchant family tilted her head.
—What?
What a good response! It took less than thirty minutes for Sonia’s cute confusion to shatter into screams.
***
After going through hellish training, the day of the performance finally arrived. For me, it was the last performance I would direct in this world. However, it would be a thrilling debut stage for Sonia.
[You have made progress in the quest Warring Theaters Period.]
[Heretic erosion level is at 11%.]
The quest of this stage was also progressing very smoothly. Everybody in the city was already familiar with the new type of Cavefire I came up with, also known as a dance drama. Other troupes were also quietly jumped on the bandwagon. The quest would be completed on its own if I just waited a bit.
Below us, spectators were finding their seats.
“Wow, this is my first time seeing this play from the audience’s perspective,” I said cheerfully. “This is a new experience for me. What about you, Black Dragon Master? Are you nervous?”
“Don’t be ridiculous…” 
The Black Witch brushed the side of her hair back, looking composed, but her other hand was clenched tightly. Even though she didn’t seem like it, she was indeed nervous.
I suppressed my laughter and turned toward my other colleague. “You look really good, Miss Paladin.”
“Hmm. I have been on stage many times and also ran a jazz bar. I got used to this to some extent, but I still feel a little nervous,” the Paladin answered. 
“Huh? You even ran a jazz bar?”
The Paladin smiled bitterly. “It’s all in the past. I was busy during my second year at the Tower. In the past, I wanted to make a living singing jazz. Luckily, people liked my music.”
“Wow,” I exclaimed. 
The Black Witch was no longer a vampire, and the Paladin was no longer a Fingill either. All of us were back to our original selves as we watched the stage while floating in the air. We had stopped using Person Possession. 
“In the outside world, I could only dream about becoming a jazz singer, so it was a wonderful experience in many ways.”
The Black Witch tilted her head. “You told me not to bring up the story of past days. Why are you suddenly telling this to the Death King?”
“I changed my mind.”
“Hmm. You also tend to go back and forth a lot. What was the name of your jazz bar? I don’t remember.”
“Little Venice.”
“Oh, right. You went completely bankrupt because of that,” the Black Witch chuckled. “You borrowed money from those evil loan sharks and ended up in huge debt. I heard it from those mafiosos when I went out drinking with them. According to them, some idiotic Class S jackpot voluntarily crawled into their pocket or something.”
“Managing money is very difficult for me...”
“Find a way to overcome that. Because of you, the Watchmen League always struggles financially. Well, that was how you had your fateful encounter with…”
I pointed to the stage. “Shhh, I think it’s starting.”
The Black Witch and the Paladin immediately closed their mouths and turned their attention toward the stage. The Black Witch had written the script, the Paladin composed the music, and I planned the choreography. All of us had worked together for this. This was our first official collaboration.
On the dark stage, the actors started dancing. The Black Witch’s leg was shaking nervously. She hadn’t trembled even when she climbed up the Aegim Empire’s wall and gave a speech to the soldiers. Perhaps she got nervous at times like this.
I lightly held her arm.
“Death King.”
“Yes?”
“Why are you holding my elbow?” 
“The standard move would be to hold hands, but the only hand I’m allowed to hold is Raviel’s. I find it a bit embarrassing to hold hands with friends, anyway[1]. But if I put my hand on your shoulder, that feels cocky. I compromised by touching your elbow.”
The Black Witch chuckled. “Hah. You really are crazy.”
“I know some people think that, Black Dragon Queen.”
“Really.” 
The Black Witch sighed. Still, she looked much more relaxed as she watched the performance. Her leg stopped shaking too. The play went on.
The Black Witch frowned a bit. “Oh, no. I think they’re still not used to using aura.”
“They’re actually doing great. You can’t expect them to be at our level.”
The Paladin shrugged. “Perhaps it’s difficult to play music and dance at the same time… But the music sounds better than I thought. It’s not unbearable to listen to.” 
Whispers could also be heard from the audience seats below.
“Uger. Don’t you feel as if something is off compared to the usual performances?”
“Is that so? This is my first time watching this play. I think it’s cool.”
“I’m not sure, but I feel like the aura is a bit weak...”
“Odd.”
The audience could tell right away.
This time, I sat out the performance. Until now, I had been coordinating the actors on the stage with my aura making up for whatever the actors lacked. When their aura was weak, I made mine stronger. However, all the actors took charge of their own aura, choreography, and music for this performance. The audience could feel my absence.
“Huff.”
Ilric, Yumar, Sakum, and Sonia danced as best as they could. With difficulty, every one of them managed to create the melody they were assigned to. I could see every drop of sweat my children shed.
I clenched my fists. It’s okay. It will go great. My children, you’re ready to succeed. Let’s go. 
The audience’s murmur became increasingly louder. The more fanatical customers were about Troupe Yapper, the more disappointed they were.
“What is this?”
“Something is wrong.”
They didn’t hesitate to voice their criticism openly. The three of us stayed silent, swallowing our saliva. 
The play was approaching its climax. All the actors suddenly stopped moving. The music of aura also stopped.
The dark theater was engulfed in sudden silence, taking the audience aback. Just before the silence could become awkward, Sonia, who played the role of the Duke of Ivansia, opened her mouth.
“Lascia, ch’io pianga…♪”
The song of red aura was quite loud. The audience flinched as soon as the first verse came out of Sonia’s mouth. She sounded very desperate as she sang, as if she was going to start coughing blood. Well, she had practiced so hard that she had indeed coughed blood.
“Mia cruda, sorte…♪”
It was impossible to teach Sonia to use her aura on my level in such a short period of time. Therefore, the Black Witch, the Paladin, and I had come together and introduced a stage technique where the lead actress was the only one to sing.
The Black Witch looked around to observe the audience’s reactions. She whispered, “Good, it’s working! It’s working!”
Our troupe’s Cavefire plays were famous for not having any lines. Sometimes the actors made noises during their dances, but they were just meaningless interjections like “Woo!” or “Hoo!” or other primordial pronunciations whose meaning had been deliberately scrubbed off.
No one in the audience expected an opera aria.
“La libertà…♪”
Sonia had the skills to turn a surprise into something pleasant rather than uncomfortable. This was all thanks to the intensive teaching and training I had done. 
The lone Sylvan continued singing.
“La libertà…♪”
The Terras watched and listened to her aria blankly. Judging by the look in their eyes, we could tell this was a success.
“Thank god.”
“Yeah, though we kinda tricked the audience…”
“We had no choice. Even if the overall quality of the play is low, we can overcome that if the climax is a worthy highlight. What a relief…”
We happily watched the rest of the performance.
[Heretic erosion level is at 10%.]
[You have succeeded in reducing the heresy erosion level to under 10%.]
[The quest has been cleared!]
I stood up, looking at Sonia and the actors.
“Shall we go?”
The Black Witch’s eyes widened. “Already?” 
“I’m satisfied. My children seem to be doing well without me. I think I’ll start crying if I see the audience applauding later. Let’s just go now.”
“You’re unexpectedly sentimental.”
“Compared to the Black Dragon Queen who cried on the eleventh floor...”
“Do you really want me to punch you?”
The Black Witch and the Paladin stood up. It was a little early, but we clapped for the actors even though no one else was able to hear us. 
After the aria ended, the actors went back to dancing.
It’ll be fine.
I looked at Sonia, who was sweating profusely as she performed passionately.
Goodbye.
“I’ll leave the stage now,” the three of us said in unison.
[The Black Witch, leading the Bloodborns, has cleared the stage.]
[The Paladin, leading the Fingills, has cleared the stage.]
[The stage has been cleared!]
Just before the world around us turned white, Sonia’s gaze turned in the direction I was. Although it was impossible, I felt that our eyes locked for a second.
[The thirty-fourth floor has been cleared.]
[The quest is still in progress.] 
[You are going to be immediately teleported to the thirty-fifth floor.]
[Your reward will be given after you enter the thirty-fifth floor.]

1.  Many Koreans find it hard to express their affection, either physically or verbally. ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 193: Unintentional (1)
The white light that shrouded the Black Witch, the Paladin, and I faded. The three of us were now in a blank white space.
The Black Witch stretched her arms out. “Hmm. This stage was a nice surprise!” 
Her hands were clasped as she stretched left and right like those badminton club guys warming up right on the town’s outskirts.
“I want to quickly go down to Ascension City and establish the Black Paladin King…”
“Don’t think you have time for that. We have to go all the way up to the fortieth floor first.”
“I know… Ah, seriously! A lot of people would go nuts if they heard the news that the Night Sky Diva is back! Many people miss hearing you play the piano, Paladin.”
The Paladin smiled bitterly and tapped the Black Witch’s shoulder. “I haven’t decided to return to the stage yet.” 
“Oh, why?”
“And didn’t I tell you not to call me by my old nickname? Anyway, my return to the stage hasn’t been confirmed. I have to ask for my lover’s understanding first.”
The Black Witch clicked her tongue. “You aren’t asking for her understanding. You’re asking for her permission. Speaking of your lover… She has issues. It’s ridiculous that she makes you wear a helmet all the time so others won’t see your face. That’s borderline controlling.”
“It’s not ridiculous. That only makes her more lovely in my eyes.”
The Black Witch sighed. “You’re hopeless.”
[The Viper, leading the Skians, has cleared the stage!]
[The Sword Star, leading the Purens, has cleared the stage!]
Our other colleagues joined us. It seemed like they had already cleared their quests and waited for the others to leave first. 
The Viper, the OJP Sect Master, waved at us. “Hey, it’s been a while.” 
At first glance, anyone would think that he was a cool martial artist who followed the codes of honor in the world of martial arts. However, as someone who had read the thoughts of His Majesty the Light Novel Emperor, I couldn’t accept his greeting with a pure heart. It was sad. I really didn’t want to know… 
“You all left the stage together as if you planned it out ahead. Did you three secretly form an alliance?”
The Black Witch grinned. “Well, we did make something a lot more interesting than an alliance.” 
“Huh? Really? What is it?”
“It’s a secret.”
The Viper pressed the Black Witch and the Paladin for an answer, but neither of them was willing to yield. If we held a poker-face contest at our Tower, those two would compete for the trophy. In the end, the Viper fumed without gaining any relevant information.
“Goddamnit. What? Why did you three suddenly become so close? The two of you especially always act like lone wolves. Shit, I feel left out.”
Meanwhile, the Sword Star looked at us with conflicting emotions in his eyes. Was there surprise there? Regret? So many emotions were mixed that even I found him difficult to read.
[The Mirage-Walking Princess has appeared.]
As always, the princess looked sleepy, as if she had just woken up from a nap.
“Is everyone here? No one is missing?” 
We nodded. 
She scratched the back of her head. “Okay, well done, everyone. Well, I’ll cut to the chase. No one has failed this stage. All of you cleared your individual quests. If possible, there should be at least one person eliminated from each floor, though...”
The princess continued muttering, “This is a bit of a problem. I hate worrying over little things, but mula[1]… The Tower’s master values formality highly. I’m sorry, but I’ll pick the person with the worst score and eliminate them. Let’s see. Of course it’s not the Death King... ”
The Paladin raised her hand. “Hold on. Are you saying that one of us must be eliminated on each stage?”
“Yup.”
“Please tell me why.”
“There are many reasons, and I really would like to tell you everything, but I’m under a restriction here. Let’s say I originally had security level 6. It now feels like I can only talk about information that is security level 3 at most.” The princess turned to me. “Actually, I don’t usually do this kind of work.”
Right. I remembered who the princess was. She was a Pillar of the Tower, a higher-class being than Constellations. 
I had come face to face with the Pillars two times. The first time was when I took in Preta. The other time was when I obtained A Certain Returner’s Love for Raviel. It was a secret that not even the Guardian knew.
“The theme after the thirtieth floor is self-awareness,” the princess said.
The Black Witch, who loved the Tower more than anyone else, immediately responded, “Theme? Self-awareness?”
“Okay, I’ll only take one question from each one of you,” the princess replied with a grin. “This is your reward for clearing the thirty-fourth floor. You guys are really strange, so you prefer this type of reward to species points, don’t you?”
My fellow Hunters’ eyes sparkled. We lived in the Tower, but we didn’t know much about it. Why did the Tower suddenly show up in our world? Why was each floor different? Many curious Hunters craved answers, but couldn’t find them because no one gave any answers… Except now.
“The Hunter with the lowest rank among you should start. Ah! Discussing with each other beforehand is prohibited. If you ask something I can’t answer, I’ll be honest and tell you, so don’t worry. Now that we got that out of the way, you may go ahead and ask me stuff.”
Silence hung in the air as we exchanged glances. 
The Paladin looked at us one by one, then nodded. “Why does the Tower exist?”
“The question is too broad. A Tower is a world. If you question the meaning of a world’s existence, that means I should have a philosophical answer at the ready. Is that what you want?”
“No.”
“Then please rephrase your question.” 
After thinking deeply, the Paladin said, “I want to know how the Tower is built. There is a Tower in our world, but there are also worlds without Towers. The Heavenly Demon Chronicle and Story of Sormwin Academy were like that. How are Towers made?”
“Ah, you suddenly scored a bullseye. Can I tell you that? Hmm, I think I can.” The princess stretched out her hand to the white floor, from where she pulled out a pillow. “You just have to live the life of the most unfortunate person in the world.”
“What?”
“Please try to understand even if my answer is vague. As I said, my security level has been lowered. Anyhow… There is a master who builds Towers. The master lives on behalf of the most unfortunate person in a world. The world where the Tower was built is a place where the master has already lived and left. The world without one has not been visited by the master yet.[2]”
“What?”
The Paladin tried to ask more, but the princess resolutely looked away. 
“Next.” 
Next was the Viper, the Rank 6 Hunter, who was frowning. “Most unfortunate person in the world? Who gets to decide something like that?”
“You’re right. It’s difficult. Misfortune is quite a relative concept. Sometimes, it’s unclear which candidate is more unfortunate.” The princess smiled. “So I guess it’ll need multiple lives. Next.”
The Countess and the Inquisitor were fifth and fourth respectively. However, they had been eliminated already, so the next person was the Black Witch.
After listening to a series of completely unexpected answers, the Black Witch glared sharply at the princess. “What is that theme you mentioned earlier? For someone like you, is the Tower an amusement park, and is our struggle your entertainment?”
“Hahaha!” The princess burst out laughing. “Oh, how great that would be if it were true! It would be so much easier for me. To answer your question, that is extremely far from the truth! It’s nothing like that! The theme I mentioned is similar to the goal of a test.”
“The goal of a test?”
“Yeah, people nurture themselves throughout their lives. They often say that they raise their children, but they’re nurturing themselves at the same time. It’s about getting to know oneself. In that sense, the theme after the thirtieth floor is self-awareness. That’s all.”
“Why are you giving us such a test?” 
The princess turned to me. “Next. What would you like to ask me, Death King?”
There was no one like her before my regression.
To be exact, she had never shown up. No matter how hard I recollected on my strategy guide from before my regression, I could not remember the Mirage-Walking Princess at all. She wasn’t mentioned at all.
She’s here because Hamustra has fallen.
Hamustra was supposed to be a fairly high-ranking Constellation. Since he had now fallen, she was filling in for him.
And Hamustra has fallen because of me… 
I decided on my question. “Why are you so favorable toward me?”
It was strange. The princess slept often and didn’t even seem like she liked working. In fact, she had said that she wasn’t supposed to do this kind of work, but she was doing it anyway because of me. She had every reason to dislike me, but she treated me with goodwill. 
“Umm.” The princess seemed troubled, looking like she received a question she didn’t want to answer. “Too many eyes are watching right now, so I’ll answer your question in private later.”
“What?”
“Next.”
“Uh, wait a minute—”
“Neeeext!”
The princess was resolute. I had no choice but to be quiet. 
The Sword Star stroked his chin. “What is at the top of this Tower?”
“Ah, the beautiful memories of your journey that will sparkle like treasure… Sorry, I was joking. Anyhow, I can’t answer that question. If I answer that, mula-gaga… Nail[3]!” The princess squeezed her pillow tightly. “For real?! Anyway, the Tower’s master will be furious at me.”
“I understand. Then, who is the strongest swordsman you know?”
For some reason, the Guardian stood up straight. Shiny also shook, trying to say something. Was she talking in Morse code? Le… fa… nt…
Despite their anticipation, the princess heartlessly gave the name of someone else entirely. She readily answered, “Absolute Sword Duchess. When it comes purely to the strength of a swordsman, no one can match her. Zaqu… Why am I being censored so heavily? Ugh. Anyway, she’s a duchess of a kingdom, and has the right to kill anyone except for people from the royal family. In other words, no one can match her.”
“How wide is the gap in skill between her and I?”
“It’s meaningless to compare,” the princess responded quickly. “The comparison is possible only when both of you are on similar levels of power.”
The Sword Star’s eyebrows twitched. “Are you saying it’s not even worth discussing this with me?”
“Yes.”
He stayed silent. 
“Don’t let it hurt your pride. The Absolute Sword Duchess is the Primal Duchess, a monster who has lived for over two thousand years. Ah, I shouldn’t call her a monster... Anyway, she’s more like a natural disaster. Still, you don’t have to worry because you’ll probably never meet her in person.”
The Sword Star clenched his fists. Not only I but the other Hunters were also shocked.
It’s not even possible to compare the two.
The Sword Star had abandoned all his wealth and status in the outside world to enter the Tower. Although he had only been honing his sword all this time, his skill was dismissed right in front of his face. Despite his composure, it was clear his pride was hurt.
“Okay then. Guys, please wait a moment while I answer the Death King’s question.”
The princess clapped softly, causing light to engulf my colleagues in an instant as they were sent somewhere else. She looked at me with hesitant eyes. She was a Pillar, much stronger than a Constellation. I wasn’t sure why she was acting like this around me. 
“What’s wrong? You’ve been acting strange for a while now.”
“Uh, um…”  The princess put down her pillow and buried her face in it. “I’m sorry!”
I was shocked. “What are you doing right now?” 
“I’m really sorry, Death King!” the princess yelled as she kept her forehead on the pillow and clasped her hands behind her back. “I’m the Pillar who gave the Fire Emperor his Skill long ago!”
I moved to try to help the princess stand up, but I froze the moment I heard those words leave her mouth. What?
“Do you remember the golden Skill you took from him?” she asked. 
No way.
“Are you talking about Returner's Clockwork?”
“Yeah, that one. It’s the Skill I gave him.”
What?
“So I’m somewhat responsible for how you burned to death from head to toe. I didn’t think giving him the Skill would kill you. I really didn’t. But, well, I’m really sorry…” she mumbled.
What the fuck. 
“How did that even happen?”

1.  Seems to be the Tower’s way of censoring the princess so she won’t reveal any sensitive information. ☜


2. Well, the novel was criticized even in Korea for being too vague with this concept. ☜


3. Once again, the princess is being censored by the Tower.  ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 194: Unintentional (2)

    
      “Actually, what happened was… Oh, should I just show it to you? Yeah, I think it’ll be better that way.”
    

    
      The princess clapped with her head still buried in the pillow. I really didn’t want to see that. Anyway, as soon as she clapped, the previously white space around us became colorful as if the place was surrounded by a 3D video. For some reason, the place in the video looked familiar.
    

    
      “Huh? This is the hunting ground on the second floor, right?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      I would always recognize that place. Before my regression, when I was living the life of a Class F Hunter, I had visited this place every day, the same place where I destroyed Yoo Soo-Ha before he could become the Fire Emperor. I heard a familiar voice.
    

    
      —Oh, fuck. How long do I have to sit on my ass all day here?  
    

    
      The man with the black ponytail was Yoo Soo-Ha. Every time he opened his mouth, he spewed out curses like a ray of rainbow, as if pimples would grow on his tongue if he didn’t swear. He swore so much that it made me want to wash my ears inside out. 
    

    
      —Shit. What is life anyway? I guess I should be satisfied with whatever ass I can kick. Fuck. 
    

    
      In the video, Yoo Soo-Ha was chasing after a slime.
    

    
      —Hey, you bastard! Stop right there! 
    

    
      The slime ran away, but Yoo Soo-Ha ran after it. The way he was hunting gave off a rookie vibe. No matter how generous I was with the evaluation, he didn’t look anything more than a Class F Hunter. 
    

    
      “When did this happen?”
    

    
      “Long, long ago. Before your regression,” the princess answered with her head still pressed down on her pillow and her hands clasped behind her back. “During that time, the Fire Emperor only wandered around the second floor like you because he didn’t have a Skill. But…”
    

    
      Before she could finish speaking, a blond girl appeared in the video. It was the Mirage-Walking Princess. She walked across the grass, humming in a carefree manner as if she was enjoying a leisurely stroll. 
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha also sensed the princess’s presence and headed toward her.
    

    
      —What? Why is a kid in a place like this? Hey, kid.
    

    
      He walked behind the princess’s back and immediately grabbed her by the nape. Even though the princess looked like a kid on the outside, this was still extremely rude. However, he picked up the princess as if this was normal to him.
    

    
      —What are you doing here?
    

    
      The moment they locked eyes, the princess smiled brightly and held up a sign. The sign said “Treasure Goblin Lottery” in crude writing. 
    

    
      —Congratulations! The first person to find and catch me is given a golden skill! You are so lucky. Today, you are the luckiest person among everyone in all the Towers!
    

    
      —Kid, have you lost your goddamn marbles?
    

    
      —If you check your status window now, you’ll be able to find a golden skill. Well, then! Bye bye! 
    

    
      The princess disappeared since her job was now done. Yoo Soo-Ha was left alone.
    

    
      —What the hell… 
    

    
      The video ended there. The space where I was became as plain as white paper again. The princess, who looked just like she did in the video, was still doing a plank with her forehead buried in her pillow. I glanced down at her and said, “I still can’t tell what you’re trying to tell me. Please explain.”
    

    
      “I sometimes hold treasure goblin events as a kind of entertainment. I descend into a random Tower and walk around mindlessly. The first person who spots me and catches me—”
    

    
      “Don’t tell me that you give away golden skills so easily.”
    

    
      “Well, that’s exactly what I do. ”
    

    
      “What the hell?”
    

    
      It was absurd. My mind went blank. What suddenly occurred to me during my spiral was the fact that whenever people had asked the Fire Emperor what his secret to success was, he just frowned. 
    

    
      
        「Mr. Fire Emperor! Can you define your secret to success in just one word for aspiring Hunters, please?」
      
    

    
      
        「Those who are destined to succeed will be successful no matter what.」
      
    

    
      The Fire Emperor always said no more than that.
    

    
      
        「That’s it. I have nothing else to say, so don’t follow me.」
      
    

    
      Until now, I thought that statement was him being arrogant and condescending, but what if he got his Class EX Skill after catching a treasure goblin? He wouldn’t have been able to tell this to anyone. If he had, people would have called him crazy. He actually had no choice but to claim that he was destined to be successful!
    

    
      “W-Why did you do that?” I asked, confused. 
    

    
      “I have an extremely private reason, as well as a very public one. Which one do you want to hear first?”
    

    
      “Let’s start with the public reason.”
    

    
      “The Pillars are divided into two types: those who just watch, and those who intervene. I prefer to meddle in the business of those who climb the Tower. As such, I host many events, and one of them is the treasure goblin event.” 
    

    
      “What is your private reason?”
    

    
      “It’s fun.”
    

    
      “Don’t ever lift your head.”
    

    
      “Okay…”
    

    
      I now understood why the Tower’s higher-ups had been treating me so favorably. I was the Fire Emperor’s murder victim, and the Skill behind the Fire Emperor’s success, Returner's Clockwork, had been given to him by one of the Pillars just for the sake of entertainment. 
    

    
      “It was part of the victim-care program…”
    

    
      The princess shrugged. “You can call it that.” 
    

    
      My head hurt.
    

    
      “I was curious as to why a guy like Yoo Soo-Ha, an asshole, had such a good Skill. Still, this is absurd.”
    

    
      “I’m really sorry.”
    

    
      I couldn’t help sighing. “Tsk, tsk. So did you come down here to be punished, despite being a Pillar?”
    

    
      “That’s right. Mula… The Tower’s master ordered me to come to my senses by placing a restriction on me. Compared to my original self, I’m way weaker when it comes to physical strength, combat prowess, intelligence, charm, and everything else. Isn’t this a little too much?”
    

    
      “The Tower’s master is a wise ruler. So great.”
    

    
      Whoever they were, great decision on their part.
    

    
      “Anyway, I personally want to reward you, Death King. Until now, whenever a meeting was convened because of you, I quietly took your side, but it feels like that’s not enough.”
    

    
      I put my chin on my palm. 
    

    
      
        I don’t really want to get compensation for what the Fire Emperor did.
      
    

    
      Thanks to Yoo Soo-Ha’s Returner’s Clockwork, I was also able to use I Want To Be Like You. I now lived a successful life, and I got to meet Teacher and Raviel. I was happy. Although I had been unfortunate at times, I wasn’t unhappy.
    

    
      —Hey, Zombie. What’s going on? What’s a Pillar? the Guardian asked. He was with me at all times but was excluded whenever I met Pillars.
    

    
      
        I’ll explain later...  Ah.
      
    

    
      Seeing the Guardian floating around changed my mind.
    

    
      “You’re right. You should reward me, Princess.”
    

    
      “What do you want? Would you like me to give you a ton of species points?”
    

    
      “That sounds tempting, but… ” I shook my head. “Show me how my children lived after I left.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Sonia, Ilric, Yumar, and Sakum. I’m talking about the Terras I got to meet during this stage. I want to see what became of them. Uburka and Gorke too, if possible.”
    

    
      I really wanted to see my children’s after-stories.
    

    
      The princess slowly raised her head and looked up at me with goodwill in her eyes. “You’re really greedy, Death King.”
    

    
      “Yes, I am.”
    

    
      “Okay. I can do that much for you.”
    

    
      The pure white space lit up with my children’s faces. 
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Sonia didn’t quit acting.
    

    
      —It’s okay.
    

    
      Since I left, Sonia was criticized for her aura mastery suddenly deteriorating, or that her acting wasn’t just as good as before. Sonia’s Cavefire was never satisfactory to the Terras, whose standards couldn’t have been any higher at the moment.
    

    
      —It’ll be fine.
    

    
      But Sonia didn’t quit. She practiced day and night until all her fingernails and toenails broke.
    

    
      —I can do it.
    

    
      Sonia became less talkative. Except when she was performing or practicing, she rarely spoke. Her eyes were resolute, as if she wouldn’t live her life unless she was on stage. Ilric, Yumar, and Sakum were always by Sonia’s side.
    

    
      —We just need to start over.
    

    
      The troupe’s reputation suffered, but the actors didn’t care.
    

    
      —The concept of dance dramas is new, so it was sensational to the audience at first, but they became used to it. That’s it. Let’s not get discouraged and just keep on performing. Someday, people will praise us again.
    

    
      —Ugor.
    

    
      Despite being criticized as a has-been troupe, the actors continued doing their job. 
    

    
      After some time, Ilric’s long-lost mother returned. He and his mother had already lost the opportunity to live together, so learning to act as a family was difficult. However, Ilric allowed his mother to participate in his life and occasionally had meals with her.
    

    
      Yumar donated quite a lot of the money he had earned as an actor to his home village. The village was in decline because almost the entirety of the youth population had been killed off. Thanks to his donation, the village survived until the next generation took the reins.
    

    
      Sakum learned that his old master’s family had gone bankrupt. Not wanting to miss such an opportunity, Sakum quickly ran and threw a coin at his former master, who was now a beggar on the streets. After that, he happily left, leaving his master staring at him blankly.
    

    
      Time passed.
    

    
      Sonia’s face had wrinkles now. After spending her entire life on the stage, her eyes were clear. Her life had been short, but full. One day, she sat alone in the empty auditorium, looking at the theater stage’s wooden floor.
    

    
      —It was a good life. 
    

    
      Sonia looked into the darkness of the stage with narrow eyes, imagining herself dancing on stage like a shadow.
    

    
      —I should have been a little nicer to people.
    

    
      Sonia slowly closed her eyes. What was she thinking about?
    

    
      —Mr. Kekerukker…
    

    
      The scenery changed. 
    

    
      Unlike the delicate Sonia, the hobgoblin I was looking at was as huge as a mountain. He was the warrior recognized as the strongest in the history of Terras—Uburka, the chairman and Rank 1 warrior of the Fire Water Council. 
    

    
      For over twenty years after I left, Uburka reigned at the top. Over the decades, countless warriors had challenged him, but he was never defeated.
    

    
      One day, he suddenly announced his resignation.
    

    
      —Nothing good will happen if I continue to rule. I’ll step down from my position as chairman and solely pursue the path of martial arts.
    

    
      The Terras were in an uproar. They were slowly becoming used to Uburka’s iron-fisted ruling, yet their monarch resigned. Naturally, they were bewildered, but Uburka was adamant.
    

    
      —I actually should have done this sooner, uger. It was quite a hassle to stabilize the Shellmounts’ settlement and quell the continent. Twenty years ago, I was immature, but now that my immaturity has come to an end, I’ll live for myself. Don’t worry. I’ll cut ties with the secular world and won’t come back.
    

    
      —Where are you trying to go, Chairman?
    

    
      —I’m not going anywhere.
    

    
      Uburka grinned.
    

    
      —I’m waiting for Daddy to come back.
    

    
      He left Goru and climbed the continent’s most rugged spirit mountain. Snowstorms raged all year round. At the top, Uburka sat in his typical lotus position. His voice was filled with joy. 
    

    
      —Daddy descends to this land every few hundred years. My limits allow me to only last for a hundred and fifty years. I’ll need to surpass my limit. Come back, Daddy. I will be waiting for you.
    

    
      A blizzard buried Uburka. That seemed to be the end of his after-story. However, the video continued showcasing the raging blizzard on the spirit mountain without stopping. 
    

    
      I tilted my head. “Um, Princess?” 
    

    
      “Yup.”
    

    
      “I think I’ve seen all of Uburka’s after-story.”
    

    
      “No, you haven’t.” The princess stood up, her smile containing a secret playfulness. “It’s not over yet.”
    

    
      No way. I felt my heart pounding hard. Even though I thought it couldn’t be possible, I had to ask, “Is he alive?”
    

    
      When we said our goodbyes, I could vividly recall him telling me “That means I’ll have to live a very long time.” Still, I thought he had died as a legendary figure in the history of Terras. However, if Uburka successfully achieved life rejuvenation…
    

    
      “Did he survive?” I asked, my voice trembling a little. 
    

    
      The princess smiled. “Yes. Do you want to meet him?”
    

    
      I now knew who I had to meet on the next stage.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 195: Unintentional (3)

    
      We were ready to enter the next floor. In the last stage, everyone completed their quest, so it was difficult to determine who deserved to be eliminated. However, one of my colleagues volunteered to step back from the competition. 
    

    
      “If you have to pick one person, let it be me.”
    

    
      The person who raised her hand was the Paladin. I wondered if that was even necessary, but she shook her head.
    

    
      “It’s okay. I need to go down the first floor to create the Black Paladin King anyway. I don’t feel comfortable being away from the Watchmen League for long too. And since I mentioned that… I don’t really want the Fingills to be the dominating species of the continent. It’ll be enough if they can earn a living for themselves.”
    

    
      Typical of the Paladin, who donated most of the money she earned to orphanages.
    

    
      The Black Witch seemed to know something more. “
      
        Hmm.
      
       Is that really the only reason?”
    

    
      “What are you talking about?”
    

    
      The Black Witch was as smug as a cat sitting by a sunny window. “It’s just that I too would feel lonely once you’re gone. Anyway, I’ll leave the establishment of the Black Paladin King to you. If anyone from my guild bothers you, tell them ‘The cafe run by the witch is in the semi-basement level of the alley past the three-way intersection.’ When they ask you what is on the menu, say ‘pumpkin latte without ice.’”
    

    
      “Is this the Black Dragon Guild’s countersign?”
    

    
      “Yes, it’s this month’s countersign. They probably haven’t updated it yet.”
    

    
      “You still have unique tastes…” The Paladin looked at me with a bitter smile. “First of all, I’m sorry for leaving the team, Death King. I’ll build a good foundation for our guild to make up for it. By the time you clear the fortieth floor and come back, it’ll be ready.”
    

    
      “Well, if you’re really sorry, can you do me a favor?”
    

    
      “Of course, what is it?”
    

    
      “After this expedition, please teach me music,” I replied with a smile. 
    

    
      The Paladin squinted at me and said, “
      
        Ah
      
      , yes. I remember. You want to play music for the Duke of Ivansia, right?”
    

    
      “Yes, I do. When I confessed my love, I promised I’d do this for her.”
    

    
      “Good. Jazz is love.” The Paladin smiled brighter, feeling better. “Since you have the most romantic lover in the world, you’ll need to play music for her. Although I’m not good at teaching others, I’ll do my best.”
    

    
      “I’ll be looking forward to our lessons, Teacher.”
    

    
      We shook hands.
    

    
      “I’ll leave the rest to you, Death King.”
    

    
      The light faded the Paladin’s smile away.
    

    
      
        [The Paladin has been eliminated from the stage!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess has settled the points.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have received 1,510 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 7,112 species points.]
      
    

    
      The Paladin’s points were distributed to us. If we considered our species to be our children, these points were basically child support. It would be better to use them for all the species, not just the Terras. 
    

    
      
        But what is urgent right now isn’t about the Terras’ safety.
      
    

    
      I clenched my fists. One of my children had been waiting hundreds of years just to meet me.
      
         
      
      Light enveloped me when I was sent to the thirty-fifth floor.
    

    
      
        Just hold on, Uburka. Daddy is coming home!
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Immediately after arriving on the thirty-fifth floor, I pestered the Black Witch to travel together with me.
    

    
      “Quickly! We have to go to the highest mountain on the continent as soon as possible!”
    

    
      “Do you think of me as a taxi driver by any chance?”
    

    
      “I respect you from the bottom of my heart!”
    

    
      “If only you weren’t a smooth talker…” 
    

    
      The Black Witch sighed but she helped me. It was much faster to use her 
      
        Teleportation 
      
      than to move around in our spirit forms.
    

    
      She asked, “Over there?”
    

    
      After using the clouds as stepping stones across the sky for a while, an old mountain range spread out below us. The deeper we ventured, the whiter the heads of the mountain range became. 
    

    
      The Black Witch looked around the mountains, shocked. “I think this is higher than the Himalayas. Just looking at it makes me feel cold. Gong-Ja, is your apostle really here? It doesn’t make sense.”
    

    
      “The princess showed this location to me briefly using her ability.”
    

    
      I was certain that I was at the right place, so I kept looking around.
    

    
      “He must be nearby…”
    

    
      Suddenly, an ominous feeling came over me. There was a gap of about a hundred and fifty years between the last stage and this one. Perhaps Uburka had not survived an additional a hundred and fifty years. If so, then I missed my last chance to reunite with him. The wick of my heart began to turn black. When I thought of Uburka, who had endured being alone for over three hundred years, my jaw clenched. 
    

    
      
        It’s okay.
      
    

    
      I instinctively smoothed my jacket. In my chest pocket was a handkerchief that smelled of lilies.
    

    
      
        I can regress if necessary.
      
    

    
      The Black Witch and I set foot on the snowy peak. While thinking about ways to get permission to regress from Raviel, I scanned the peak, scattering my aura everywhere, but I didn’t detect any signs of life.
    

    
      “Death King, over there…”
    

    
      However, something caught my eye. In the direction the Black Witch pointed with her finger, a mummy was sitting in the lotus position.
    

    
      I held my breath. The mummy was so dry that only the skin remained. It was like a cicada that had died and fallen on concrete in the middle of summer. There was no sign of life coming from it.
    

    
      
        It’s too late.
      
    

    
      My heart churned.
    

    
      
        I’m too late.
      
    

    
      The mummy’s face was severely wrinkled, but I could find Uburka’s traces in it. He couldn’t have looked calmer. His few remaining strands of hair swayed in the blizzard. He looked so light and free as if he had thrown away all the burdens of this world. I couldn’t even bring myself to shed tears.
    

    
      
        I’m sorry.
      
    

    
      The moment I reached out my hand to stroke Uburka’s head, a familiar voice made me pause. 
    

    
      “Daddy? 
      
        Ugor.
      
      ”
    

    
      The voice belonged to a Terra who had surpassed the need for all worldly matters, someone who always held a ripple of laughter in the corner of his heart. I could feel the ripple in the air of the snowy mountain as he chuckled.
    

    
      Uburka stood tall on the pure white snow field. “It really is you.” 
    

    
      The rugged mountain range stretched behind him. This was the highest altitude on the continent, so no one else in the world would have been able to stand at the same altitude as me and the Black Witch. 
    

    
      I finally managed to say, “U-Uburka?”
    

    
      “Good to see you again, Daddy. It’s been roughly three hundred and sixty-three years and seven months. 
      
        Hmm,
      
       I’ve never seen the guest beside you before.”
    

    
      “Oh my god.” I looked back and forth between Uburka and the mummy to make sure my eyes weren’t playing tricks on me. “W-What happened? I thought you died and became a mummy...”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      , you’re talking about this?” Uburka casually strode toward the mummy. “This is my shell, not my actual body. You know, for a caterpillar to become a butterfly, it must first endure the prison of a cocoon. This is my cocoon.”
    

    
      Uburka tapped the mummy with his large index finger. It lost its balance and melted. My mouth was agape as I watched it sink into the snow. 
    

    
      “A shell?”
    

    
      “After immersing myself in meditation for sixty days, I reached enlightenment, 
      
        ugor
      
      . A dream-like vision came before me, and when I took a step, I found myself living in the dream.” 
    

    
      Uburka was talking about a level of martial arts I had never heard of. 
    

    
      “In that dream, I was the son of a prestigious martial family. However, I was born unable to use aura. I was disregarded and mistreated for my inability to use aura despite being the eldest son. 
      
        Uger
      
      , in the end, I earned my position as the patriarch by manipulating politics and scheming.”
    

    
      “That’s really detailed for just a dream,” I commented.
    

    
      “I think that was maybe my past life. I was sick, so I died at the age of twenty-six. When I woke up from the dream, I found my original body falling off like molt.” Uburka grinned, baring his fangs. “Originally, I was planning on leaving this here as a souvenir, but it doesn’t matter since you’re back. I waited all this time just to see you again. Now that we have met again, I’m happy that I waited for so long.”
    

    
      “Uburka…”
    

    
      I was choking on my words. I couldn’t believe how awesome my child had become. 
    

    
      The Black Witch tapped me on my shoulder. “Death King, I don’t mind you acting like a fool in front of your family, but didn’t you notice something strange?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      The Black Witch was looking at Uburka with thoughtful eyes. “We didn’t use Animal Possession or Person Possession, so we’re still in our spirit forms. Everyone else in this world would be unable to see us in these forms, so can he not have any issues perceiving us?”
    

    
      Only then did I notice it.
    

    
      
        She’s right.
      
    

    
      In our spirit forms, no one could notice us. It was the ironclad rule that had been proven time and time again from the thirty-first to the thirty-fourth floor. However, Uburka talked to me as if this was normal, and even recognized the Black Witch.
    

    
      
        On top of that, I didn’t sense any life when I searched the surroundings with my aura earlier.
      
    

    
      It was strange. I met Uburka’s eyes. “Uburka, how did you…”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugor.
      
      ” Uburka stretched his neck in all directions, his bones cracking loudly. “When I reached enlightenment and transcended my previous state of living, I began to see things I could never see before. The world is the ultimate alter ego. If I’m able to recognize the world as one lump, I can also say that I’ve become a being comparable to the world itself.”
    

    
      “
      
        Uuuuh.
      
      ”
    

    
      What was he talking about? My brain had a tendency to lag behind when bombarded with difficult-to-understand sentences. I did not understand a word of what Uburka said.
    

    
      “Child, what are you talking about?”
    

    
      “To put it simply, this is what I mean, Daddy.”
    

    
      Uburka snapped his fingers.
    

    
      
        [Constellation: Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig is looking at you!]
      
    

    
      What?
    

    
      
        [The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig is happy he reunited with you.]
      
    

    
      Oh my god. I looked blankly at Uburka, feeling as if someone had hit me in the back of my head with a shovel.
    

    
      “Y-You…”
    

    
      Uburka’s smile became even wider. “There are truly a lot of exquisite principles in the universe. Looking at your goofy face, I can’t help but think that I made a good decision to train hard. What do you think? As far as I know, no one in this world has reached a higher level than me. I’m undeniably the strongest warrior of all time.”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh
      
      .” 
    

    
      A hobgoblin completed Ascension and became a Constellation. I knew Uburka was a genius, but I had no idea he was this exceptional.
    

    
      My Constellation son laughed heartily. “Anyhow, I can always tell you my entire story later, Daddy. Today is the auspicious day that we met again. Shouldn’t we share the sorrow of three hundred and fifty years?"
    

    
      “
      
        Ah, ah.
      
       Yes, you’re right.”
    

    
      For me, not much time had passed at all, but it was different for Uburka. The joy that a parent and a child had to share in a long reunion was supposed to be expressed through gestures, not words.  
    

    
      I opened my arms wide. “Come here, Uburka. Even though I’m tiny compared to you, I’ll happily hug—”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugor
      
      , then I’ll gladly start.”
    

    
      
        [The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig has challenged you to a duel!]
      
    

    
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      Uburka clenched his fists. “Get ready, Daddy. I’ve been waiting so long for this day to come!”
    

    
      He charged at me. Whenever he took a step, the entire mountain range shook. The snow on the peak fell down the slope. The direction of the blizzard changed and the snowflakes soared into the sky.
    

    
      “Now, wait a minute, my son. Wait a damn minute—”
    

    
      “I suffered a pathetic defeat three hundred and fifty years ago, but today will be different!”
    

    
      
        [The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig roars.]
      
    

    
      When Uburka threw his punch, heaven and earth shook.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 196: Erosion (1)

    
      Of all the Constellations I had met so far, the most powerful one was definitely Preta, the Demon King of Autumn Rain. The saintess of monsters could pile up a mountain of corpses with a single slash. Under her sword, the continent had been stained with red rain. Mountain ranges had been submerged in pools of blood, and the river streams had carried the strong scent of blood.
    

    
      It seemed that I was going to have a change of heart today. Uburka’s fist brushed right past my nose.
    

    
      “Hahaha! Just as expected, Daddy! You just weasel out of everything!”
    

    
      
        Boooom!
      
    

    
      This was not the sound someone’s fist cutting through the air was supposed to make. Oh my god. Thank god I had been focusing my strength on my legs; otherwise, I would have been sent flying by the gale.
    

    
      “S-Son!”
    

    
      “Speak, Daddy!” Uburka guffawed. 
    

    
      “Is it really necessary for us to do this?” I shouted, my tone desperate. “It’s been a while since we last saw each other, so can we spend some time catching up and have a nice conversation like father and son—”
    

    
      “I can’t be happier than I am right now!”
    

    
      “Are you planning to kill your daddy?”
    

    
      “If you die under my fist, it means that was your limit. Don’t blame me, blame your own weakness!”
    

    
      An explosion erupted. When I looked back, the snow mountain was collapsing due to the aura punch Uburka had thrown.
    

    
      “The fuck?” I murmured.
    

    
      I wouldn’t have dared compare it to the level of cutting off the hem of the world like Teacher. Still, the punch was incredibly destructive. What would happen if I got hit by that fist? Considering which was harder, the snow mountain peak or my skull, it didn’t take me long to reach a conclusion.
    

    
      “Someone save me!” I screamed. “Guys, an unfilial son trying to explode his daddy’s head! I taught him my aura utilization method and also the Demonic Heaven Arts, but this ungrateful rascal is trying to kill his daddy!”
    

    
      “My fists are my filial piety!” Uburka yelled the bullshit of all time at me, taking his stance. The posture was all too familiar to me.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        First Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Starvation Death.
      
    

    
      His aura rose from all around and engulfed me. My eyes widened. He was incomparably more skilled at using his aura now.
    

    
      —Whoa, the Guardian exclaimed. 
    

    
      My perception of time slowed down. The Guardian’s exclamation sounded more like “Whoaaaa” to me. Before his exclamation could be carried out by the snowy wind, I unleashed all my aura.
    

    
      
        I’ll lose if I fight head-on. 
      
    

    
      If I let my guard down even for a second, I would be instantly defeated. An idea crossed my mind as time slowed down around me.
    

    
      
        Will it work?
      
    

    
      My body responded faster than my mind. I took a step. 
    

    
      
        Let’s try it.
      
    

    
      
        Rustle! 
      
    

    
      The snow crunched under my shoes. My aura quickly seeped into the finely broken snowflakes.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        First Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Starvation Death.
      
    

    
      I didn’t counter Uburka’s attack. Instead, I was going to take over his aura. After all, the Demonic Heaven Arts blazed on the memories and imagery in the user’s mind. Even if an attack had dozens of trajectories, one could tell which trajectory would hit harder than the others. This would be enough to nullify the attack.
    

    
      
        The directions vary depending on how much the user understands about the Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      I quietly looked into Uburka’s fire of aura, which moved vividly before me. He had two main attack routes.
    

    
      
        Let’s fight.
      
    

    
      On my first breath, I shut down the path where the most violent fire rushed in, the one containing the pangs of hungry children’s screams. 
    

    
      
        He’s going by the book. 
      
    

    
      I swiftly performed the form, thinking of a mother who had to listen to her little child screaming, her pain multiplied by her own child’s suffering. My aura grabbed Uburka’s and twisted it, as if strangling it. One of Uburka’s main attack trajectories was sent back to him. 
    

    
      On my second breath, Uburka’s eyes grew fierce. He sensed that I would ask him about the depth of our understanding of the arts, rather than use physical strength to overcome him.
    

    
      “You still don’t fail to annoy me!” Uburka yelled, infusing aura into his voice.
    

    
      If an ordinary person had been listening to our conversation, Uburka’s words would have just sounded like ■, a single syllable with no meaning. However, his aura bent and curved, shaping the sound of ■. Only in our little bubble of slowed down time did ■ spread evenly. It was a sound art that required a fairly high level of aura mastery.
    

    
      “Are you planning to make me look like an ignorant boar who only knows how to charge?!”
    

    
      I grinned. “That’s right. If you don’t want to lose, you can go ahead and stop using the Demonic Heaven Arts.” 
    

    
      We, the father and son combo, flaunted our elegance in our way. 
    

    
      “Never! I’m going to beat you with these arts at least once! Daddy, you always turn everything in your favor using these arts. Therefore, I’m going to crush you using the very same arts you treasure, send you tumbling down into an abyss, and then make you acknowledge me from the depths of your heart!”
    

    
      “Shouldn’t you have spent three hundred years learning how to use your aura better instead of falling down a spiral of delusions? Just be quiet and fall at the hands of my demonic arts.”
    

    
      “Uger!”
    

    
      In the Terra language, “Uger” had a variety of meanings, such as “No,” “Bad,” “There’s a problem,” “Get lost,” and “You little fu—”
    

    
      “I’ve waited for over three hundred and sixty years. I can’t lose again!”
    

    
      “Whether three hundred years, three thousand years, or thirty thousand years have passed…”
    

    
      On the third breath, I began to take control of Uburka’s aura, like I was coloring his sketch. More precisely, it was as if I was interjecting my improvisation into Uburka’s music.
    

    
      “Your daddy has no intention of quietly handing over the position of the Heavenly Demon Cult’s leader.”
    

    
      When Uburka depicted the pain of a child, I portrayed that of the parents who starved themselves to feed their child. Which hunger was more painful? Which was more appropriate to represent the cries of all people? Two Starvation Deaths of the same art entangled.  
    

    
      “Child!”
    

    
      “What is it?” Uburka snapped. 
    

    
      “Now that you have reached this level, we can have deeper conversations.” 
    

    
      I deflected Uburka’s punch with the back of my hand without using any force. By predicting the trajectory of his attack, I was already ready to dodge. The deflection was merely my final move before I dodged his attack.
    

    
      “Ugh!” 
    

    
      Uburka got infuriated and rushed forward.
    

    
      “A martial artist is a job, especially for a demon of the demonic cult. If you just want to contemplate the suffering of the world, you can become a monk and move to a temple. The Demonic Heaven Arts is the will to stay among pain and people.”
    

    
      Every time Uburka threw his fist, a piece of the snow peak shattered, but none of the blows landed on me.
    

    
      
        Rumble—!
      
    

    
      Avalanches broke out from the north, south, east, and west with the two of us in the center. A flower of blood bloomed from our fight. 
    

    
      “Oh my god…” the Black Witch muttered, standing twenty steps away from us. Was she surprised by Uburka’s incredible power? Or maybe she was impressed by my exquisite skill in handling Uburka. 
    

    
      Without paying much attention to her, I said, “Uburka, you have to be careful. At any time, our demonic cult could easily be reduced to an exhibition that boasts about pain.”
    

    
      “An exhibition that boasts about pain?”
    

    
      “I’m saying don’t fight over who is more hurt. Reflect on yourself over and over so that your actual pain doesn’t become your power. I know you’re not like that, but I’ll tell you this anyway.”
    

    
      On my fourth breath, I successfully took over all of Uburka’s attack trajectories. Although Uburka was still moving, only a little bit of space was left for his aura to spread. He clenched his teeth, his red aura burning fiercely in an attempt to somehow push into my own space, but I skillfully pulled out the end of his blazing aura and let it flow in the direction I wanted. 
    

    
      “If you endure the pain alone, the people around you will wither away. The more someone cherishes you, the more likely they are to wither away. They would want you to stop, but what can they say when you’re willing to shoulder the pain of the world? If pain is proof of being a proper individual, then you are the only one like that.”
    

    
      Was Uburka following what I was saying? I wasn’t sure. Nonetheless, I continued handling the fire. Maybe he was unable to understand my advice yet, but as the Black Witch had stated, it was far better to be too early than too late.
    

    
      “Don’t get your priorities wrong and make your people miserable by saying you’re doing it for the sake of the world. Find a companion. Persuade people about your resolve. If you have climbed the mountain and achieved enlightenment, it’s now time to come down. Find people you’ll entrust your heart to and who will share your ideals. Talk to them. A lot. If you want to become a proper individual, you have to do that alongside them.”
    

    
      “Those people—”
    

    
      “They already exist.”
    

    
      On the fifth breath, I sent his aura flying in all directions.
    

    
      “Child!” My eyes reflected in Uburka’s as if we were two mirrors endlessly reflecting one another. “Why do you think I told you about my resolve?”
    

    
      Aura exploded, but not my own. I simply controlled the torrent of aura that Uburka unleashed. 
    

    
      “It’s to both stand under the same sky!”
    

    
      I drew the landscape I had dreamed of for a long time with my red brush strokes. Uburka was endless paint, and I was a brush. A feat that could only be achieved with the same aura utilization method, the demonic arts, and the same imagery descended on the white ridge.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Formula Arts.
      
    

    
      
        First Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Playhouse On Fire.
      
    

    
      After six breaths, the area around us changed. Red aura swirled, taking the form of various shapes. Candle sconces. Lit candles on the candle sconces. Candle wax melting from the candles. Gorgeous floors and stairs. Every possible decoration in the mansion.
    

    
      The Black Witch was shocked. She recognized this place. “Wait a second. This is…”
    

    
      Hundreds of candles were burning with shadows of aura were hidden between each sconce. 
    

    
      
        —Hahahaha.
      
    

    
      A familiar laughter melted like candle wax.
    

    
      
        —Are you…
      
    

    
      
        —Who…
      
    

    
      
        —Can you…
      
    

    
      Everything collapsed. The scene probably lasted only about three seconds. Uburka had an enormous amount of aura, but it wasn’t endless. There was also a limit to my exquisite aura mastery. With just the two of us, it was difficult to sustain such a memory with all the people and sounds faithfully replicated.
    

    
      However, we still did it even if it only lasted for about three seconds. I succeeded in recreating the Infernal Mansion. 
    

    
      Uburka looked around, dazed. We were back at the snow mountain, but we all knew that what we had just witnessed wasn’t a hallucination. 
    

    
      I gathered up what little aura was left within me. “Uburka, this is the formula arts I told you about three hundred and sixty-three years ago. The technique isn’t simply about shooting out your aura based on the imagery in your mind. It’s about actualizing the imagery with your aura.”
    

    
      I had taught Uburka the Demonic Heaven Arts and popularized Cavefire plays among the Terras to bring our own realm into their world. It was impossible for me to achieve this on my own.
    

    
      “No matter how much I struggle, I can’t make it last for even a second on my own. I’ll run out of aura in an instant, and the realm will perish before I can spread it to a ten-meter radius. Even with our auras joined together, I only managed to maintain it for three seconds. But what if we had twelve more warriors?”
    

    
      Uburka joined in, his eyes shaking as he thought about it. “What would happen if twenty-four, hundreds, or even a thousand Terra warriors came together to use formula arts?”
    

    
      “Doing all that might just be impossible, but the Terras have shared and polished the images over the past hundreds of years. We’re musicians who have access to the same music sheets. We’re the only ones in the world who can do this.”
    

    
      “We…” Uburka trailed off. “We shall sing about pain, but—”
    

    
      “But it’ll be beautiful.”
    

    
      “Ugor, it will be beautiful.”
    

    
      How exciting. I smiled. 
    

    
      “Let’s go down the mountain together with me. Even if we sing about pain, we’ll still be happy.”
    

    
      “Strange. How is that possible?”
    

    
      “Your daddy is a great guy, and so are you. We acknowledge each other. How can I not be happy when someone like you, who has made it to the very top, acknowledges and likes me?” I offered my right hand to Uburka. “I’ll be a little happier thanks to you, and you’ll smile a little more often because of me.”
    

    
      I smiled at him again. Uburka stared at my hand before taking it. 
    

    
      “Let’s go down, my immoral son.” 
    

    
      
        [You have created a new Skill!]
      
    

    
      
        [Creating a Skill Card]
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 197: Erosion (2)

    
      A card glowed in my left hand. I was familiar with Skill Cards by now, but this one had a funny color.
    

    
      
        Purple?
      
    

    
      The class of the Skill determined the color of the card. Skills of Class F to C were ridiculed because their cards were the color of shit. Still, most Hunters’ Skill Cards were shit-colored, and many Hunters went to sleep crying because they didn’t even have one of those. Class B and A Skills were silver-colored. People considered them jackpots. Any Skill that was Class S and above was golden. 
    

    
      It was easy to forget from time to time, but my colleagues were very talented. It was quite difficult to even talk to Hunters with golden skills. Nonetheless, no one had a purple Skill Card.
    

    
      
        Did an error occur?
      
    

    
      I scanned the letters engraved on the front of the card.
    

    
      
        
          Demonic Heaven Formula Arts.
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: Undecided. 
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Formula arts based on the Demonic Heaven Arts, able to manifest the imagery that the casters share. The more casters participate in the formula, the more proficient the casters are in the Demonic Heaven Arts, and the clearer the imagery shared between the casters, the more powerful formula arts become.
      
    

    
      
        The formula arts’ efficiency has not been proven yet! You are the first to create this Skill. From now on, you have to demonstrate its potential. When sufficient data has been accumulated, the Class and description of this Skill will be revised.
      
    

    
      
        ※Class hasn’t been decided yet.
      
    

    
      
        Ah…
      
    

    
      Now I understood why the card was purple.
    

    
      
        Any Skill that is in trial mode seems to have a purple Skill Card. I didn’t know—
      
    

    
      
        —Rad!
      
    

    
      To my shock, the Guardian appeared right beside mine and screamed right into my ear.
    

    
      
        What the…? What’s wrong with you?
      
    

    
      The Guardian’s eyes sparkled.
    

    
      
        —This is my first time seeing a purple Skill Card! Man, I never thought I would see something like this. I knew it was the right call to become a ghost instead of finding eternal peace!
      
    

    
      
        It’s just a color, so why the fuss?
      
    

    
      
        —Zombie, you usually catch up quicker than this. Wake up. Isn’t this strange? Would you make a symbol for a trial stage purple? When something’s effectiveness hasn’t been proven, the color is usually white.
      
    

    
      
        Huh. You’re right. Purple isn’t usually the default color in cases like these.
      
    

    
      
        —Yuh.
      
    

    
      
        Hmm.
      
    

    
      Perhaps the Tower’s master liked purple. When I thought about the Tower’s master, whose face I never got to see because of the darkness…
    

    
      “Daddy.”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      , sorry. My mind wandered for a moment,” I said, awkwardly scratching the back of my head. 
    

    
      “It’s okay.” Uburka shook his head, still holding onto my right hand. “But I believe I need to explain what this era is like. After all, there has to be a reason you arrived at this time. Something big is happening on the continent.”
    

    
      “Something big?”
    

    
      “That’s right. Perhaps it’s more fitting to say that something big is happening in the world, not just the continent,” Uburka said, grinning enigmatically. “They say that a new continent has been discovered.”
    

    
      
        [You have been given a quest.]
      
    

    
      The quest’s name was 
      
        
          Age of Great Exploration.
        
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      A new continent was discovered twenty-four years ago. 
    

    
      “I stayed on the snow mountain for over three hundred and fifty years, but occasionally stopped by the city to eavesdrop on worldly affairs. I heard that, one day, a Fingill sea captain saw land that wasn’t on the map.”
    

    
      Fingills were merfolk. They mostly enjoy living in rivers, but every now and then, an oddball was born among them. One Fingill wondered what the end of the ocean looked like. He happened to have the ability to satiate his curiosity, and even had the bravery to bet his life on his dream.
    

    
      
        The Fingill captain gave a speech in front of the admirals. “I require your support. Because of their name, Terras are entitled to command the land. Those sly Sylvans also have control of the coins in our world because they are the most competent when it comes to money. However, the seas belong to Fingills and Fingills only. There shouldn’t be a single waterway we don’t know the depth and currents of!”
      
    

    
      
        Despite the nonsensical speech, the admirals splashed their tails in agreement.
      
    

    
      
        “You shall have one ship, one Bloodborn, and forty boatmen.”
      
    

    
      And so began the legendary voyage. 
    

    
      “Hmm, they live in water. Does swimming make one think more freely or something? They also discovered seawater salt. It feels like the Fingills are the ones who come up with all kinds of unique stuff.”
    

    
      “What happened to the captain?”
    

    
      “He achieved his dream. Sixteen months after setting sail, he discovered the New Continent,” Uburka replied calmly. “On his glorious way back home, a killer whale ate him.”
    

    
      That was just sad.
    

    
      “It happens surprisingly often.
      
         Uger
      
      , the Fingills’ leading causes of death are crocodiles and killer whales, followed by drowning.”
    

    
      “Merfolk can drown?”
    

    
      “I don’t know the details either.”
    

    
      The mystery deepened. The Black Witch sighed.
    

    
      “You guys… 
      
        Teleportation. 
      
      When you’re using someone as your driver, can you at least pipe down? 
      
        Teleportation.
      
       I’ve been listening to your conversation, but you annoy me a lot. 
      
        Teleportation.
      
      ”
    

    
      The Black Witch repeatedly chanted “
      
        Teleportation
      
      ” in between sentences because we were depending on her to get us to where we needed to be
      
        . 
      
      Uburka held me in his huge arms, and I held the Black Witch in mine. Thanks to this arrangement, we could teleport around neatly. If anyone saw us from a distance, we would look like matryoshkas or kangaroos.
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      , don’t be mad. We’re providing a comfortable seat for you in return.”
    

    
      “You guys may be comfortable, but I’m not. 
      
        Teleportation. 
      
      Do you know how cumbersome it is to cast the same Skill over and over again? 
      
        Teleportation.
      
      ”
    

    
      “We’re basically family now. Speaking of which, now that we’ve gotten closer, can I call you sister? I have never called anyone sister since I entered the Tower, but I want to consider you my sibling, Black Dragon Master.”
    

    
      “You’re the type of person who becomes endlessly more shameless the closer you get to someone, aren’t you? 
      
        Teleportation.
      
      ”
    

    
      The ocean spread out below us. No matter where I turned to look, I couldn’t see land or even a single reef. The endless blue continued all the way to the horizon. We were crossing the ocean, heading for this new continent.
    

    
      “Don’t call me sister, though. I hate the sound of that.” 
    

    
      I smirked. “Then shall I call you Her Majesty the Black Dragon Queen?” 
    

    
      “Death King, you’re 
      
        so 
      
      funny,” the Black Witch said. A short session of her high-fiving my face followed.
    

    
      “I won’t make fun of you anymore,” I conceded with a pout. 
    

    
      “Good idea. 
      
        Teleportation.
      
       If you want to call me differently, just call me senior. 
      
        Teleportation. 
      
      I’ll allow you that much.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , that’s nice. Senior. You can just call me Gong-Ja too.”
    

    
      Instead of answering, the Black Witch turned her head and looked straight ahead. With her eyes devoid of emotion, she quietly muttered, “
      
        Teleportation.
      
      ” 
    

    
      We stopped talking. While listening to the waves crashing below, I skimmed through the quest window.
    

    
      
        
          Age of Great Exploration.
        
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty level: A—
      
    

    
      
        Goal: Exploration! Adventure! The seven species are faced with a new continent. The Fingills’ pioneering the new waterways has now attracted the other species’ attention.
      
    

    
      
        “I want to live somewhere else.”
      
    

    
      
        In every era, people dream of new lands. An unfulfilled desire, an unperformed miracle, an uncharted thrill… They bet everything to discover what’s on the other side of the ocean, hoping success awaits them there.
      
    

    
      
        However, the New Continent is a new world only for the seven species. Other people are already living on that land. 
      
    

    
      
        A discord between adventurers and natives is about to erupt! Perhaps a one-sided massacre will occur. Will this exchange result in an invasion, coexistence, or banishment?
      
    

    
      
        The seven species are in danger of annihilation. Guide them out of danger!
      
    

    
      
        ※If you fail to guide them, one or more species may be exterminated.
      
    

    
      Massacre. Extermination. Heinous words caught my eye. They were the reason we were rushing to the New Continent.
    

    
      “Do you think the kids are massacring the natives?”
    

    
      The Black Witch replied, “I don’t know. 
      
        Teleportation. 
      
      But it’s possible. Even in the outside world, massacres often occurred during the Age of Exploration. 
      
        Teleportation. 
      
      Although I hope people of this world don’t do that, 
      
        Teleportation, 
      
      our children won’t grow up the way we want.”
    

    
      “I want to prevent massacres no matter what.”
    

    
      “I’m rooting for you.”
    

    
      Uburka suddenly pointed out, “
      
        Ugor.
      
       There’s something over there.”
    

    
      He pointed toward the horizon. I couldn’t see anything, but I immediately enhanced my vision with my aura. Something was floating there.
    

    
      “A ship?” 
    

    
      Not just any ship. The thing was huge. 
    

    
      My brow furrowed. “Black Dragon Master—um, Senior—there is a boat over there. Let’s stop by.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “I don’t see anyone on board.”
    

    
      “
      
        Teleportation.
      
      ” 
    

    
      It seemed that the Black Witch also spotted the ship. Even before we stepped onto the wooden deck, we sensed a strong feeling of disharmony. 
    

    
      The Black Witch looked around. “There 
      
        are
      
       people around, but they’re all sleeping.”
    

    
      The sailors asleep on deck were of different species. Most of them were Skians and Fingills, but there were some Purens among them. However, regardless of the species, all the sailors were extremely thin.
    

    
      I walked up to the helmsman, who was lying at the helm of the ship, and gently grabbed his wrist. 
    

    
      “Malnutrition.” I circulated aura within him and inspected in detail the sailor’s physical state. “He’s showing symptoms of extreme dehydration. I think he’s been starving for three to four days. 
      
        Hmm.
      
       I don’t see any injuries, and his mental state seems fine...”
    

    
      While learning the Demonic Heaven Arts’ Thirst Death, I became well-versed in dehydration. Just in case, I diagnosed other sailors as well, but the symptoms were all the same. Malnutrition and severe dehydration.
    

    
      I concluded, “I considered every angle, but they’re just asleep.” 
    

    
      The sailors were breathing normally. They didn’t look like they had fainted or something. 
    

    
      “Have you tried waking them up with your aura?”
    

    
      “Yes, I’ve been purposefully trying to wake them, but they remain asleep no matter what. This is really strange.”
    

    
      “Give me a moment.” The Black Witch approached me and placed her hand on one of the sailors, black aura flickering from her fingertips. Shortly after, she narrowed her eyes. “They aren’t under a curse.” 
    

    
      “Drugs, maybe? Are they all high?” I asked.
    

    
      “There is a good chance, but I can’t draw that conclusion from these symptoms alone. I can’t sense any trace of drugs. It’s possible that there is a drug unique to this world that I know nothing about... ” 
    

    
      Uburka dragged out the crew members from all over the ship. Surprisingly, the captain was a Shellmount. When Shellmounts came into contact with salt, their skin deteriorated or, in extreme cases, even melted. Yet the Shellmount captain had set sail on the ocean. He had to be incredibly brave.
    

    
      Uburka rubbed his nose after he put down the Shellmount captain. “This is certainly weird. It seems like they were all working until they all fell asleep.”
    

    
      “They all fell asleep at the same time?”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugor.
      
      ” 
    

    
      Thirty-two sailors lay down on the deck, asleep, as if they had forgotten about their daily lives. The mystery only deepened.
    

    
      After much thought, the Black Witch suggested, “Shall we drop by one of their dreams for a moment?”
    

    
      “Dreams?”
    

    
      “Yeah, we would get an answer for sure if we used Person Possession, but that would cost one thousand points. We can’t waste our points in a place like this, so I’ll use Dream Appearance.”
    

    
      The statement reflected her personality very well. When planning the guild budget, she probably saved every coin she could. She was the type of person to be torn between going to a dessert cafe or buying dessert at a convenience store, but end up buying dessert from a convenience store after considering cost-effectiveness.
    

    
      
        Raviel is the type of person who rents out the entire dessert cafe she likes.
      
    

    
      She would probably also have a dedicated seat for her. She’s so cool. 
    

    
      I snapped out of my thoughts and nodded. “Good. That would be the fastest way to get an answer right now.”
    

    
      “Yeah, then I’ll go first…”
    

    
      “You worked hard climbing the mountain and flying us across the ocean. You basically traveled the world, so let me do this.”
    

    
      “See, this is why I can’t hate you.”
      
         
      
    

    
      “You’re my senior, so I should be a good junior.”
      
         
      
    

    
      I opened the Civilization Store. 
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Dream Appearance.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 100 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 7,012 species points.]
      
    

    
      I used the item on the Shellmount captain in front of me.
    

    
      
        Swoosh!
      
    

    
      The world around me distorted. It was as if someone took out the bathtub drain stopper lid. My head was spinning like the swirling water within the tub. 
    

    
      I ran out of breath, losing track of time. At some point, I closed my eyes. After a while, someone whispered, “Gong-Ja, open your eyes. Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      I did. A woman who looked exactly like Raviel was looking straight at me. 
    

    
      
        Hmm
      
      . 
    

    
      I quickly scanned the woman’s white neck and long fingers. She had no necklace or wedding ring. I had no reason to spend my money anyway, so I had spent half of my money on the wedding ring before getting to the thirtieth floor, but it was missing from her finger.
    

    
      “
      
        Haha.
      
      ”
    

    
      I looked around a little more just in case. I was lying on a soft bed in one of the bedrooms in the Ivansia family’s main residence. The woman with Raviel’s face looked down from above me, pinning me down on the bed. I turned my head to see the flower stand next to the bed and then a chair, but there was no golden Skill Card anywhere.
    

    
      
        Okay, I understand what is going on. 
      
    

    
      The woman stroked my cheek. “What caught your eye?” 
    

    
      Her eyes gleamed softly. For a moment, I debated whether to think of this as a shitty or a diamond-in-the-dung situation. Fortunately, after 0.1 second of thinking, I came to a conclusion.
    

    
      “Tomorrow is a holiday, my love. It’s been a while, so let’s have some fun—” the woman said.
    

    
      “You little shit, don’t you dare try messing with me while wearing Raviel’s face. Do you have a death wish?”
    

    
      The woman stopped caressing my face.
    

    
      “I’ll give you ten seconds. Get off me and kneel down or I’ll crush your existence into dust. I don’t care if you’re a god from another world, their apostle, or some other random shit. Listen to me and get off. I’m not the guy that counts down. Do it yourself. You gotta kneel down within ten seconds.”
    

    
      The woman’s face hardened. She seemed very confused. “How? Are you not in deep sleep? No, that can’t be. You are completely surrounded by the dream. How—”
    

    
      “Your ten seconds are up.”
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      I smiled brightly. “I’ll just start by beating you up.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 198: Erosion (3)
Of course, natives were already living on the New Continent, the newly pioneered land. However, their species was extraordinary.
“Concubi?”
Extraordinary. 
“Yes, Mr. Death King, yes.”
After I hit the incubus exactly fifty-nine times, he raised his hands in surrender. 
Incubus, succubus… Concubi populated the New Continent. 
I cracked my fists. “Why are you so quiet? Does my question bore you and make you sleepy? Shall I wake you up?”
“No, Mr. Death King! We, concubi, couldn’t be more energetic than this!”
“From now on, only speak when I ask you questions. If you don’t give me a proper answer, your face will suffer in return.”
“Yes, Mr. Death King!”
I nodded, satisfied with his compliance. “Good.” 
The Guardian seemed very touched.
—Kim Zombie, you… you really mastered the art of screwing someone up!
When one looked into the abyss, the abyss also tended to give them the stinky eye. Having been trained by the Guardian and Teacher, I became a specialist in beating up people without even realizing it.
“The whole crew on this ship is asleep. Is this your and other concubi's doing?”
“Yes, it is!”
“How do you do this?”
“We live by parasitizing on the dreams of other animals!” the incubus confessed. “Actually, your dreams are what we call reality. On the other hand, what you call reality is our dream. We thought we were the only life forms to have developed intelligence, but after you guys crossed the ocean, it left us very dumbfounded…”
“Oh.”
This species’ reality was our dreams.
“Do you guys not have physical bodies?”
“A physical body by your definition… No, we don’t. Our knowledge and yours are so different that it’s usually hard for us to communicate.”
“But we’re talking so easily.”
“Oh, that's because we’re using this animal's mind as a host.”
The animal the incubus was talking about was the Shellmount captain of this ship. Their habit of calling others animals gave me a rough idea of the concubi’s stubbornness.
“Consuming the dreams of other animals allow us to share their memories. Because of this, we got to know you in great detail. Over the past twenty-four years, we have been working on a plan after we got over the shock of meeting you all.”
“Plan?”
“This is the first time we’ve seen animals with so many memories. From our perspective, you guys are must-go restaurants. It’s like… a feast. Anyway, it was quite a shock.”
Hmm.
“My children don’t know anything about you," I said.
“Well, we live as parasites in others’ dreams. Since we don’t have real bodies, we just choose someone appropriate to copy the appearance of from your memories. You can’t see us in your reality, but even if you could, you’d just brush it off as another dream.”
The incubus now looked like the Fire Emperor because I had ordered him to change forms. No matter how fake the dream was, I couldn’t hit someone who looked like Raviel. Before she became my love, she was the universe’s treasure with her beauty alone. As a cultured citizen, I couldn’t treat such a treasure with violence.
“Um, Mr. Death King, you’re the first person to be unaffected by one of our dreams,” the incubus confessed. “I find this very interesting. How did you know it was a dream with just one glance? Actually, how did you end up in this dream in the first place?”
“If you looked through my memories, you shouldn’t have a hard time figuring that out, don’t you think?”
The incubus kept glancing at me curiously. “Well, this is unusual, but your memories are hard to read. I can only glimpse at fragments. This is really unusual in many ways.” 
I had a rough idea of what had happened.
It’s probably because of Dream Appearance. 
This wasn’t my dream. I just used an item to enter the Shellmount captain’s mind. That was why the incubus could only read fragments of my mind.
A species that lives only within dreams.
It sounded mythical.
“Well, I guess your illusion doesn’t work because of my very strong willpower.”
“That’s odd. I don’t think that’s the issue…”
I turned around. “I get that you’re an interesting species, but why did you capture these innocent sailors and put them to sleep? If you keep this up, they’ll die of dehydration. Because of you, this ship has already become a ghost ship.”
The incubus hesitated. Seeing the Fire Emperor make such a face made my gastric juices want to flow in the opposite direction and harmonize with my phlegm. 
It seemed he was an incubus for a reason. His muscles were an upgraded version of the Fire Emperor. The incubus’ shoulders were wider, and his chest was firmer. Perhaps I was imagining it, but I could see a halo behind him. 
Annoying.
“Agh!”
When I came to my senses, I realized that my hand had a minor collision with the incubus’ cheek. I let out a soft gasp.
“What was that for?”
“It’s just that your face was asking to be slapped.”
“Didn’t you give me the order to take on the form of this animal?”
“Sorry. Anyhow, why did you hijack this ship? 
The incubus stopped protesting and started to mumble again. “Umm… I’m not sure I’m allowed to tell you this. This is probably something that should remain confidential within our species.”
“Probably?”
“Yes, we had no idea there were animals living beyond the ocean, let alone how delicious they could be. So, after contemplating and discussing what to do for the past twenty-four years, we finally decided to invade your land. This isn’t the only ship we hijacked through dreams. All thirty-three ships crossing the ocean at the moment are under our control.
“We also put all the animals that trespassed our territory to sleep. The vanguard had already set sail ten days ago. We’re the second unit.”
Only then did I realize something was off.
Show me the quest window.
A hologram appeared before me, showcasing the quest that I had to complete on the thirty-fifth floor. I focused on the paragraphs below. 
However, the New Continent is a new world only for the seven species. Other people are already living on that land. 
A discord between adventurers and natives is about to erupt! Perhaps a one-sided massacre will occur. Will this exchange result in an invasion, coexistence, or banishment?
The seven species are in danger of annihilation. Guide them out of danger!
※If you fail to guide them, one or more species may be exterminated.
I see. It’s not the natives of the New Continent that are in danger. 
The quest window clearly stated that it was the seven species that were in danger of annihilation.
My children could die!
The crisis of this era was the natives’ counterattack.
***
As soon as I woke up, I immediately told the Black Witch and Uburka what was going on. The more I told them, the more serious they became.
“I see. It’s completely different from what happened in our world,” the Black Witch muttered. “I was wrong. I thought the New Continent was getting invaded and its natives massacred. It makes sense. If the natives are stronger, it would be the other way around.”
“This isn’t a matter of strength, Uger. There are things in this world that a warrior cannot resist, regardless of their strength. One of them is sleep. Everyone needs to sleep.” Uburka frowned. “Concubi… Their species isn’t going to be easy to deal with.”
“Death King, you said the invasion has already begun, right?”
“Yes, Senior. They said the second unit has begun to parasitize the crew of ships that sailed ten days ago.”
“Is there any way for them to wake up voluntarily?”
“It’s up to the concubi. They deliberately make people experience their happiest dream so they can’t wake up, but they can just as easily give people nightmares so they’ll wake up early. Well, in my case, an incubus took the form of Raviel.”
“That’s dangerous.”
The rippling waves rocked the ship. None of the sailors opened their eyes.
“Although people may fight against misfortune, it’s difficult to resist happiness. If your dream could literally turn into reality, you wouldn’t want to escape even if that meant letting your physical body die.”
I nodded. “Yes, this will be the quietest massacre in history.” 
The Black Witch clicked her tongue. “This is bad. Let’s make haste.”
“What about these sailors?”
“We can’t turn a blind eye on them.”
We tied up all thirty-two sailors with rope. From a distance, they looked like dried fish tied together[1]. Uburka grabbed the end of the rope, and the Black Witch held his hand tightly. He stared at her.
“Hmm? What is it, Junior II?” she asked.
“It’s nothing, Ugor,” Uburka answered and turned his head.
Huh? Is he…  
I narrowed my eyes.
The Black Witch chuckled. “You’re silly. Teleportation!” 
The Black Witch teleported thirty-five people in total. She and I were in our spirit forms, so we couldn’t use our Skills on someone else directly. However, Uburka, the Constellation of this world, served as our bridge. By holding his hand, the Black Witch could use her Skill on everyone.
“Good!”
After a successful Teleportation, the Black Witch’s eyes lit up brighter than before. The ocean breeze swept through her dark black hair.
“We’ll go to the New Continent like this. Hold on tight so you don’t fall behind!”
Uburka kept glancing at the Black Witch. She didn’t notice it at all because she was busy using Teleportation. Actually, she probably wouldn’t be able to understand a hobgoblin’s expression. It was difficult to tell the emotions of someone from a different species just by looking at their face.
Huuuuh?
But I could see it very clearly. I could even feel it. My romance radar, which had developed while sharing the romance of the century with Raviel, was beeping.
Is he really...?
We quickly arrived at a port, the village of the pioneers. Explorers, merchants, soldiers—every newcomer who crossed the ocean to the New Continent stopped by this village at least once. 
We landed in the village square and looked around.
“It’s quiet,” I said.
Too quiet.
“The village doesn’t feel alive at all.”
Even though it was a fairly large village, I couldn’t hear any voices. Not only was there no sound, but I couldn’t even see a shadow of a single person walking down the streets.
The cold silence oppressed the air. It felt like a ghost village.
“Did the concubi already get them?” the Black Witch asked anxiously.
“Maybe. Let’s look around first.”
I entered a nearby building. As expected, everyone was asleep in their bedrooms.
“It seems like the invasion took place at night, when most of the people were asleep.”
The other buildings were in a similar situation. At least five hundred villagers were sleeping soundly.
“Most people are in bed. Only a few are down on bar floors or the streets. The concubi probably targeted them when they were most vulnerable.”
“Other pioneer villages—”
“Won’t be much different. The incubus said that he and his people had launched a large-scale invasion. It’s unfortunate, but quite a few people have already died from malnutrition. Once the concubi get to our children’s continent through the sailors, things will spiral out of our control.”
A plague of eternal sleep would strike the children on the continent before they could tell what happened to them. 
“Maybe there are survivors the concubi haven’t gotten their hands on. I’ll take a quick look around other villages. Wait here.” 
Without waiting for an answer, the Black Witch used Teleportation and disappeared. Some traces of her black aura remained and hovered where she had just been, leaving Uburka and me alone in the square. He blankly watched the spot where the Black Witch had been standing just moments ago.
Hmm. Yeah, I really think I’m right about this one. 
I poked him in the arm. “Hey, Uburka.” 
“Ugor. What is it, Daddy?”
“Do you have a crush on the Black Dragon Master?”
Uburka, a Constellation and the strongest warrior in the history of Terras, fell silent. He frowned, the corners of his mouth twitching. He was obviously blushing. 
“Daddy, I think I've found my first love.”

1. Image ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 199: The Reflected Mirror In The Mirror (1)
“Uburka…”
“I’ve never felt this way before. My heart is racing.”
“I-Is that so?” 
I couldn’t say anything else, so I closed my mouth. 
[The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig is amazed by the sweetness of love.]
What should I do?
This was the first time in hundreds of years Uburka had experienced being in love. Was I supposed to give my blessing? The Black Witch was my bestie. It pricked my conscience to support my son behind her back.
“Um, congratulations on falling in love, son. Basically, when you experience true love, it changes you. It makes you a better person in many ways...”
Uburka squeezed my shoulder tightly with a hand as big as my head. Now that he was so close to me, I realized he had beautiful eyes, but the way they sparkled freaked me out a little. 
The glimmer in Uburka’s eyes burned brighter. “You called her Black Dragon Master. Is that her real name?” 
“No. The Black Dragon Master hates it when people call by her title. Actually, Black Dragon Master refers to her being the leader of the Black Dragon Guild. I could count on one hand how many people know her real name...”
Uburka was impressed. “Oh, I see! She doesn’t easily allow people to call her by her real name! Good. Only the brave and competent deserve to be with someone worthy of them. I can get a sense of who she really is thanks to her personality.”
“Uh…”
The Black Witch wasn’t the type to test the courage of those who approached her. If anything, it was the exact opposite since she had almost zero expectations from the world.
“What is her favorite flower?” Uburka asked fervently. 
“Umm, lavender and allium…”
“I don’t know these flowers. What is her favorite type of music?”
“She likes piano music, especially those really heartwarming melodies. Surprisingly, she also enjoys jazz.”
“Very elegant!”
I nodded. “Yeah, she’s cool.” 
I was still unsure if it was okay to tell him these things. My heart was pounding hard because of guilt, and my conscience pricked more and more. But Uburka didn’t care how I felt and just squeezed my shoulder harder.
“What are her hobbies? What about her favorite dish? What does she usually do in her free time? When is her birthday?”
Son, are you so blinded by love that you forget I’m your daddy? Well, I’ve been there, so I can understand, but your daddy’s shoulder hurts quite a lot. 
“Her hobby is reading romance novels—you rascal, find out this kind of stuff yourself!” I shook off Uburka’s hand. “Why are you asking me in the first place? Someone should be able to tell what the person they love likes just by looking in their eyes. If you aren’t sure, gift her all the things you think she may like.”
“Ugor? Is that how it works?”
“Yeah, but the Black Dragon Master has clear boundaries. Don’t use your emotions as a reason to trespass them. Be as polite as possible. Ask for her permission. Do you understand what I mean?”
Uburka sighed. “It sounds difficult.” 
“What sounds difficult?” a voice asked from behind us.
We both froze in shock. The Black Witch was already back. She looked at us with her eyebrows slightly furrowed. “Why are you so surprised? Did you guys see a ghost or something?”
“Oh, no, nothing like that. We were just talking about how difficult it would be to deal with the concubi.”
“Hmm… Alright,” the Black Witch said with a shrug.
Fortunately, she didn’t seem to think too much about what just happened. Well, it would be difficult to imagine that a hobgoblin Constellation had a major crush on her. 
“I took a quick look around other villages,” she announced. 
“How are they?” I asked. 
“They’re all in the same situation. Everyone is asleep, but I did find something interesting.” 
The Black Witch channeled her aura in her index finger, leaving lines in the air like ink.
“There was a map in the village chief’s house. I looked around other villages, and their maps were all the same. The villages were sharing information about the New Continent. Thanks to this, we can guess the pioneers’ path.”
The Black Witch drew the map with a very serious expression. It was obvious she wanted to save the children who were drowning in their dreams. When I saw the Black Witch’s face from the side with her long hair drooping down, I could fully understand Uburka’s feelings.
Anyone would crush on her.
She rarely talked about herself. Sometimes she brought up old stories, but she never focused on herself. She would only relate stories of the past which included her colleagues. 
She was beautiful. People with high walls around their hearts were always beautiful in my eyes because there were traces from their past of a desire to protect something. 
“Death King, are you listening to me?”
“Of course, I’m listening to every word,” I said, nodding. “Senior, the problem isn’t just our children’s continent getting invaded. In just a few more days, the children who have fallen asleep will begin to die in groups. We really don’t have much time left.”
We had a week at most. 
The Black Witch’s face darkened. “You’re right. Do you have a plan?”
“The concubi live in dreams, not reality. Regardless of whether we choose to persuade or make them submit, we need to enter our children’s dreams. But there will be no end to it if we have to convince each and every one of the concubi. It’ll take forever, causing more children to die from malnutrition. Our only option is to persuade the entire species at once.”
“The entire species at once? How?”
“Instead of talking to the concubi one by one, we should invite all of them in one big dream.” I turned back to look at Uburka. “My plan right now is to invite as many concubi as possible into Uburka’s dream. You and I will also go into Uburka’s dream and work out a deal.”
For some reason, Uburka blushed. His back hunched, twisting like a worm. “Uger, are you saying that you and your friend will enter my dream? T-That’s a bit embarrassing. I feel like I’d be sharing a personal part of myself.”
What did he mean by embarrassing? He had already gone through my special dream training. His feigned innocence was embarrassing me.
“I’m sorry for not being able to protect your privacy, but we should still do our best to prevent a massacre, my son. I hope you can take the plunge here.”
Uburka looked at the Black Witch. “I understand. Ugor. I’m willing to open up my mind for the greater good! The most important thing is to prevent the massacre of innocent people!”
Oh my god. He was too obvious. His attempt to get the Black Witch to like him was so obvious that a laser beam pointing at the sky would be more subtle than whatever he was doing right now. At that moment, I wanted to close my eyes and deny that he was my son.
Unfortunately, the Black Witch didn’t notice anything. She just tilted her head once and went straight back to the main topic. “Alright, Death King. I think your plan is the quickest solution. How are you going to invite the concubi in Uburka’s dream?”
“Ah, first things first, I’m going to use Dream Appearance on a few people. Once I beat up every concubus I meet, I’m certain word about me will spread. I’m going to tell them to come find me in Uburka’s dream if they have a problem with me.”
The Black Witch smiled .“Okay. That sounds reliable. Working with you on this stage was a good choice.”
“It’s nothing. I can always do this much for—”
The moment I was about to smile back at the Black Witch, I felt an extremely intense gaze on the back of my head from Uburka. It was too strong to be merely described as a gaze, and the phrase “death glare” was still too weak to describe what was going on. In short, Uburka looked at me as if I was his nemesis.
[The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig considers you an eyesore.]
What?
[The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig suspects that you may be his romantic rival.]
I secretly wrote a message by tracing my fingers on Uburka’s arm. 
No. Hey, hey, you nuthead! Your daddy is the Black Dragon Master’s friend! We’re besties! 
Uburka pouted. You’re also a man, so you’re suspicious. 
Your daddy already has a life partner! Wow, don’t go around and say stuff like that. You’ll get me into a lot of problems for something I never did.
What if you’re into polyamory?
I felt so dirty! He was my son, but he was really getting on my nerves! 
I snapped. Shut up! Don’t ever say such a thing! I’ll cut off your head for blasphemy.
You can just say no. Why are you trying so hard to deny it? It’s making you more suspicious. Are you sure you aren’t romantically interested in her? 
The Black Dragon Master and I are ride-or-die comrades! We’re friends, so of course we smile at each other!
What? Ride or die? When? Where? Who’s riding who? I had no idea that you’ve been leading such a promiscuous life. I’m very disappointed.
You gotta be kidding me!
The Black Witch tried to make sense of the madness war between a father and son, but she failed to understand what was going on. “What are you guys doing?”
Uburka smiled brightly. “Daddy was cheering me up. Ugor. He worries too much. I may not look like it, but I am the strongest Terra warrior of all time. He’s being overprotective.”
The Black Witch was intrigued. “Oh. Is that how he is when you two guys are together?”
“That’s right. You may not know this, but he nags me a lot. He’s very noisy when we’re together.”
“Haha.”
Finally, Uburka managed to have a casual chat with the Black Witch. However, he suddenly flashed me a smile while giving me the stink eye. 
[The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig is wary of you.]
You little rascal!
“‘Have you done dawn training? Have you refined your aura utilization method? Have you gained a deeper understanding of the Demonic Heaven Arts?’ There is nothing he doesn’t nag me about. He’s alright when you keep a distance, but he’s tiresome if you keep him around close.”
You little shit.
“I hope he’ll become more independent now. I can’t take care of him forever, right? Because of his severe lack of affection, he often clings to people around him. It’s annoying. You’ve seen it before. He writes on my arm so we can talk in secret… Honestly, it’s gross.”
You ungrateful son of a bitch!
I was trembling. A father and son relationship was suddenly rendered meaningless when the son’s romantic life was added in the equation! This had to be why people say raising a child only brought regret to the parents[1].
The Black Witch giggled. Her eyes were full of warmth, but there was no romantic interest there. On top of that, the warmth was for me, not Uburka. 
“Haha, you two really get along well. Laughing and annoying each other shows how close you are. When the Death King first announced he would take care of the goblins, I was worried, but it turned out I was worrying over nothing. Death King, you’ll be a really good friend to the Terras.”
I scratched the back of my head. “Uh… Thank you…” 
“No problem. I like giving credit where credit’s due.”
Warmth enveloped me and the Black Witch. Meanwhile, Uburka scowled.
[The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig deeply resents you!]
For god’s sake. The Black Witch had watched the romance of Raviel and I bloom, so she knew no man in this world was as harmless as me. Also, my heart only beat for Raviel, so the Black Witch was certain that nothing romantic would happen between us, no matter how close we were.
That’s why she opens up toward me, but my son doesn’t understand!
Still, what could I do about it? I couldn’t interfere with my son’s romance since I was his daddy. I slowly stood up, suppressing my frustrations brewing deep in my heart. “I-I’ll go threaten the concubi. Black Dragon Master, please wait here with Uburka.”
“Oh? Are you sure? One Dream Appearance costs one hundred points. It’ll use up quite a lot of your points if you buy several of them.”
“It’s okay. I can always earn more points later.”
The Black Witch smiled and patted my shoulder. “I couldn’t have asked for a better junior. I’ll look for a way to solve the sleeping children’s malnutrition problem in the meantime. Go, Death King.”
Her pats were full of friendly affection. Yes, she was being affectionate toward me, and I wasn’t afraid to say it. 
I furtively glimpsed at Uburka’s face.
[The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig has declared you his enemy!]
As expected, Uburka glared at me, unleashing his bloody red aura fiercely. If I wasn’t mistaken, bloodlust was also mixed in there. 
[The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig has decided to commit an immoral act!]
This kid surely lived up to his title as a Constellation.

1.  In the past, Korean parents often said this because the children were commonly expected to serve their parents and do what their parents told them to do. If the children didn’t grow up the way their parents wanted, they were considered black sheep of the family. Well, the sentiment is universal, but it was like a social norm in Korea before. However, Gong-Ja is interpreting the saying in his own way. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 200: The Reflected Mirror In The Mirror (2)

    
      I traveled around the pioneer village and entered the villagers’ dreams to defeat all the concubi I encountered.
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Dream Appearance.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 100 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 6,012 species points.]
      
    

    
      When I beat up the ninth concubi, rumors about me started spreading among the species. In the tenth dream, as soon as the incubus wearing the orphanage director’s face saw me, he screamed. 
    

    
      “
      
        Eeeeek! 
      
      You’re that crazy thug!”
    

    
      It brought a smile to my face. “I see the news about me has finally spread.” 
    

    
      It felt rewarding. After all, I had used Dream Appearance ten times, so of course I was hoping it would be worth it. I swore this wasn’t me trying to blow off steam after what Uburka had done.
    

    
      “W-Why do you interfere with our business?”
    

    
      “Because you happened to catch my eye. Consider yourself unlucky. Why do you look like my orphanage director?”
    

    
      “We heard that if we look like this guy, you won’t hit us as harshly…”
    

    
      “Damn, you guys are smart.” 
    

    
      I still hit the incubus a decent amount.
    

    
      “
      
        Aaaaaah
      
      ! Why?!”
    

    
      “You said I won’t hit you as harshly. That doesn’t mean I won’t hit you at all. Anyhow, you’re a child from this new continent. Spread the word about me among your species if you want me to stop beating you up. A hobgoblin will sleep in this village square today, so bring as many of your kin as possible and enter his dream.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “I’m the Terras’ guardian god. They look after the Shellmounts and Sylvans, so that makes me the guardian god of three species in total. And you guys are out here trying to put my children into eternal sleep. How can I just stand by and watch?”
    

    
      The incubus looked me up and down with doubt in his eyes. “You’re a god?” 
    

    
      When I prepared to throw another punch, the incubus quickly looked away.
    

    
      “I-I understand! I will tell my kin about you.”
    

    
      That night, we decided to carry out the operation as planned. Uburka would fall asleep, and the Black Witch and I would enter his dream. Once the concubi entered the dream as well, we would start persuading them. Uburka’s mind would basically serve as our conference hall.
    

    
      “I have not slept since I became a Constellation.” 
    

    
      Despite Uburka’s statement, he fell asleep surprisingly quickly. 
    

    
      The village by the ocean was quiet. It had been built by people who had crossed the vast ocean while dreaming of a new world, but the villagers were now truly caught in their dream. The cicadas in the village sang to the rhythm of the waves that were crashing by the shore. 
    

    
      “Shall we go in now, Senior?”
    

    
      “Death King,” the Black Witch said quietly, her voice one with the echoes of the black waves and the cries of the cicadas under the white moonlight.
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Stop trying to matchmake me with your son.”
    

    
      I was a little surprised. “
      
        Oh.
      
       You noticed?”
    

    
      “How many times do you think I’ve been proposed to in my life? When it comes to romance, there aren’t many people who are more well-versed than me. Though I never thought a Constellation or a hobgoblin would express romantic interest in me.”
    

    
      “
      
        Err
      
      , sorry. I did think it would be impolite to keep it a secret, but it felt awkward to blabber about it.”
    

    
      “I don’t plan on dating anyone,” the Black Witch said, tucking her hair behind her ear as the summer breeze kept tousling it. “By loving someone, you’re willingly leaving yourself vulnerable. I don’t want to be weak.”
    

    
      “Don’t we also become a little stronger when we love others?”
    

    
      “Yes, but are you sure you can live without the Duke of Ivansia?”
    

    
      I couldn’t reply.
    

    
      “You’re alright, but there is something risky about you. If your duke dies, you’ll break down. Even if the Paladin or I die, something within you will break down. The same applies in the case of the Viper or the Inquisitor dying.” The Black Witch moved her finger in the air, probably making a purchase in the Civilization Store. “It’s difficult for me to walk on a tightrope with my life on the line.”
    

    
      She turned to me again. “I want to be able to handle my life on my own, so the only things in my pockets should be things I can throw away when necessary. 
      
        Ugh
      
      , it’s embarrassing to say this out loud.”
    

    
      “Not at all, Senior. Thank you for telling me.”
    

    
      “Yeah. Please tell your son to endure the tragedy of his first love.”
    

    
      My poor son got dumped before he could even confess. I looked down with pity at Uburka, who was sleeping in the square.
    

    
      “Enough with the serious talk. Shall we go in and rescue our children now?” the Black Witch asked.
    

    
      “Okay.” 
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Dream Appearance.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 100 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 5,912 species points.]
      
    

    
      We entered Uburka’s dream.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      When I opened my eyes, a dense jungle was before me. 
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm.
      
      ”
    

    
      The smell of wet soil was strong. It was the same smell that my nostrils picked up on whenever I walked down the street on a rainy night. There were no asphalt roads or flashy signs here, but trees as tall as the buildings surrounded me.
    

    
      Uburka was sitting on a large rock. “Welcome, Daddy and Daddy’s friend.” 
    

    
      “Where are we?”
    

    
      “I used to train here about two hundred years ago. Many powerful monsters live here, so I had a base built around here. Everyone knew this area was dangerous, so not many tried approaching it. Still, the harsher the training, the sweeter the results.”
    

    
      Uburka boasted about himself, not forgetting to flex his chest muscles. Well, his muscles were indeed as big as the Pacific Ocean...
    

    
      The Black Witch smiled affectionately, like a mother would do. “Your son has a very good mindset. Is this how it feels like to have a younger brother?”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugor.
      
       Younger brother…?” Uburka tilted his head and looked at me, furtively writing on my arm.
    

    
      
        Daddy, if she considers me her family, isn't that a good thing? That means I have a good chance with her. 
      
    

    
      No, he had just been dumped in a way that couldn’t have been clearer. He really had to pay attention to the fact that she referred to him as her younger brother, not anything else. Her constant praising of him was a subtle way of telling him to give up. 
    

    
      My son seriously had to learn how to read between the lines if he wanted to survive in the rough world of love.
    

    
      
        Krrrr…
      
    

    
      A beast’s cry echoed in the forest. The three of us immediately stopped chatting and turned our heads in the direction of the noise.
    

    
      
        Grrr…
      
    

    
      There were more than one or two beasts. In the shady jungle, hundreds of pairs of blue eyes shone like fireflies. One beast resembling a stag had horns on its head that were larger than itself, while another beast hissed at us with its snake mouth open.
    

    
      “Yeah, you did say that there are a lot of monsters here…”
    

    
      “These are probably the ones I have defeated in the past,” Uburka speculated. 
    

    
      Hundreds of beasts surrounded us, circling us threateningly and savagely. Their heavy breathing made the humid air of the jungle hotter than it was before.
    

    
      However, such a sight had stopped phasing Uburka and the Black Witch long ago. She treated the monsters like neighborhood dogs. “You guys are concubi, right? We’re the ones taking care of the species on the continent across the ocean. We’re here to protest your invasion. Honestly, I want to ask you if you are in your right mind.”
    

    
      The beasts didn’t answer. 
    

    
      “Many of our children are now dehydrated and malnourished because you devour their dreams. Many of them have already died, and it’s only a matter of time before the number increases. We want to talk to your leader right now. I need to know what they were thinking when they did this.”
    

    
      The beasts turned their heads and looked at each other. Perhaps they realized that threatening us with numbers was of no use.
    

    
      A horned deer with jungle leaves resembling fish scales on its back walked out from among the beasts. “I heard about the guardian god… I see. Judging from how you maintain yourselves in our world, you are no ordinary people.”
    

    
      I asked, “Are you the king of the concubi?”
    

    
      The deer looked into my eyes. “What a foolish question. We have no king.” 
    

    
      “If there is no king, what qualifies you to come forward?”
    

    
      “Do not judge us by your standards. You may think you’re talking with us, but you’re not. We simply possess your dream and are speaking according to your memories.”
    

    
      The Black Witch frowned. “What are you trying to say?”
    

    
      “We have no form or identities of our own. We can’t use words you do not know or imitate people you have never seen before.”
    

    
      I thought of the ten concubi I had beaten up so far. “You all seemed very life-like, though. You talk very frivolously too.”
    

    
      “Every one of us you have met so far reflects your image. If our tone is frivolous, it’s only because that is what your tone is like. If they don’t like being hit, it’s because you don’t like getting hit either. Stranger, we’re simply mirrors.”
    

    
      “You mean the concubi I have encountered so far were mimicking me?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      I was shocked. “There is no way I’m that frivolous! I’m a Hunter known as a serious gentleman!”
    

    
      Uburka and the Black Witch silently glanced at me.
    

    
      “What is it? Why are you two looking at me like that?”
    

    
      “No reason, Death King.”
    

    
      “I didn’t say anything, Daddy.”
    

    
      “See? My friend and son agree with me!” 
    

    
      The horned deer looked amused. “We have no interest in your reputation, stranger. There is only one thing that interests us: your species’ near-infinite dreams.”
    

    
      “You only care about dreams?”
    

    
      The deer stepped on a jungle centipede with their front paws and crushed it. “Your dreams are exceptionally delicious. What we have eaten over the years has been animal dreams. They were like thin porridge, at best. Compared to that, your dreams are so colorful!”
    

    
      The horned deer stuck out their long tongue. “We were truly uncivilized before we met you because we only had access to poor intellects and meager memories… We didn’t even know there was another reality outside of ours, and we had no idea we were a species that depended on dreams to live. Thanks to your dreams, we have developed rapidly.”
    

    
      I understood what the deer was saying. “Shouldn’t you be grateful to our children, then? They had not intended for this to happen, but they helped you become smarter.”
    

    
      “We have already repaid them by giving them the happiest dreams they could have.”
    

    
      “What is the meaning of a happy dream if they all die?”
    

    
      “Happy dreams or a miserable reality. Of the two, you seem to prefer the latter,” the horned deer sneered. They then laughed, which sounded very bizarre. “However, the species we have met so far think differently. Why aren’t you happy for them, stranger?”
    

    
      I frowned. “You talk nicely, but you sound as if you just want to devour more delicious food.”
    

    
      The horned deer monster was very stubborn. “It’s surprising you can maintain your sanity in our world, but you’re still from the outside world. It’s impossible for you to inflict any significant damage on us, let alone stop us. 
    

    
      “Don’t worry. We have no intention of exterminating your species. After crossing the ocean, we’ll tone down our Dream Feast so we can continue doing this for generations. However, the dreams you people have are so charming that we may binge on them a bit before we start doing that.”
    

    
      
        I see
      
      . 
    

    
      “In short, there is no way I can defeat you, so you’ll do whatever you want.”
    

    
      “That is how we see things.”
    

    
      Normally, people were humble only around those who could harm them. It seemed that the laws of my world were no different for the concubi who lived in dreams.
    

    
      “I’m glad you’re easy to read.”
    

    
      “You sound as if you want to attack us,” the deer commented.
    

    
      “Yeah, I know how great this dream world of yours is.” 
    

    
      I opened the Civilization Store.
    

    
      
        [You have purchased Person Possession.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have used 2,000 species points!]
      
    

    
      
        [You now have 3,912 species points.]
      
    

    
      “Even though I look like this, I have already experienced all kinds of worlds, kiddos.”
    

    
      I looked forward to seeing what it felt like to be a concubus as I stared at the horned deer with a grin.
    

    
      
        Time to use Person Possession.
      
    

    
      An infinite dream world unfolded before me.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 201: The Reflected Mirror In The Mirror (3)

    
      The world around me became completely white. I could sense that the concubus was confused; they also realized something unusual was happening.
    

    
      
        What are you doing? Are you trying to invade our world? That’s impossible. You will have no terminal that leads to us. What in the world…?
      
    

    
      
        Chickening out, are we?
      
       
    

    
      I sneered, knowing that the concubus was aware the dream had come to a halt. Although I had no mouth to laugh with, it was clear I was taunting him.
    

    
      The deer growled. 
    

    
      
        You arrogant…! 
      
    

    
      
        Arrogant people tend to run their mouths. Ah, maybe you don’t understand this concept since you have the brain of a deer at the moment. 
      
    

    
      
        You’re very arrogant for a creature living in this miserable material world. We hold the dreams of the universe. Do you think you’ll maintain your sanity if you step foot in our world? 
      
    

    
      I grinned. 
    

    
      
        Does this mean I’m allowed entry? 
      
    

    
      
        Bring it on!
      
    

    
      
        Okay.
      
       
      
        I will consider this your consent, good sir.
      
    

    
      I suppressed my laughter. The white space changed as my mind became one with that of the concubus.
    

    
      
        [Congratulations!]
      
    

    
      
        [You are the first visitor of the Phantom Realm.]
      
    

    
      
        [You are the first person to achieve this feat.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have received 3,000 species points!]
      
    

    
      The world that unfolded before me was completely different from what I was used to. The sky was pink. The color made me think of sweets just by looking at it. A transcendental being seemed to have gone to great lengths to materialize the sky that a child with an adventurous spirit would have painted. 
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh
      
      !”
    

    
      The pink invaded not only the sky but also my mind. Wait, my mind? No, my mind and myself were one. I had no body. 
    

    
      “
      
        Uh…
      
      ”
    

    
      The memories that made me who I am, as well as my footsteps faded in the blink of an eye. Like footprints on a sandy beach being swept away by a single wave, the pink waves eroded the beach of my memories.
    

    
      “—————.”
    

    
      I could hear children’s laughter from… somewhere. After a series of auditory and visual hallucinations, the sky suddenly changed from pink to yellow. My mind also became tinged with yellow. When the sky turned blue, it also bruised my mind blue.
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm.
      
      ”
    

    
      My existence was as transparent as water in a conical flask. Every time this world dropped a bit of its colorful paint, my water turned red, yellow, and then blue. In this world, moments flickered one after another. This was the place where the concubi lived.
    

    
      “This is a bit dangerous,” I murmured. 
    

    
      My past disappeared as more of my memories faded, leaving less space for me to move. My individuality was losing its color. I felt hazy, as if I were high on drugs. Now all I could perceive was my present. I felt like I would lose myself if I let my guard down even a little.
    

    
      If I had been alone, I would have been helpless, but I wasn’t the only one that made up who I was as an individual. I shouted, “
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation.
      
      ”
    

    
      
        [Activating the Skill 
        
          Monster Legion Reincarnation
        
        .]
      
    

    
      My black shadow suddenly expanded. The shade wasn’t faint, but pure black. The darkness allowed no other colors to mix with it as it spread in all directions.
    

    
      
        Swooosh—!
      
    

    
      The black ate up the pink sky, swallowing its yellow and even blue tinges. My shadow became tens of thousands of fingers, scratching the sky of this world from the corners until it shed colorful blood.
    

    
      In the place where the pink paint melted and flowed, my monsters borrowed my memories little by little, and the people who made me who I was appeared one by one.
    

    
      The Fire Emperor looked around in annoyance. “The fuck? What random fuckery is going on now?”
    

    
      Preta, who used an animal skull to cover half her face, looked up at the sky. Chilling coldness seeped into her eyes. She looked at the world as if she were looking at an animal corpse.
    

    
      Goldencup, also known as Sylvia Evanail, was wearing a maid’s uniform. She looked up awkwardly. “No, I will remake the tea right away. My apologies, Your Grace! I won’t forget my rebirth and make you good scented tea… 
      
        Uh
      
      ? 
      
        Huh
      
      ? What? The fuck? Is this?”
    

    
      
        Raviel… 
      
    

    
      Goldencup was working as a maid of Ivansia. It seemed she had been summoned while my duke was scolding her.
    

    
      I nodded. 
      
        I’m glad you’re enjoying life, my love. 
      
    

    
      “Where are we?”
    

    
      “Look over there. The sky has a very strange color.”
    

    
      “It’s too alluring to be a paradise. Our Young Heaven really chooses interesting places to travel!”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh.
      
      ”
    

    
      The Four Demon Kings, the elites of the Heavenly Demon Cult, had been summoned as well, the hems of their ink-colored robes swaying in the air. They were amazed by the Phantom Realm. By the time the hem of their robes fluttered twice, the summoning of the demonic cult army was complete.
    

    
      I was finally able to heave a sigh of relief now that I had some room to breathe.
    

    
      “It’s been a while, everyone.”
    

    
      Everyone looked at me, and I looked back at them. As we locked eyes, the distant past returned to me. My memories made the outline of my existence a lot clearer.
    

    
      I was the Fire Emperor’s enemy, Preta’s master, the man of Goldencup’s love rival, and the cultists’ Young Heaven. My revenge, my duty, my love, and my responsibility—I could see everything in their eyes. Just as they had become reincarnated ghosts because of me, I had also become the person I was today because of them. As long as I had them, I wouldn’t disappear.
    

    
      “Nice to meet you all, except for that one chimpanzee that keeps saying ‘fuck’ over there.”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha frowned. “
      
        Huuuuuh?
      
       Are you talking about me? I was called in the middle of work, so do you think I’m happy to be here, you bastard?”
    

    
      He was wearing a brown apron with the words Cafe Planetarium written on it. Apparently, he was working a part-time job at Hamustra’s cafe. Along with Kim Yul, Yoo Soo-Ha was contributing a lot to attracting customers. 
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha and Kim Yul both had ponytails. One was a wacko who ended every sentence with a curse, the other one had the charm of a city man. Coincidentally, even their hair colors—black and white—contrasted each other. There was a good reason the cafe’s regular customers asked for americano every day until they became caffeine addicts.  
    

    
      “What am I, a traveling barber who teleports in whenever you call me? 
      
        Ha
      
      , you’re very rude, you bastard. I’m already frustrated as hell that I didn’t even get to reach Class E, but I still have to clean up your mess…”
    

    
      I pointed to a place far away from where we were. “Go over there and dance.” 
    

    
      “Fuck!”
    

    
      While Yoo Soo-Ha showed off his hip-hop moves, I explained the situation to everyone. Goldencup stroked her chin. She still looked elegant, even while wearing a maid’s uniform. It seemed she had maintained her reputation as a member of high society for a good reason.
    

    
      Goldencup poked me in the arm. “
      
        Hoh…
      
       A species that leeches off others' dreams. Interesting. Then do concubi also dream? Do they have dreams within their dream world? This is like a Constellation eroding you. I find this romantic, my butler.” 
    

    
      “I’m the duke consort, not your butler.”
    

    
      “Come on. Don’t fret over little details, my butler. That is how you end up with hair loss. Actually, I can definitely see you losing hair in the future! I can feel it in my bones. Ah, 
      
        yes
      
      ! I can see the Duke of Ivansia sighing as she strokes the top of your balding head—”
    

    
      I pointed somewhere in the distance once again. “Yeah, you go over there and dance too.” 
    

    
      “Fuck!”
    

    
      While Goldencup went to waltz next to Yoo Soo-Ha, me and everyone else began concocting a plan.
    

    
      “As that blonde maid pointed out, the concubi’s characteristics seem similar to those of Constellations,” Preta said. “If I use Constellations as references, the concubi are not combat-type. The trait that allows them to manipulate dreams defines them. By applying their principles, they distort reality. This kind of enemy cannot be defeated using force.”
    

    
      “These guys make their own rules.”
    

    
      Preta’s skull mask rattled as she adjusted it. “Precisely, Master. After all, a dream is a reproduction of a memory or a materialization of a wish. It’s the act of dwelling on the past while also reaching out toward the future. Among these options, I think you value the latter more. If you grant wishes in a more satisfying way than the concubi can, you’ll automatically be able to suppress this world—”
    

    
      Preta suddenly closed her mouth. Perplexity appeared in her eyes, despite her usual indifference. However, she wasn't the only perplexed one.
    

    
      A young lady riding a magnificent chariot pulled by four horses showed up. But wait, the chariot was being pulled by naked people, not horses. The young lady seemed to have a lot of fun whipping them. 
    

    
      “
      
        Hahahaha
      
      ! Tell me who I am! Come on! Do it!!”
    

    
      “Y-You are the brightest moon in the empire, Her Majesty the Empress Sylvia Evanail whom all people look up to!”
    

    
      “That’s sweet! But it’s not earnest enough. Praise me as if you mean it!”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , you’re the Merciful and Beautiful Empress Sylvia Evanail…!”
    

    
      “More!”
    

    
      It was Goldencup. To be exact, it was a concubus from the Phantom Realm who looked exactly like her.
    

    
      
        Hmm.
      
    

    
      We turned toward the real Goldencup, who was still showing off her waltz skills. She was quick to defend herself. “T-That’s not me! It’s an illusion! The foolish residents of this world fabricated this to instigate all of you against me!”
    

    
      “Well, this is a world of dreams. In other words, this is 
      
        your 
      
      dream...” I said, pointing at her. 
    

    
      “That’s offensive, Butler! I will sue you in the imperial court!”
    

    
      “You do know that Ivansia sponsors half of the noble judges in that court, right?”
    

    
      “Shit! Why are all the people in power corrupt?” 
    

    
      Goldencup performed a triple axel. Next to her, the concubus that took her form laughed as she kept whipping the people tied to the chariot.
    

    
      This truly was the world of dreams. Chaos reigned all around us. 
    

    
      Preta finally came to her senses late and said,  “
      
        Ah, 
      
      it seems our dreams have been reflected as well.”
    

    
      “I guess so.”
    

    
      “This world is completely different from others we have visited, Master. The longer you stay here, the more distorted your logic and knowledge will become. We have to find the core of this world as quickly as possible and fix it so we don’t—well, so we can minimize the damage taken.”
    

    
      Preta was probably going to say “so we don’t lose our minds,” something I fully agreed with.
    

    
      “Where do you think the core is?” I asked. 
    

    
      “In a world like this, location and direction mean very little. We need to think chronologically.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm.
      
      ”
    

    
      “If I compare this to the video games of your world, this is a linear game, not a sandbox.  After you endure the dreams that unfold before you one by one, you… will be able to… reach the concubi’s first dream… 
      
        Ah, 
      
      that is… what I think…”
    

    
      There was a reason Preta had trouble talking.
    

    
      “Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha, here is the signature cocktail you ordered.”
    

    
      “
      
        Mmm
      
      , this is pretty mid. I can drink this kind of stuff at my local bars.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry. I deserve to die a thousand times for tainting your elegant taste buds.”
    

    
      “Well, you don’t need to go that far—”
    

    
      “As expected from you, Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha. People say that the more rice ripens, the more it bows its head, but the reason the rice bows this time is that it’s dazzled by your heart of gold.”
    

    
      “Hey, hey. You’re flattering me too much.”
    

    
      “My apologies. I’ve been thinking about this for so long, it just slipped out.”
    

    
      “Well, there is nothing I can do about it if you speak from your heart.”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha, the concubi’s materialized dream fragment, was wearing a tank top with a sweat suit. Gentlemen dressed in suits flocked endlessly around him.
    

    
      “Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha, this is a watch that our brand has scheduled to release. It’s a shabby piece of trash, but if you wear this on your noble wrist, it would truly be an honor for us, ignorant people.”
    

    
      “
      
        Eh?
      
       This shit sucks. Well, I’ll use it since you thought of giving it to me. Though I’ll throw it away in two days.”
    

    
      “We’ll remember these two days for the next thousand years.”
    

    
      “Sir, we have gathered the most famous chefs in the Tower and prepared a course meal for you. If you enjoy the dishes with your sophisticated—”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , you talk too much. Just bring the dishes over here.”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      , so you don’t like that I talk so much… May I have permission to cry?”
    

    
      From afar, the sky glowed pink. We looked at the real Yoo Soo-Ha, who looked very displeased. He snapped. “What are you looking at me for? Do you think of yourselves as the epitome of honor?”
    

    
      “Master,” Preta said. Her eyes looked very serious behind her mask. “I sincerely request that if you wish to have more people under your command, please select them 
      
        very, very
      
       
      
        carefully 
      
      and wisely.”
    

    
      Even though she was in the same legion as Goldencup and Yoo Soo-Ha, she didn’t want to be lumped in with them. For some reason, that made me feel bad. 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 202: The Black Dragon (1)

    
      My legion and I were heading toward the center of the Phantom Realm.
    

    
      “Hahaha! Hurry up and serve me, empress!”
    

    
      Behind me, the concubus who copied Goldencup’s appearance was still lashing at the people pulling the chariot. Still, I did my best to ignore her and pass right by. No one in my group wanted to be involved in something like that. 
    

    
      After walking for a while, a strange scenery welcomed us. The first thing we noticed was something in the unusual sky. 
    

    
      “The moon has eyes, Master.”
    

    
      “You’re right.”
    

    
      The moon blinked, revealing red eyes. It looked down at us.
    

    
      “It’s a little creepy, but its eyes are very pretty. I want to keep looking at it,” I commented. My heart was pounding for some reason too. 
    

    
      Preta looked at me weirdly and said, “Uh, I think your subconsciousness is influencing it. The moon is mimicking your wife’s eyes…”
    

    
      “Huh? You think so?”
    

    
      Upon closer inspection, the eyes did look like Raviel’s. She could steal my heart with just her eyes. Yeah, that was my duke right there. From head to toe, there wasn’t a single thing I didn’t find fascinating about her. 
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      The next place we arrived at was affected by Preta’s subconsciousness. Under the red eye moon, a golden wheat field spread. Between the grains of wheat, farmers were bent down, focused on their work. Preta’s face quickly hardened, so I could immediately tell what the field was mimicking.
    

    
      “This is Estelle’s village,” I guessed.
    

    
      “Yes, it is.”
    

    
      It was the village that the Aegim Empire and the allied forces had devastated. The children I had seen in Preta’s trauma used to play in this wheat field.
    

    
      “Master Spirit! Master Spirit!”
    

    
      A giant wolf with blue fur was lying on a pile of ripened golden wheat. It opened its eyes to look at the children approaching it.
    

    
      “We have a gift for you!”
    

    
      “We picked the prettiest flowers to make this!”
    

    
      The village children gave the wolf a flower wreath. Too bad that the wolf’s head was too big for it to fit. The children were briefly at a loss on what to do next, but they just decided to hang the wreath on one of the wolf’s ears. It looked as if the wolf was wearing a flower earring.
    

    
      The wolf purred with satisfaction, allowing the children to climb on its back. The wind blew and gently caressed the wheat field, spreading the children’s laughter and happiness.
    

    
      “That wolf is…”
    

    
      “It’s my pipe dream,” Preta muttered, her voice calm. “I once thought what would have happened if I hadn’t eaten Estelle and remained an animal. Then I wouldn’t have been revered as Estelle the Saintess or condemned as a witch. The village wouldn’t have burned down either.”
    

    
      She reached for her sword. “It’s a foolish thought. If I hadn’t eaten her, I wouldn’t have been able to understand humans. I can only understand the prey I digest. If I hadn’t done what I did, I would have never wanted to spend time with humans like you just witnessed. This dream contradicts itself in many ways.”
    

    
      Preta approached the wheat field. The wolf carrying the children stopped in its tracks as they faced each other. Preta looked up at her dream with cold eyes, then pulled out her sword and cut the wolf in two.
    

    
      As soon as Preta’s sword cut the wolf, it melted into pink paint. The children on the wolf’s back, the farmers working in the wheat fields, and the village all melted in the blink of an eye.
    

    
      Preta remained alone under the red eye moon. She slowly turned in my direction. “Phew. Let’s get going, Master.”
    

    
      “That was very quick and decisive. Regardless of everything, the dream showed you something that would have made you happy.”
    

    
      “With all due respect, I haven’t lived a life so light that I would throw myself into a contradictory delusion. I still clearly remember the moment I drank Estelle’s blood and ate her flesh. How could I pretend it never happened, even inside a dream?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes, I suppose you’re right.”
    

    
      We resumed our journey. On the way, we encountered the dreams of the Heavenly Demon Cult members and Uburka. 
    

    
      Uburka from the Phantom Realm was sitting on me and yelling “Ugor!” It seemed his subconsciousness was also reflected since he had also been in contact with the concubi. 
    

    
      “Are we still far from this world’s core?”
    

    
      “No, we’re almost there.” Preta kicked Uburka the Concubus and pointed in the distance. “I can feel a presence there that is comparable to a Constellation.”
    

    
      An old barbed wire fence surrounded the area guarded by a concubus. As we approached, they tilted their head and said, “Whoa. You’re still sane? Interesting.”
    

    
      The concubus looked familiar. Although it was much smaller and more delicate than I remembered, I realized who they were mimicking.
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master?” I asked with a frown.
    

    
      The younger version of the Black Witch stood up. “Yes, that’s what you call her. This is how she used to look when she was about seven or eight years old. We aren’t born with a face of our own, so we have to borrow the forms of animals in some way to communicate. This one is the only person you cherish and can talk to rationally.”
    

    
      “What are you trying to say?”
    

    
      “It simply means that you won’t get caught up in your emotions easily.” 
    

    
      The concubus glanced over my shoulder. Yoo Soo-Ha, Preta, Goldencup, the Four Demon Kings, and the cultists were right behind me. 
    

    
      The concubus shrugged. “There are so many guests, but I don’t even have a tea table to serve you. I’m sorry, but please understand. This is a shabby place where you have nothing to loot, so why would you bring so many soldiers here?”
    

    
      “Right back at you. You’re crossing the ocean to invade my children’s continent.”
    

    
      “The smell of blood naturally attracts wild animals.”
    

    
      “In that sense, it’s natural for the strong to kick the weak in the ass, so I hope you’ll listen to me.”
    

    
      “How scary.”
    

    
      “Do you want me to become even scarier?” I asked, approaching the concubus. “I’m thinking you regard us lightly because physical force isn’t really effective here.”
    

    
      “Hmm. What if we are?”
    

    
      “If we can’t talk this out, I have no choice but to use an extreme measure of my own.”
    

    
      The young concubus giggled. “Interesting. I would appreciate it if you could tell me what kind of extreme measure that is.”
    

    
      I summoned the Skill Card of Monster Legion Reincarnation. The golden card sparkled in my hand. “I have a Skill that allows me to resurrect the dead. I’ll kill you all and bring you back to life. Those I kill have to submit to my commands after I revive them. It’s no problem for me to take you concubi under my command.”
    

    
      The concubus listened quietly. 
    

    
      “Do you think I’m bluffing?” I asked, staring right into the concubus’ eyes.
    

    
      I had already wiped out the Immortal Happiness Preacher. There was no reason I couldn’t do the same thing twice. The smile melted from the concubus’ mouth and they shook their head.
    

    
      “No, I don’t doubt your sincerity, Death King, because you are very scary. I just feel sad for you.”
    

    
      “Sad? Why?”
    

    
      “To be exact, this sadness isn’t ours. It belongs to the animal whose body I’m mimicking. In the end, the way you persuade us is also based on the logic of power.”
    

    
      I heard a gunshot from the other side of the barbed fence.
    

    
      “Master!”
    

    
      “Lord Young Heaven!”
    

    
      Preta and the Four Demon Kings instantly surrounded me, but I was fine. It seemed like they weren’t hurt either. 
    

    
      After seeing our reactions, the concubus laughed a little louder. “Don’t worry. To use your term, this is also a pipe dream. The more we learn about how a single moment of experience leaves an imprint in you, the more surprising we find you people.”
    

    
      Gunshots still rang out beyond the barbed wire fence. When I looked in the direction of the noise, a man with a bushy beard held a small child in his arms as he ran toward me, panting. It looked like someone was chasing them. The man kept looking back, yet he held the child really tightly in his arms, not intending to ever let her go. 
    

    
      The man whispered, “Never look back. Do you understand?”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      After hearing the child’s voice, I realized this was a memory from the Black Witch’s childhood. Both the man and the child had stains on their clothes, probably because they hadn’t washed them for a long time. Mud had gotten on the hem of the man’s pants and was there to stay. With heavy steps, the man and child were running away from whatever was chasing them.
    

    
      I recalled a story the Black Witch had told me long ago. 
    

    
      
        “Yes, for me, it’s a memory from when I was seven years old. When I still lived in the outside world, my father died during the civil war.”
      
    

    
      There was a very narrow gap in the barbed fence. The man forced the child into the gap as gunshots were drawing closer and closer.
    

    
      
        “I was running away with my parents at the time. I think soldiers were chasing after us. Father stayed behind.”
      
    

    
      “Dad! Dad!” the child screamed.
    

    
      “Never look back! Go! I’ll be right behind you!”
    

    
      The man forcibly pushed the child to the other side of the barbed fence. The child continued to scream, but slowly started to run like her father had told her to. 
    

    
      
        “I ran without looking back.”
      
    

    
      After that, I could no longer see the man, probably because the Black Witch couldn’t either. However, I heard a thud as something fell to the ground right before the memories of the barbed fence came to an end. 
    

    
      I could guess where the thud came from. After sending the child away, the man probably tried to climb over the fence as if it were a tree, but a bullet shot him dead. That was probably the story behind the last gunshot the Black Witch remembered.
    

    
      “No matter how strong someone is, they can’t turn back time,” the concubus said calmly. “Therefore, prevention is the best solution. You have to prepare for every possible scenario. That is why the Black Dragon Master thinks the way she does. Whenever she meets someone, she has the habit of thinking about their death. How pitiful.”
    

    
      “I already know this.”
    

    
      “Is that so? Then are you also aware that the Black Dragon Master has prevented eight kidnappings and assassination attempts against you so far?”
    

    
      I looked at the concubus with surprise.“What?” 
    

    
      “You became a star overnight. It’s not surprising there are factions out there that have malicious intentions toward you. Although the Black Witch has destroyed as many as she could, spies from various countries from the outside world still remain in the Tower.” 
    

    
      I remained silent. 
    

    
      “Without power, you can’t even protect the people around you.”
    

    
      
        Rumble.
      
    

    
      The red eye moon in the Phantom Realm’s sky split apart, breaking into pieces and falling somewhere over the horizon.
    

    
      “Death King, you have power, so we’ll yield for now. We’ll ask our kin who have set sail across the sea to return, but you won’t be able to stay on the continent forever and take care of the seven species, will you?”
    

    
      The ground became soft until it turned into a pink sea. Moon pieces fell into the sea with heavy splashes. 
    

    
      “You only subdued us temporarily, but you will never be able to truly prevail upon us. After all, that’s how coercion of physical force works.”
    

    
      A tsunami rose from the sea in the spot the fragments of the moon had fallen. The moment the water soared to the sky and was about to hit us, the concubus melted and the Phantom Realm collapsed. 
    

    
      “See you next time, Death King.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “—Death King? Are you okay, Junior?” 
    

    
      I came to my senses. The Black Witch was looking at me with a worried expression.
    

    
      “Senior?”
    

    
      “Thank god. Your eyes have regained focus.”
    

    
      I looked around. I wasn't in the jungle of Uburka’s dream, but lying down in the square of the pioneer village. 
    

    
      I murmured, “The concubi…” 
    

    
      “Right after you started talking to the horned deer, I was suddenly kicked out of the dream. What happened? Were you able to persuade them or not?”
    

    
      “For now, yeah.”
    

    
      As proof, the villagers lying in the square began to wake up one by one. They were a bit slow, perhaps because they had been sleeping for a long time, but fortunately, their lives didn’t seem to be in danger.
    

    
      The Black Witch finally heaved a deep sigh in relief. “Good job. You can tell me what happened later—”
    

    
      I grabbed her wrist. “Senior, I have something I need to tell you.” 
    

    
      She looked back at me, tilting her head. “Why do you look so serious?”
    

    
      “Because this is serious.”
    

    
      A strange silence hung between us. 
    

    
      I took several deep breaths before I looked straight into her eyes and said, “Senior, I’m a regressor.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 203: The Black Dragon (2)

    
      “What?” 
    

    
      The leader of the Tower’s most supreme guild closed her eyes before she opened them again slowly. However, only a moment had passed. Her brow was furrowed. “Regressor? What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “I’ve been considering telling you this for a long time. You and I crossed the Aegim Empire together. I would have felt more at ease if I told you the truth back then, but I didn’t trust you that much back then. That’s why I kept it a secret until now.”
    

    
      The more I talked, the more the Black Witch’s face hardened. She could clearly tell I wasn’t joking. 
    

    
      “You often asked me where a rookie like me had come from because I didn’t act like a rookie despite my age. You’re right. I’m not a rookie.” 
    

    
      I summoned a Skill Card. “Open the Skill Card.”
    

    
      The card flashed, wrapped in golden light. I turned over the glowing card and showed it to her.
    

    
      
        
          Returner's Clockwork
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: EX
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Activated automatically upon your death. You will return to twenty-four hours before your death. Your memory and abilities will be preserved even after your return. 
      
    

    
      
        ※ You will receive a penalty after the Skill activation.
      
    

    
      
        ※ The higher your Class is, the stronger the penalty is.
      
    

    
      
        ※ The Skill has been copied from Hunter Yoo Soo-Ha.
      
    

    
      “Wait.” The Black Witch grabbed my hand, the one holding my Skill Card. Because of this, she couldn’t read the Skill description; she stopped me from revealing my own Skill. “Don’t.”
    

    
      Her jet-black eyes, which resembled a bottomless well, seemed somewhat vigilant. It seemed the abyssal pool of cold water beyond her eyes was rippling. There was an unfamiliar tone and tremor in her voice.
    

    
      “Don’t do this, please. I don’t know what you’re trying to say, but I’m aware of what will happen in the end. Some boundaries should never be crossed, no matter how close we are.” 
    

    
      The Black Witch sounded as if she had expected something like this to happen a long time ago.  Perhaps this insight was a result of numerous experiences from her past. 
    

    
      “Don’t tell me your secret. Don’t share it with me. If you do, Death King, we’ll pass the point of no return. When people rely on each other too much, they become overdependent.”
    

    
      I nodded. “I know that.” 
    

    
      “You and I are good friends. You’re a trustworthy colleague. You of all people shouldn’t hope that we become anything more. I take care of my own business, and you take care of yours. Isn’t that the best-case scenario for both of us?” 
    

    
      The Black Witch was asking me to keep my mouth shut. Her serious attitude made me think it was difficult to define the nature and depth of a relationship with another person. 
    

    
      But I insisted. “Then please decide after you hear me out.”
    

    
      “That would be too late.”
    

    
      “No, I can turn back time. Even if we talk about my secret now, I can make it like it never happened. That’s my ability.”
    

    
      The Black Witch remained silent. 
    

    
      In the pioneer village’s square, the villagers got up and instinctively went to search for water. They groaned, feeling that their bodies had become wearier during their long slumber.
    

    
      “Uhhh…”
    

    
      “Urgh…” 
    

    
      The Black Witch looked around. 
    

    
      “Let’s not talk about it here,” she said in a quiet voice, still holding onto my hand. “Teleportation.”
    

    
      The next moment, we were no longer in the square but at the port. Ships were anchored down with ropes, creaking as the waves clashed against them. The ocean embraced the ships’ cacophony. For a moment, we stood in silence, simply listening to the sounds of the ocean.
    

    
      “Alright. Okay.” The Black Witch nodded, her mind seemingly made up. “I’ll hear you, but we can’t talk about this kind of story sober.”
    

    
      When the Black Witch waved her hand, a black vortex appeared in the air, as if someone had cut a part of the world and painted it black. She put her arm in there without hesitation and, a moment later, pulled out a liquor bottle.
    

    
      I was a little surprised. “Is that a Skill?”
    

    
      “Yeah, Item Storage. I can only store a limited amount of items, but there is no better Skill than this for destroying evidence after killing people,” the Black Witch spoke casually as she took out glasses. “Consider it an honor. No one knows I have this Skill. Among the Hunters who are still alive, you’re the first to witness this Skill, Death King.”
    

    
      The Black Witch handed me a glass. We didn’t speak a word as we emptied the bottle. 
    

    
      Before the intoxication could eat away at my mind, I broke the silence. “I’m a regressor. Umm… I don’t know where to start. I have a Skill that turns back time. To be exact, I go back in time twenty-four hours after I die. Thanks to this ability, I have overcome countless difficulties. I also survived on the tenth floor and twentieth floor because of my Skill.”
    

    
      I showed the Skill Card to the Black Witch. This time, she didn’t look away.
    

    
      She sighed in realization, as if she had been looking for the final missing puzzle piece for a long time. “I see.” 
    

    
      “You knew I was hiding something?”
    

    
      The Black Witch tilted her glass. “Kind of. I at least knew you were lying about being a clairvoyant. The excuse was too convenient. I’ve been watching you from the side, but it didn’t seem as if you knew what would already happen. You always fought as if you were at risk of drawing your last breath. I see. It’s not that you know the future. You just go back to the past.”
    

    
      The Black Witch stared at me. “There’s something I really want to ask you.”
    

    
      “Go on.”
    

    
      “On the eleventh floor, the Hunters and we fought in a large-scale war for the first time. Everyone was so excited that the next stage was finally unlocked after so many years that they threw themselves to the eleventh floor. We fought the Demon King’s army there. Do you remember?”
    

    
      The question was long overdue. I nodded. 
    

    
      “Yes, I do.” 
    

    
      “At that time, not a single Hunter died. It seemed like a miracle. Some people were injured, but no one died.” The Black Witch hesitated for a long time. “Did you regress back then?”
    

    
      “Yes, I did.”
    

    
      “Until no one died?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      The Black Witch pursed her lips. The pool of water beyond her eyes rippled a little harder. “How many times did you do it?”
    

    
      “A lot.”
    

    
      “Ten times? Twenty times?”
    

    
      “A bit more than that, I think.”
    

    
      “Even on the twelfth floor?”
    

    
      “And on and on after that. I think I always did that until I met Raviel.”
    

    
      The Black Witch’s breath quickened. “Why? You had no reason to try that hard.”
    

    
      I looked straight into her eyes. “It’s not because I was born to be a good person. If I had gone up to the eleventh floor alone, I would never have been able to repeat it hundreds of times. You and everyone else always had my back. Every time the number of casualties decreased, you smiled a little brighter.”
    

    
      She didn’t remember any of that.
    

    
      “Up until then, I had never seen you smile out of genuine happiness. When hundreds of Hunters died while clearing the stage, you maintained your poker face and did what you had to do… But you changed a little when the number of casualties decreased to two digits.”
    

    
      Only I remembered this change. 
    

    
      
        “I think less than forty Hunters are dead!”
      
    

    
      
        “Impossible… Maybe less than ten people are dead….”
      
    

    
      
        “I didn’t think that’d be possible in a battle like this. I didn’t know…”
      
    

    
      She used to be like a tightly sealed flower, but her smile had bloomed over time. I still remembered that moment so clearly. 
    

    
      “I thought your smile was very beautiful.”
    

    
      The Black Witch clenched her hand around the glass. 
    

    
      I smiled. “I was happy and learned for the first time that I could make someone genuinely smile. Thank you, Black Dragon Master—I mean, Senior.”
    

    
      “Why are you thanking me?”
    

    
      “Because of you, I’m able to walk a path I would never have been able to walk on my own. I love my life and I get to spend it with the person I love. Even if you didn’t mean for this to happen, I could keep walking forward because of the smile you showed me that day.”
    

    
      This was what I had always wanted to say to her. 
    

    
      “You’re very inspiring, at least to me. You aren’t alone. You may worry daily about having to say goodbye to someone dear to you, but you don’t have to do that with me.”
    

    
      I had the Skill to rewind the day I died, so I wouldn’t truly die. 
    

    
      “I’m fine. You don’t have to stop the assassination attempts that target me. Don’t worry about what will happen if you can’t stop them. I’m here, and I’ll continue to be by your side for as long as you let me.”
    

    
      The Black Witch put down her glass. 
    

    
      “It’s okay to fail,” I continued.
    

    
      “You can’t…”
    

    
      “You don’t have to be afraid of failures now. Do whatever you want. Even if something goes wrong, I will always have another chance at life.”
    

    
      “You can’t say things like that.” 
    

    
      She was afraid. I already knew what her biggest fear was. When she, the Paladin, and I had been drunk, the Black Witch had told me something. 
    

    
      
        “Don’t be late, Death King. Never be late.”
      
    

    
      The irreversibility of death was what she was most afraid of. Therefore, I decided to give her the gift that she had been desperately yearning for. Only I could tell this to her. 
    

    
      “It’s okay to be a little late in my case.”
    

    
      The Black Witch paused as if pricked by a thorn.
    

    
      “As long as I’m by your side, nothing is irreversible. You can start over anytime, so you can venture and gamble a little more, Senior. You deserve that.”
    

    
      The ocean breeze tousled her black hair.
    

    
      “You are much more skilled than me in many other ways, like managing an organization, starting a business, and ruling those in the Tower. Those are talents I don’t have. Likewise, the talent to start over in case things go awry just happened to be given to me. We can accomplish so much more when we are together.”
    

    
      She was my dear friend, so I looked away from her tears. I lowered my head slightly and held her hand. 
    

    
      “I already rely on you, so please rely on me too.”
    

    
      The Black Witch swallowed down one sob at a time. “You’re… really… You’re so evil, really. After all you said, can you really make it as if this conversation never took place? What you’re basically saying is that it’s okay to talk about this because you can just reset by dying and going back a day. If I want to make this conversation a thing of the past, then does that mean you need to die?”
    

    
      “Yes.” 
    

    
      The Black Witch squeezed my hand and mumbled, “You’re crazy. You’re out of your mind… Just wait and see. I’ll use you until you regret it. What did you call it? Regression? You have this kind of ability, yet you dare to share it with me? You really don’t know what kind of person the head of the Black Dragon Guild is, do you? Just wait and see. You lunatic…”
    

    
      I waited for the Black Witch’s tremors to subside. After some time passed, she finally calmed down. “Anastasha. That’s my real name, Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      I looked up at her faded smile.
    

    
      She added, “I’m going to use you in every way possible, so brace yourself.”
    

    
      I smiled back heartily. “Okay, Senior Anastasha.” 
    

    
      Among those who climbed the Tower, I now had my first friend who knew my secret. 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 204: The Black Dragon (3)

    
      By the time I got so used to the sound of the waves to the point where my brain was tuning them out, the Black Witch stretched, looking a lot more refreshed.
    

    
      “
      
        Ah.
      
       For some reason, I had a feeling you and I would end up like this.”
    

    
      “You did?” 
    

    
      “Yeah, like, I can tell them as soon as I see a person’s face how close we would end up being. My intuition has never been wrong since I was twenty-five.”
    

    
      “That’s interesting.”
    

    
      “It’s all a product of experience,” the Black Witch said with a laugh. “If your trust is repeatedly failed, you end up with a rough idea of human persistence. 
      
        Oh,
      
       yeah. I will continue to call you by your title in front of the other guys, not your real name. You don’t mind, do you?”
    

    
      “I don’t, but why?”
    

    
      “You want to know why? It’s embarrassing if you’re the only one who calls me by my real name in front of others,” she said, not looking embarrassed at all. “And please also refrain from calling me Senior as much as possible. I’ll get goosebumps. I really hate showing off how close I'm with someone to other people.”
    

    
      “Well, you do have a point… but isn’t it more embarrassing to call you differently only when we’re together?”
    

    
      “This is a difference in personal principles. Okay, it appears this is our first difference in opinions. That was fast.” 
    

    
      The Black Witch nodded and took out a small dotted cube using her 
      
        Item Storage
      
       skill. Yes, it was a dice, a tool used in gambling halls around the world. She even brought out paper and a pen and looked at me with serious eyes. “Mr. Kim Gong-Ja.” 
    

    
      “W-What is it? You’re scaring me.”
    

    
      “You will sign my friendship contract.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      What now?
    

    
      “I’ve always believed that any relationship between people should be documented,” the Black Witch said, her every word dripping with confidence. “Humans make mistakes. Whether it’s because you’re tired from pulling an all-nighter, or because your brain has become mush after working for twenty days straight, some things are bound to ruin the relationship at some point…
    

    
      “No, even if there seems to be no problem, trivial emotions will pent up, eventually becoming problems after five or ten years.”
    

    
      “
      
        Uh...
      
      ”
    

    
      “To prevent such unfortunate events, a contract must be signed. This is essential if you want a healthy relationship.”
    

    
      What was she talking about? What in the world was she talking about?
    

    
      “Of course, we must both consent. Neither side can force the other. I want the first clause in our contract to say, ‘In case of a difference in opinions, we will roll the dice and follow the opinion of the person with the higher number.’ What do you think?”
    

    
      The Guardian, who had been silent until now, was picking his nose.
    

    
      
        —I get it, Zombie. You became friends with an awkward kid...
      
    

    
      I was perplexed. In my not-so-short life, the Black Witch was unlike anyone I had met so far.
    

    
      “
      
        Uh-huh. Hmm.
      
       I guess that’s okay.”
    

    
      The Black Witch huffed and puffed. “You’re not taking this seriously!” 
    

    
      Why…
    

    
      “Clueless people believe friendship means being honest without questioning each other. That’s absolutely not the case. Such a relationship only works when both parties’ personalities match each other. If you really want to maintain a relationship, you have to use your brain! Yes, your brain. You have to wrack your brain to sustain your friendships!”
    

    
      “Y-You’re right. but that doesn’t mean a contract is necessary…”
    

    
      “It’s convenient because we can quit being friends right away if one of us breaks the contract.”
    

    
      What the heck? I was so confused. The concept of friendship I had known all my life now was wavering.
    

    
      “A flimsy attitude can only lead to a flimsy relationship, Gong-Ja. If you’re going to build the foundations of a relationship anyway, you need it to be solid from the get go. Agree to the term quickly, or object with proper logic.”
    

    
      I used all my brain capacity, something I didn’t normally do, and thought hard about the contract. As a result, our historic friendship contracting period began.
    

    
      
        Friendship Contract 
      
    

    
      
        This contract shall be sealed when Kim Gong-Ja (hereinafter C) accepts the request of Anastasha Jelensky (hereinafter A).
      
    

    
      
        A does not trust the validity of human emotions, and is confident that only diligence and intelligence will keep their relationship afloat. Accordingly, A and C pledge as follows:
      
    

    
      
        1. All promises are valid only when both A and C agree.
      
    

    
      
        2. All promises can be canceled if both A and C agree.
      
    

    
      
        3. However, the establishment or cancellation of a promise is only possible during the weekend.
      
    

    
      
        4. If there is a difference of opinion between A and C, roll the dice and follow the opinion of the person with the highest number. 
      
    

    
      
        Name: Anastasha Jelensky (Signature)
      
    

    
      
        Name: Gong-Ja Kim (Signature)
      
    

    
      I looked down at the contract in a daze. Was this really the best course of action?
    

    
      “What are you doing? Hurry up and stamp the contract,” the Black Witch pressed.
    

    
      It was a bit scary.
    

    
      “Actually, I don’t have any seal on me…”
    

    
      “You have fingers. Use one.”
    

    
      “You’re right…”
    

    
      After I left a red fingerprint on the contract, the thought that crossed my mind was 
      
        Isn’t it a good thing that she didn’t ask me to use my blood to write this contract at least?
      
    

    
      I had gained a very detailed understanding of the Black Witch’s personality over the course of the past thirty minutes. 
    

    
      Satisfied, the Black Witch looked at the contract. “Good. This isn’t a bad start. Well, we’ll still most likely have problems in the second or sixth year of our friendship, but that’s inevitable. I’ll just try my best to overcome them once that happens.”
    

    
      “We’ve been through so much together, but you’re saying there’s still challenges ahead of us?”
    

    
      The Black Witch shook her head. “Gong-Ja, don’t underestimate how easily humans change. Us furless animals can change in as little as half a year.”
    

    
      Her words carried a strong conviction.
    

    
      Uburka was running toward the dock. “Daddy! Daddy’s colleague! Where did the two of you disappear to? I’ve been looking for you guys for so long.”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      , sorry. Wait a minute, Senior Ana…”
    

    
      Before I could finish what I wanted to say, the Black Witch stabbed the heel of her boot into my foot.
    

    
      “
      
        Aaaaaaaaaaaaaah!
      
      ” 
    

    
      The pain was so sharp, it went straight from my foot all the way into my throat, resulting in my scream. Judging by the way the Black Witch stepped on my foot, she had definitely done this more than once or twice. 
    

    
      “I-I had something I needed to talk to the Black Dragon Master about in private."
    

    
      The Black Witch smiled softly. “Yes, Death King and I had a story to share. Your father and I have a somewhat special relationship.”
    

    
      Uburka suddenly froze. “S-Special relationship?”
    

    
      “Yes, I guess we are the one and only for each other.”
    

    
      “One and only…?”
    

    
      “Embarrassing. Why am I telling this to a child? Anyway, we’re done talking. What brings you here?”
    

    
      “All the villagers opened their eyes, so it seems the problem has been solved for now. That’s what I came here to report,” Uburka muttered while looking at me, his eyes shining menacingly.
    

    
      
        [The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig demands an explanation from you!]
      
    

    
      
        It’s a misunderstanding, you idiot. She’s simply using me to dump you!
      
    

    
      “Daddy, is what she said true?”
    

    
      “Death King, is there something wrong with what I said?”
    

    
      My son and friend were both staring at me. Even after experiencing countless deaths, I had never been in a situation quite like this one. Should I choose to be a loving father who roots for his son’s love, or a considerate friend?
    

    
      “My son.”
    

    
      “Go on, Daddy.”
    

    
      I swallowed. “The Black Dragon Master and I… do share a special bond.”
    

    
      Uburka frowned. His thick hobgoblin lips trembled, and his long eyelashes trembled.
    

    
      “I really hate you, Daddy!”
    

    
      With that trademark line of a teenage boy going through puberty, Uburka ran into the horizon, leaving behind a trail of tears. His aura footwork was a prime example of Lightness Art. Just like that, the chance for him to win the heart of his first love vanished into dust.
    

    
      
        [The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig is deeply hurt.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig’s distrust in others has deepened.]
      
    

    
      
        Ah…
      
    

    
      I buried my face in my hands. “No, Uburka. Damn you, son. Your father will only love one person for as long as he lives. Out of all the ways you could have misunderstood…  Even if I talk shit, you should understand what I’m trying to say just fine
      
        [1]
      
      ...”
    

    
      As soon as Uburka disappeared, the Black Witch looked impassive again. Her hand gracefully combed through her hair. “Thanks to you, I got rid of him. It was getting a bit annoying. I’ll ask you for this favor again if another kid bothers me again, Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “We’re friends. Aren’t you using me a bit too much?”
    

    
      The Black Witch beamed. “What are you talking about? I have no problem using you because we 
      
        are 
      
      friends.”
    

    
      It was the third honest smile I saw from her. I was probably going to see it countless times from now on.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      There was an after story to the concubi situation.
    

    
      All the pioneers of the New Continent woke up from their slumber. The sailors who had set out across the sea also returned safely, except for a few unfortunate casualties. Because of that, the Black Witch and I had to spend some species points.
    

    
      After sorting out this incident, I entered the Phantom Realm again. Once again, I was faced with the seven-year-old Anastasha, who was looking at me intently. 
    

    
      “You are wrong. That is what I came back to say.”
    

    
      “What am I wrong about?” the young concubus asked bluntly. 
    

    
      There was that same barbed wire fence behind the concubus, just like last time, though it had lost its sharpness. It was just a remnant of the old civil war.
    

    
      To quote a certain someone, the concubi were parasites.
    

    
      “You said when we first met that Anastasha has the habit of imagining the death of whoever she meets. What she actually thinks is that it’s best to be strong enough to prevent death in the first place, so that’s why she seeks power. She wants to always be prepared to prevent the worst from happening.”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “But I became my senior’s only exception.”
    

    
      A gunshot rang out.
    

    
      “You guys saw it, so you’d know.”
    

    
      A man was holding a child’s hand and running toward the iron fence. It was like a broken videotape that kept repeating the same parts over and over again. 
    

    
      “You can only understand her. It’s natural that you can’t change her. Your species simply relives past traumas.”
    

    
      The concubus was silent. 
    

    
      “I overpowered you by force. You retreated because you lacked strength. But it’s a mistake to think that the relationships we form on the other side of the world are made solely using the logic of power.”
    

    
      “What are you trying to tell us?” the concubus asked, gritting their teeth. 
    

    
      “I’m telling you not to get cocky.” 
    

    
      I unleashed my red aura in all directions, turning the pink-stained world a little darker. The concubus hunched their back slightly in shock.
    

    
      “You can talk all you want. With words like power and logic, it looks as if you can judge the world in whatever way you see fit, but the world isn’t so small that it can be put on your scale.”
    

    
      The concubus narrowed their eyes. 
    

    
      “Following your logic, everything under this sky is power.” I gathered aura in my palm. “Overwhelming others is also power. So is persuasion. In that sense, sharing and carrying someone’s past is a form of power too. You’re only capable of repeating people’s dreams, nothing else.”
    

    
      “We are…”
    

    
      “You can never change Anastasha. I did it. You’re more incompetent and weaker than me, so that’s why you lost.”
    

    
      I waved my hand and split the space apart with my aura. The barbed fence broke and instantly turned into pink foam that melted, with the father and daughter who were trying to escape following suit.
    

    
      “Try to be a little more competent by the time I return. I’m giving you people hundreds of years at most. If you’re gonna be the same when I return, well… I’ll have no choice but to rewind time and turn your species extinct.”
    

    
      The concubi would simply be added to my monster legion. 
    

    
      I brushed off the dust on my pants and stood up. 
    

    
      The concubus glared at me.
      
         
      
      “How many people would you be able to change? One person? Two? Ten, maybe twenty? Even if you can change one hundred people, it’s as meaningful as a handful of dust in your world. It means nothing!”
    

    
      I scoffed. “If you’re so worried, you guys can help me out.”
    

    
      I spread my aura and separated the area from the Phantom Realm. Teacher would be able to cut down this world in one strike, but I wasn’t close to that level. The best I could do right now was just give myself some room to move around this impossible plane of existence.
    

    
      
        [The quest has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      Thanks to my efforts, this stage was cleared as well. Just before leaving the Phantom Realm, I looked back at the young Black Witch. The concubus was biting their lower lip in frustration.
    

    
      “I’ll look forward to the next time we meet.”
    

    
      
        I’ll leave the stage
      
      . 
    

    
      Bright light enveloped me. 
    

    
      
        [The thirty-fifth floor has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The quest is still in progress.] 
      
    

    
      
        [You are going to be immediately teleported to the thirty-sixth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your reward will be given after you enter the thirty-sixth floor.]
      
    

    
      My friend was already waiting for me there.
    

    

    
      1. The raw is 내가 개떡같이 지껄여도 찰떡처럼 알아들을 것이지. It's from a Korean idiom about two people being on the same wavelength, but nowadays, it's commonly used to say that they can communicate just fine even if they blabber because they are on the same wavelength. ☜
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    Chapter 205: The Easter Egg (1)

    
      I had one very important task. It was completely unrelated to clearing the Tower’s stages, but it had to be resolved before I moved on. 
    

    
      Immediately after clearing the thirty-fifth floor, the Hunters and I were summoned to the familiar white space. As my colleagues were chatting away, I walked up to the Mirage-Walking Princess.
    

    
      “I would like to introduce Uburka to Raviel. I really have to do that and can’t delay it any longer.”
    

    
      The princess stroked her chin. “Hmm… Is that so?”
    

    
      “Yes. He’s not my biological son, but I still think of all Terras as my children. Raviel and I are married, which means this matter involves her too. I need to tell her.”
    

    
      “I understand your reasoning, but your expedition isn’t over until you clear the fortieth floor. A Hunter who is mid-expedition can’t just go to other floors.”
    

    
      “Can’t you bring Raviel here for a moment?”
    

    
      The princess crossed her arms to make an X. “No, no! Silvey isn’t part of the expedition. Besides, she hasn’t officially become part of your Tower yet. Summoning her here is out of the question.”
    

    
      Silvey seemed to be short for Silver-Plated Heart. The Constellation really seemed to have a habit of calling others by nicknames.
    

    
      “Why? Raviel’s floor is already cleared.”
    

    
      “How should I explain it… Yes, you can think of Silvey as a foreigner without a visa. There are countries in the outside world where you can travel without a visa, but that doesn’t work everywhere, right? It’s the same here. It would have been different if we were talking about the floors below the thirtieth, but I can’t bring her here. This is one of the Tower’s rules. Even if you don’t like it, I can’t help you,” the princess said with a shrug.
    

    
      I contemplated for a moment. “Then, can Uburka and I briefly stop by Raviel’s world?”
    

    
      “Ugh, that’s difficult too. The Broken-Hearted Piggy is a Constellation, so he does have the right to visit the other floors…”
    

    
      Uburka was the Broken-Hearted Piggy. I shut my eyes for a moment.  
    

    
      
        I’m sorry I couldn’t support your first love, my son.
      
    

    
      “It’s possible according to the rules, but I’m not sure if it’s allowed or not. You’re still in the middle of an expedition. You can’t just come and go unless you’re eliminated.”
    

    
      I smiled. “Okay, then let’s do it like this. Please give Uburka and me a visitation ticket as a reward for clearing the thirty-fifth floor. At the very least, please allow Uburka to stay here.”
    

    
      My request intrigued the princess. 
    

    
      “Huh? Why?”
    

    
      “I wouldn’t have asked this if Uburka had died as expected of his lifespan, but he’s now a Constellation. Once we go to the thirty-sixth floor, hundreds of years will have passed. I don’t want to leave Uburka alone for that long.”
    

    
      “Are you taking responsibility for him as his parent?”
    

    
      “You could say that.”
    

    
      The princess nodded. “Okay. If that’s the case, then I have a justification to persuade the higher-ups. The Tower master highly values maternal love, parental duties, and stuff! Hold on.”
    

    
      The princess closed her eyes. Some of her bangs rose as if they were antennas, swaying from side to side. Was she… communicating using her bangs?
    

    
      “Communication completed.” The princess opened her eyes. “I have received permission to accept your request.”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      “But! You guys can’t meet her in the world where she was born. The only place where you—Death King, Uburka, Raviel—are allowed to meet is the twenty-ninth floor. ”
    

    
      I couldn’t help but tilt my head in confusion. “Thanks but, uh, why the twenty-ninth floor specifically?”
    

    
      The twenty-ninth floor was special. It was the stage created for Kim Yul, the floor where Shinseo Middle and High Schools and the surrounding commercial district were located.
    

    
      “It’s not even a real world.”
    

    
      Yes, in Hamustra’s terms, it was The Story of the City of Ascension: Side Story. The city couldn’t be incorporated into my Tower’s official history, so it merely existed as an illusion. There were no special resources and no unique tourist attractions, so I didn’t really see the reason the twenty-ninth floor was being treated in a special way.
    

    
      The princess suddenly became serious. “I’m sorry. I can’t tell you why.”
    

    
      She sounded resolute.
    

    
      “I am very indebted to you, Death King. So, if possible, I want to grant all your requests. But I just can’t negotiate on this one. I admit that the Broken-Hearted Piggy has the right to come here as a Constellation, so I’ll allow him to visit the twenty-ninth floor if you become his guardian. That’s good enough of a reward, right?”
    

    
      I nodded. 
    

    
      
        The twenty-ninth floor has some sort of secret.
      
    

    
      I couldn’t force her to answer my questions if she reacted like that. The princess was my ally. There was no need to get on the bad side of a Pillar who thought well of me.
    

    
      
        I already got what I wanted anyway.
      
    

    
      I got to free Uburka from waiting for hundreds of years. I would also get to introduce him to Raviel. Since both objectives had been achieved, there was no need to rush.
    

    
      
        But… 
      
    

    
      This secret made even a Pillar act very serious. What could it be? Suppressing my curiosity deep in my heart, I replied, “Yes, it is.”
    

    
      “Good! I’m sorry to the kids who are currently on the twenty-ninth floor, but they’ll have to leave for now~”
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Waking Princess has temporarily taken over the management of the twenty-ninth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Constellation has evicted all the Hunters on the twenty-ninth floor.]
      
    

    
      The princess waved her hand. “While I’m at it, I’ll also adjust the local time.”
    

    
      
        [The Administrator Authority: Floor Isolation Protocol has been activated.]
      
    

    
      
        [The twenty-ninth floor has been sealed off from Ascension City.]
      
    

    
      
        [The entry authorization level to the twenty-ninth floor has been increased.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have been granted access to the twenty-ninth floor!]
      
    

    
      The princess smiled. “Good. Now, no one can enter the twenty-ninth floor until you come out. Even Constellations won’t be able to intervene. The place has been prepared only for you. Please feel free to have your private conversations with your family in there for as long as you want!”
    

    
      “Uh… T-Thank you?”
    

    
      “No problem.”
    

    
      I wasn’t sure what measures had been taken, but I bowed. Anyway, I had a feeling that the princess exceeded her authority a lot because of me.
    

    
      “Go to the twenty-ninth floor first. I’ll send Silvey and the Broken-Hearted Piggy there soon. This is a bonus reward, so feel free to take it. Don’t feel burdened.” 
    

    
      The princess flicked her fingers. “If you want to come back, just think of my face and say ‘Send me back.’ I’ll stay away from the twenty-ninth floor too, so please be careful. Have a nice trip!”
    

    
      The princess smiled brightly. A pitch-black shadow struck me.
    

    
      
        [Death King’s access has been confirmed.]
      
    

    
      
        [Entering The Story of the City of Ascension: Side Story.]
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      When I opened my eyes, I found myself standing in the middle of a crosswalk.
    

    
      
        Hoooooonk!
      
    

    
      A car horn blared throughout the intersection very loudly, ridding me of the dizziness caused by teleporting here. I turned my head and saw the car driver pointing his finger at me.
    

    
      “Hey! Do you have a death wish? Get out of the street, you punk!”
    

    
      Even though this was our first encounter, he was quite rude. Still, he had a reason to curse at me. The crossing light was red, telling pedestrians they weren’t allowed to cross the street.
    

    
      I bowed. “I’m sorry.” 
    

    
      “Just get going already! Seriously, young people nowadays are out of their minds…”
    

    
      I strode across the crosswalk. Only when I made it to the other side did the cars that had stopped because of me start moving. Some drivers glared at me, but that was all they did before moving on with their lives. The cars sped away in two lines, and soon the people of this “city” became completely indifferent to my existence and proceeded with their own schedules.
    

    
      I also lost interest in them because the person I had been missing so much was waiting on the other side of the crosswalk.
    

    
      “Raviel!”
    

    
      The red crossing light illuminated her. She was wearing a simple dress, but it made her look like an outsider in this modern city. Still, it served as her sanctuary.
    

    
      Raviel pressed her palm on her forehead. Perhaps she was still dizzy from being teleported here. “Gong-Ja? Is this some form of illusion magic? Or another Constellation invasion? My consort is wagging his tail in front of me, but I can’t pet him because I’m worried he’s not real. How tragic…”
    

    
      “Are you dizzy? Shall we sit down? No, it’s too hot here. Let’s go somewhere quieter and rest. Let me carry you.”
    

    
      Raviel relaxed her furrowed brow and smiled. “Hmm, yes, this flood of love is familiar. You really are my love. I’m sorry for doubting you even for a moment, Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “It’s okay. We’re each other’s biggest weakness, so we always need to be careful. When I was on the thirty-fifth floor, I ran into a concubus that mimicked you.”
    

    
      “That’s interesting. How many seconds did it take for you to see through the monster and know it wasn’t me?”
    

    
      I beamed. “One. I noticed it before I even took a breath. The concubus was stupid enough to show up without the wedding ring.”
    

    
      Raviel chuckled. “That was indeed a critical mistake.” 
    

    
      I grabbed her hand before her laughter died down and stroked the wedding ring on her finger. Then, I pulled her close and kissed her. “I missed you.”
    

    
      “I’m happy to see you again.”
    

    
      “Is everything okay in Ivansia?”
    

    
      “Ah, the consort of the house was away, and Maid Goldencup suddenly disappeared. It caused a serious issue in running the family. If the duke of the house was a little less competent, the family’s reputation would have declined.”
    

    
      “Well, I don’t know who he is, but the person who married such a capable person must have saved the country three times in his past life.”
    

    
      “From what I heard, he saved the world several times.” 
    

    
      Raviel initiated the kiss this time. After that, we gazed into each other’s eyes for a while.
    

    
      “Anyway, what happened, Gong-Ja? I was doing my morning tasks when a blond child suddenly emerged from the floor, telling me ‘Hi, I’m sorry, but I need you on the twenty-ninth floor because the Death King requested you there!’”
    

    
      “Ah, she’s… a Pillar.”
    

    
      “A Pillar?”
    

    
      “Yes, she’s superior to Constellations and one of the people who manages the Tower. I asked her to let me meet you briefly as a reward for clearing the thirty-fifth floor, and she agreed. Uhm, I never thought she would send you here without explaining why, though.”
    

    
      “Aha.” 
    

    
      Raviel stroked my cheek. We were still at the intersection. Cars and pedestrians passed us by.
    

    
      “Oh my god. Kids these days... ”
    

    
      “Do these kids learn nothing at school?”
    

    
      “The teachers’ authority is collapsing for a reason…”
    

    
      The people walking down the street stopped and looked in our direction, muttering under their breath. Well, with a beautiful woman like Raviel showing off her affection in broad daylight, any sane human being would end up captivated.
    

    
      Of course, we paid them no mind. It had been months since I had last met Raviel, so why should I spare any of my time considering anyone else? I was already busy storing the mental images of Raviel’s smiles. 
    

    
      The Story of the City of Ascension: Side Story was a world I had created, so I hoped people would give me this much at least.
    

    
      “You asked for a cute reward. Did you miss me that much?”
    

    
      “Actually, Raviel, I have something I need to tell you…”
    

    
      “Daddy?”
    

    
      It felt as if time stopped in place.
    

    
      “Daddy? It’s you, right? Yeah, it’s you.”
    

    
      Raviel and I slowly turned around. Behind us, Uburka was glaring at me with his arms crossed.
    

    
      Raviel tilted her head. “Daddy?”
    

    
      My heart sank.
    

    
      “W-W-Wait a minute. Raviel, here’s what happened—” 
    

    
      “I can’t believe it!” Uburka frowned. “How disappointing! Not long ago, you were flirting with your colleague, but now you want to lock lips and confess love to someone else? My hope for you is fading by the day!”
    

    
      Raviel’s face dropped alarmingly fast. She glared at me.  
    

    
      “Colleague? Flirting? Gong-Ja, that stranger is saying some interesting things. Unless I’ve been negligent in my linguistics study, it’s difficult to stop myself from having some doubts and reaching a certain conclusion.”
    

    
      “No, no, no! Raviel! That’s not what happened!”
    

    
      “You’re truly shameless, Daddy. You proudly stated in front of me that you share a special bond with the Black Dragon Master. I can’t even imagine how shameless you have to be to proclaim your love to someone else so soon.”
    

    
      Raviel’s lips curled into a smile. “Black Dragon Master is the person who was at the family meeting if I remember correctly.” 
    

    
      She reached out and grabbed my neck. Her grip wasn’t harsh by any means, but a demon king’s grip would have been less terrifying than this. 
    

    
      “Of course, I believe in your love. You would never indulge in the concept of infidelity, but I somehow feel like asking you for an explanation. Gong-Ja, I’ll give you sixty seconds. Speak for the sake of your life and my peace.”
    

    
      I was being framed!
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      Raviel nodded after listening to my desperate explanation. 
    

    
      “I see. There was a minor misunderstanding.” 
    

    
      We were in a fast food restaurant. I wanted to go into a cafe if possible, but the time setting of The Story of the City of Ascension: Side Story was in the past, way before cafes became popularized. Unfortunately, there were not many places where we could go to have a conversation.
    

    
      “Yeah, I should have guessed. There is no way you would leave me and turn your attention to someone else. The universe giving up on the laws of physics would be more plausible than this. I shouldn’t have let such emotions sway me.”
    

    
      “I'm glad you believe me,” I mumbled. 
    

    
      Honestly, I thought my world would fall apart if she didn’t.
    

    
      “Hmm. From what I saw, the Black Dragon Master seemed like a capable person. If she were born in the empire, she would have prospered in the society of nobles. It’s a wise decision to share a true friendship with someone like that. You’re blessed to have such people around you.” 
    

    
      Raviel glanced through the front window of the restaurant. “Still, I didn’t expect you to come back with a hobgoblin son.”
    

    
      Outside the restaurant, Uburka was leaning against the wall with his arms crossed. Although a giant hobgoblin was standing in the middle of a modern city, passers-by didn’t seem to think anything unusual was going on. Some people were surprised by how huge Uburka was, but no one recognized him as a hobgoblin.
    

    
      “Do you think a perception-altering spell has been cast on us?”
    

    
      The ice cubes in Raviel’s cup of cola clinked as she shook it. “Maybe. The dress I’m wearing doesn’t match this city’s setting, so it’s normal to catch people’s eye. But no one is paying attention to my clothes, although many are stealing glances at my face.”
    

    
      Raviel’s dress matched the empire's fashion. However, when the restaurant server had seen her earlier, he had not reacted at all to her clothes, even though her out-of-this-world beauty caused the server to tremble as if there was an earthquake under his feet.
    

    
      “The conclusion is pretty clear. In their eyes, we all appear to be wearing ordinary clothes of this world.”
    

    
      I shook my head. “A worldwide perception alteration spell…  That sounds like a lot of work.” 
    

    
      “It means that the one who looks out for you is very powerful. You have a gift for being adored by those in power, Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “Haha.”
    

    
      I could see that all the customers in the restaurant were stealing glances at Raviel. It seemed like our clothes were under the effect of the spell, but our appearance was not. If this generation had smartphones, people probably would have taken pictures of us in secret.
    

    
      Raviel met my eyes. “Bring the boy you consider your son here.” 
    

    
      “Would that be okay with you?”
    

    
      “Yes. He may not be your biological son, but the bond in your heart is undeniable. Who knows? I might like him and recognize him as a member of the Ivansia family.”
    

    
      It was rare for Raviel to accept my kindness toward others. I brought Uburka in before my duke changed her mind. He sat down on two chairs, his left butt cheek on one and his right cheek on another. With his arms still crossed, he looked down at Raviel, who was much shorter than him.
    

    
      Silence followed. What? I was between them, so why did I feel the most nervous? 
    

    
      Uburka broke the silence first. “The silver hair that taunts the moon, the red eyes that mock zinnia. I just realized it, but you remind me of someone in the myths. Uger, are you Raviel Ivansia?”
    

    
      “Wow. I didn’t expect this, but you can recite quite a poem.”
    

    
      “I just remembered what I heard from Daddy.”
    

    
      “Does Gong-Ja talk about me in your world too?” Raviel asked. 
    

    
      “Daddy told me five stories. The fourth one is about you. Raviel Ivansia. The Silver Lily. The moon whose heart was stolen by a mirror. All Terras know about you.”
    

    
      The corners of Raviel’s mouth curled up slightly. Seeming to be feeling a little better, she grabbed the thin straw and slowly stirred the cola cup. “I heard you’re a Constellation.”
    

    
      “Ugor.”
    

    
      “I too was once a Constellation. Even though it wasn’t what I wanted, I wasn’t displeased with the fact that the world revolved around me. You’re on an entirely different level from ordinary people. Are you really sure about serving Gong-Ja as your father?”
    

    
      “What a foolish question. Daddy has been trying to fulfill his duties as a parent since Terras were immature animals. Ranks don’t matter in relationships. People should shove their rank aside and be themselves if they want to have real connections with others.”
    

    
      “Do you not care about your rank as a Constellation?”
    

    
      “Uger. Ranks need qualifications, which Daddy has. Actually, I don’t know who else but Daddy would be qualified to have the Terras’ respect.”
    

    
      Raviel nodded. Since I was her lover, I knew that was a sign she was in a good mood. Come to think of it, why was Uburka acting so mature around Raviel? He was acting like a kid when he was with me. Was he discriminating against his daddy? I was sad, so sad. This was why raising a kid was a pain in the ass.
    

    
      “How did you meet Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      “Ugor, during the war with the Slime Empire…”
    

    
      Soon the two began talking amicably without me. I felt very sad to be neglected by my own wife and son. Was this sadness what fathers who worked abroad alone bore every day?
    

    
      My eyes wandered until I ended up looking out the window. 
    

    
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      A passerby suddenly caught my eye. When I saw her, I felt an inexplicable sense of deja vu. Her clothes were what caught my attention. She was wearing the Shinseo Middle School uniform. Among the guys who bullied Kim Yul was a middle school student. I thought that was probably why she caught my eye, even if only for a moment.
    

    
      
        I don’t remember this kid from any of the videos.
      
    

    
      What was this deja vu then? As I enhanced my vision with my aura and looked around, I noticed more oddities of hers. First was the hair.
    

    
      
        Blond.
      
    

    
      It wasn’t dyed, but her natural hair color. Every time she took a step, her long blonde hair swayed in the breeze. I thought she was a foreigner, but she was wearing the school uniform, so I doubted that was the case.
    

    
      
        Her school uniform is stained… and she’s holding a briefcase?
      
    

    
      Instead of the bag that students normally used, she was holding an old and worn out briefcase which only office workers would carry. The leather on the edges had all been peeled off already. It was safe to say that it was time for the briefcase to end up in a trash can. 
    

    
      The last thing I noticed was her unwavering gait. It made up half of the inexplicable deja vu.
    

    
      
        Her pace is very consistent. 
      
    

    
      It would have been difficult if she hadn’t physically trained herself to a significant degree. But it looked like she didn’t even do ordinary exercise, let alone practice her aura. Actually, she seemed a lot more feeble than her peers. 
    

    
      She slowly passed by the fast food restaurant’s window. When she looked up, our eyes met. It felt as if time slowed down. She was completely expressionless, as if she had been born that way. The indifference suited her perfectly, and her impassive face was perfect from an aesthetic sense. 
    

    
      Her eyes were so clear that they seemed transparent. This world was in the middle of summer, but the irritation caused by the heat wasn’t reflected in her eyes. The transparency in her eyes didn’t allow for any impurities.
    

    
      
        Hooooooonk.
      
    

    
      The traffic light at the three-way intersection’s crosswalk blinked from red to yellow. She didn’t seem bothered by any of that. 
    

    
      If one was able to walk in this world, that meant they were a part of it, but the rules of this world didn’t apply to her. Humans were able to defy the world just by walking. With one step, they would commit one defiance. With two steps, they would commit two. Three steps, four steps… This could go on and on, for as long as people lived. 
    

    
      Yet she was walking in a way of her own. Her pace was just as consistent as before. This absolute being was walking along the edges of the world in her own way. 
    

    
      “Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      At some point, it seemed that I stood up, though I had no memory of this. Raviel and Uburka had stopped talking to look at me.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?” Raviel asked. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but please wait here for a moment. I’m going to head out for a moment. I’ll leave a trace of my aura behind, so feel free to follow me. Uburka will be able to track it down easily.”
    

    
      Even as I apologized, I kept glancing at the girl who was now walking away. 
    

    
      “Daddy?”
    

    
      “Son, please take care of Raviel.”
    

    
      Having said that, I ran out of the fast food restaurant.
    

    
      
        Where did she go?
      
    

    
      She was crossing the crosswalk. Even though the traffic light had only recently changed to green, it was already blinking, pressing people to get to the other side. 
    

    
      
        Hoooooonk—!
      
    

    
      Few people were outside on a midsummer day. Only she was crossing the road. Despite the traffic light still being green, the drivers ignored it. Cars brushed past her. 
    

    
      
        When? When have I seen her before? Was it when I was in Shinseo High School?
      
    

    
      I chased her as she walked down an alley.
    

    
      
        No, there’s no way I could have forgotten a student with a gait like that. If I had seen her at least once, it would have left a strong impression on my memories. 
      
    

    
      Trees cast their dark shadows on the street.
    

    
      
        It’s definitely my first time seeing her, so why…?
      
    

    
      The bright summer sunlight was scorching the street. The lines between the shade and the sunlight were clear. When she was under the protection of the shade, it seemed she was disappearing like a mirage, as if she was avoiding the summer heat.
    

    
      The cicadas cried.
    

    
      
        Who are you?
      
    

    
      She stopped in the middle of the shade and slowly turned back, leaving me no choice but to stop in my tracks as well. I felt an invisible force slowing down the brief moment when she turned around. It made me hold my breath, but my brain was in overdrive.
    

    
      Fragments of memories came across my mind while time slowed down. Right before entering the thirty-fifth floor…
    

    
      
        The Paladin asked, “I want to know how the Tower is built.” 
      
    

    
      
        “You just have to live the life of the most unfortunate person in a world,” the Princess replied. “There is a master who builds a Tower. The master lives on behalf of the most unfortunate person in a world. The world where the Tower was built is a place where the master already lived and left. The world without one is a world the master hasn’t visited yet.”
      
    

    
      When the girl turned around, a scent tickled my nose, a scent I recognized. It was the smell of old feed piled up in one corner of the storage. It reminded me of Kim Yul. 
    

    
      
        “I’m going to go to school a little early today. I have to feed the rabbits at the farm. 
      
    

    
      
        “Anyway, that’s why there is no farming club anymore. The middle school class presidents take turns taking care of the farm... Middle school students don’t really take this seriously, you know? The security guard, some kid from middle school, and I feed them for the most part.”
      
    

    
      A Tower had been built in my world. If what the princess had said was true, it meant that the Tower master had lived in my world at some point on behalf of the most unfortunate person. If so, there was surely someone out here who had been even more unfortunate than Kim Yul.
    

    
      For some reason, the words that the class president had thrown at me during the trauma crossed my mind. 
    

    
      
        “The second-generation outcast of Shinseo Middle and High Schools. That is what you named him, Kim Gong-Ja.”
      
    

    
      The girl looked at me. I was standing under the summer sunlight, while she was under the shadows. There was some distance between us, one that only the cicadas’ cries filled.
    

    
      “Who are you?”
    

    
      Her voice was emotionless, but only then I could understand the reason behind the deja vu. Only I had heard the voice in the Tower. 
    

    
      “If possible, please tell me why you are following me.”
    

    
      It was the Tower master. The Master of All Life was looking at me.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 207: The Easter Egg (3)

    
      When I told her I wanted to talk to her, the Tower master stared at me. After about a minute, she finally nodded. 
    

    
      “Okay. Follow me. This way.”
    

    
      So I followed.
    

    
      Old 
      
        hanoks
      
      
        [1]
      
       lined up the sloping alley. They didn’t look as neat as those that could be found in 
      
        hanok 
      
      villages
      
        [2]
      
      . Weeds were eating away the old roof tiles. The remainder of stone walls, which had already crumbled down long ago, had never been repaired despite bearing proof of the passage of time.
    

    
      
        What kind of hanoks are these?
      
    

    
      I felt a sense of disharmony and was just about to voice my confusion.
    

    
      “These 
      
        hanoks 
      
      were built during the Japanese colonial period,” the Tower master said in a quiet voice as she continued walking. “When the war broke out, this city was wiped out almost immediately. Because of that, traces of the past are more intact here than in other places.”
    

    
      “War?”
    

    
      “I’m talking about the Korean War. These houses missed destruction by pure luck.”
    

    
      The smell of stale water came from the sewers. I felt watched by the row of the 
      
        hanoks, 
      
      whose owners had nothing but a long family tree. Rather than looking classy, they resembled a face covered in age spots. We walked along a crumbling stone wall, opened a gate whose lacquer coat was peeling off, and passed through a barren yard where not even weeds grew.
    

    
      “Please wait here for a moment.”
    

    
      I sat on the 
      
        daecheongmaru
      
      
        [3]
      
      
         
      
      and waited. There wasn’t even a mechanical fan, let alone an air conditioner, so the only place to cool off was the shade under the roof. Cicadas continued crying under sunlight. 
    

    
      A moment later, the Tower master came back carrying a tray. “I’m afraid I don’t have anything to serve a guest.”
    

    
      I politely grasped the cup of water with both hands. “No, I’m the one who barged in. I’m sorry.” 
    

    
      The cup was stainless steel, like those used in school cafeterias
      
        [4]
      
      .
    

    
      The head of the Tower sat down and bowed her head. “This is probably my first time seeing you. I’m Ja Su-Jeong from Year 3 Class A of Shinseo Middle School.”
    

    
      Come to think of it, I hadn’t even introduced myself. “
      
        Oh
      
      , yeah. My name is Kim Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “Yes, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja. What do you want to talk to me about?”
    

    
      What was I supposed to say? She seemed to be the Tower master, so I wanted to know why she was here. I hoped she could tell me how she had come to create the Tower. But an entirely different question left my lips. “You said your name is Ja Su-Jeong.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Can I ask what it means?”
    

    
      “My surname means that my family clan is from Joongwon
      
        [5]
      
      .”
    

    
      The Tower master took out a notebook from her briefcase. Her sharpened pencil embroidered the white paper black as she inscribed the hanjas that made up her name.  
    

    
      
        This is the Tower master’s name.
      
    

    
      Perhaps this was the name she used in this world. Still, I was the first person from my Tower to see the Tower master’s name.
    

    
      
        Ja Su-Jeong.
      
    

    
      I repeated the name in my head so I would never forget. I asked, “Are there any other family members here?”
    

    
      “I used to live with my uncle until last year, but now I’m alone.”
    

    
      “May I ask what happened?”
    

    
      “A stranger broke in and killed him. Three men who were with my uncle at the time were also killed. The investigation is still ongoing, so there isn’t much I can tell you.”
    

    
      I couldn’t sense a single emotion in her voice. No, she had been like that the whole time since we first met. “Do you know anything about the Tower?” 
    

    
      “Which tower are you talking about?”
    

    
      “The Babel Tower. It showed up in our world one day. To get to the Tower, all you have to do is think that you want to go there, though you still have to go through a few steps. When you enter it, a brand new world unfolds… 
      
        Ummm…
      
      ”
    

    
      I felt a little embarrassed talking about this. The more I ran my mouth, the more I sounded like a religious cult follower. I cleared my throat. “Anyway, do you not know about it?”
    

    
      The Tower master shook her head. “No, I don’t.”
    

    
      “What about Pillars? Have you ever heard of Hunters?”
    

    
      “I feel like the words you speak of have different meanings from what I’m used to. I just understand those words as common nouns.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      As the conversation continued, the sense of disharmony became stronger. The girl in front of me really didn’t know anything about the Tower or had any memories of being the Tower master.
    

    
      
        Only the voice is the same. She feels like an entirely different person.
      
    

    
      I didn’t know what the Tower master’s backstory was. However, the girl in front of me had neither the power nor the memories of the Tower master. She was just quietly living the life assigned to her. Even if I pressed her about the Tower, I wouldn’t get anything. 
    

    
      I redirected my curiosity in a different direction. “You’ve been answering all my questions so far. Can I ask you something else? You told me there was a break-in recently. What if I’m also a malicious criminal, Miss Ja Su-Jeong?”
    

    
      “It’s okay,” the Tower master answered. “If you were a criminal, you would have initiated contact elsewhere, not at the intersection.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I cross two underpasses on my way home from school. One of them is deserted. The lights are broken, so it’s dark and there are gaps in the walls. A criminal would wait to attack me at one of the underpasses.”
    

    
      The Tower master barely moved as she spoke.
    

    
      “You didn’t look like you were going to commit a crime compulsively. Your gaze has been fixed on my face the whole time, especially my eyes. If you were worried about me fleeing, you would have looked at my legs. My hands, too, if you were worried about me fighting back. Or my entire body if you wanted me. But you have only been looking at my face. That’s a common behavior among people trying to recognize someone.”
    

    
      “
      
        Uh…
      
      ” 
    

    
      I didn’t know what to say. 
    

    
      “You were also more interested in knowing more about my name just now. This is proof that you’re curious about my personal information. Even when I left to fetch water, you didn’t look around the inside of the house in detail. If you were a criminal, you would have taken your time to check if there are any other people in the house, or how the house is structured.” 
    

    
      The Tower master drank some water from her stainless steel cup.
    

    
      “All your actions don’t fit that of a criminal, so I believe you aren’t a criminal that harbors malice toward me. So, to answer your question, no, I don’t think you have any bad intentions.”
    

    
      The sound of cicadas rang in the 
      
        daecheongmaru. 
      
      For a second, I lost myself in the sounds of summer.
    

    
      
        Snap out of it!
      
    

    
      I came to my senses. “Wow, you’re very eloquent and smart.”
    

    
      “Yes, indeed,” the Tower master agreed. 
    

    
      I realized that even if she lost her memories, the girl in front of me wasn’t ordinary.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but is it okay if I go to the bathroom for a moment?” I asked. 
    

    
      “You’ll find it if you go around the back of the house. Be careful when you come back.”
    

    
      I headed to a pit latrine. Only after I left it, I understood why the Tower master had said “Be careful when you come back,” instead of “Please be careful.” 
    

    
      “
      
        Huh
      
      ?”
    

    
      I could feel a faint presence coming from a warehouse built in a corner of the backyard. It didn’t move, but something seemed to be quietly crouching beyond the warehouse door.
    

    
      
        What? 
      
    

    
      Even though it was a hot summer day, the hair on my nape pricked up. When I looked at the old warehouse door, the presence stayed still, as if it wanted to face me head-on. 
    

    
      
        What is it?
      
    

    
      I approached it. Every time I took a step, the presence got stronger.
    

    
      
        Sssssss…
      
    

    
      The feeling resembling a cold hand grasping the back of my neck became clear.
    

    
      
        Hey, what are you?
      
    

    
      Just in case, I tried shooting a ray of aura in the direction of the warehouse, but there was no reaction. The presence remained strong no matter how many steps I took toward it.
    

    
      
        What the fuck?
      
    

    
      I swallowed as I gripped the knob of the door to the warehouse.
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      I was grabbed by the hem of my clothes from behind, so I turned around. The Tower master was looking up at me expressionlessly.
    

    
      “Don’t go in.”
    

    
      When did she make it all the way behind me?
    

    
      I frowned. “What?” 
    

    
      “If you enter, you will startle the children.”
    

    
      “
      
        Uh
      
      , children?”
    

    
      “Please wait here for a moment.”
      
         
      
    

    
      The Tower master opened the warehouse door. With the door now open, the presence grew exponentially stronger. Up until now, it had felt as if someone was stroking my nape, but now fingernails were clawing at my skin.
    

    
      “I’m sorry. We have a guest.” 
    

    
      She wasn’t talking to me. Bundles of curtains were scattered all over the warehouse. When the Tower master lifted a curtain, I saw only a full-length mirror behind it. As soon as the mirror was revealed, the presence vanished.
    

    
      “Stay put.”
    

    
      The Tower master picked up a towel lying nearby and wiped the surface of the mirror.  I had no choice but to listen to her as she got to work.
    

    
      “I-Isn’t there something strange about the mirror?”
    

    
      “Yes, it’s a strange child,” the Tower master answered. 
    

    
      I narrowed my eyes in concern. “I think it’ll hurt people...” 
    

    
      “This child no longer harms people.” 
    

    
      She put away the towel and covered the mirror again with the curtain. I could still feel the presence, but it wasn’t as fierce as before. It felt like a cat that had curled up to sleep.
    

    
      “That can always change in the future, right?”
    

    
      The Tower master shrugged. “The same can be said about humans too.” 
    

    
      
        Meow. 
      
    

    
      I looked down. A dog doll was lying on top of my foot. It didn’t have a mouth or vocal cords, but it unmistakably meowed like a cat.
    

    
      “W-What is this?”
    

    
      “It’s Meowy.”
    

    
      This name definitely didn’t seem suitable for a dog doll. 
    

    
      The Tower master added, “You should never pat its head just because it’s cute.”
    

    
      “What happens if I do?”
    

    
      “It’ll continue to meow in your head every six seconds until it finds its next owner.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “The hell…” 
    

    
      “Now it’s quiet because I placed it in a stuffed dog. It’s wondering whether it’s a cat or a dog, so finding the next owner became a second priority. The child tries to figure out its identity on its own before relying on others. Isn’t it diligent?”
    

    
      “I-I think it’s still dangerous.”
    

    
      “It’s okay. Once it figures out its identity, I’m going to move it to a squirrel doll.”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
      ”
    

    
      “Then it’ll start to wonder whether it’s a squirrel or not. That child is safe as long as I change its body every ten to thirteen months. Come on, Meowy. You can’t disturb the guest. Come here.” 
    

    
      The Tower master grabbed the dog doll by its nape and placed it on a shelf.
    

    
      
        Meooooow. 
      
    

    
      “Oh my god.” 
    

    
      I looked around the warehouse in a daze. Countless mysteries lined up the shelves. There was a portrait on the wall. When I looked at it, the picture changed to that of Raviel.
    

    
      “What is that?”
    

    
      “That child shows you the person you love the most,” the Tower master answered calmly. “Don’t watch it for too long. The more you look, the more your memories of your loved one will fade. Just as the memories fade, photos become more and more life-like. Once the memories disappear completely, it’ll show the person you love the second most.”
    

    
      I quickly looked away. “W-Why do you collect these things?”
    

    
      “When they’re out there in the world, they can cause problems for people.”
    

    
      “A-Aren’t they scary? They’re like ghosts.”
    

    
      The Tower master tilted her head. “That’s a strange question. You also have a ghost by your side, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      I blinked. “What?” 
    

    
      She lifted her hand and pointed behind me. “Over there, a ghost with bulging muscles. He’s right next to you.”
    

    
      The Guardian was floating right where she was pointing at. His mouth was agape. 
    

    
      
        —Huh? What? Can she see me?
      
    

    
      I was supposed to be the only one who could see and hear him. However, the Tower master nodded and said, “Yes.” 
    

    
      She could also see the Guardian.
    

    

    
      1. A Korean traditional house Image. ☜

    

    
      2. Hanoks nowadays tend to be found in clusters and form their own village, separate from western houses and apartments. The villages are good tourist attractions nowadays. ☜

    

    
      3. Image ☜

    

    
      4. Image. ☜

    

    
      5. An old district in Korea. It doesn’t exist anymore. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 208: Cheat (1)

    
      Raviel put down a pile of newspapers with a 
      
        thud
      
      . “I investigated it like you asked.” 
    

    
      “Were you able to find anything about her?”
    

    
      “Yes, she’s quite famous.”
    

    
      Certain words from the newspapers had been marked with a light green highlighter, words like “Miss Ja,” “Miss J,” and “Ja Su-Jeong.” What was the media of this time period thinking by releasing a minor’s full name?
    

    
      “She’s more famous for her nickname—the Detective Who Sees Ghosts. If you ask anyone on the street, it’s a coin toss if they heard about her or not.”
    

    
      “She’s never been on a public broadcast channel, yet she’s still that famous?”
    

    
      “The younger people are, the more they tend to know about her, especially high school and middle school students. Almost every student here knows about her. They don’t exactly know what she did, but they at least heard of the Detective Who Sees Ghosts.”
    

    
      I assumed that the attention wasn’t very positive.
    

    
      “Most people responded with ‘Oh, that fraud?’ I feel bad. It seems like the person you claim to be the Tower master isn’t very popular.”
    

    
      “A fraud, huh?”
    

    
      Two days ago, on the day I met the Tower master, Uburka and Raviel tracked down my aura and found me. I introduced Ja Su-Jeong, a student from Year 3 Class A of Shinseo Middle School, as the Tower master. Although the two were surprised, they decided to stay at her 
      
        hanok
      
       with me for now. 
    

    
      When I asked her if it was okay for us to stay, Ja Su-Jeong impassively nodded. 
    

    
      
        “Yes, it’s okay. There are a lot of empty rooms, so please stay for as long as you need. But please ask for my permission before you enter the warehouse. Also, please refrain from moving around the house from 1 A.M. onward. That’s when the children play.”
      
    

    
      I obediently followed her advice. No matter how brave I was, that didn’t include messing around with ghosts. Considering my aura didn’t work at all on them, they were huge mysteries.
    

    
      Raviel narrowed her eyes. “Twelve administrative dispositions, and eight pending civil lawsuits. Considering her young age, she’s going through too much. I now see why people think she’s a fraud. Seeing ghosts is a truly amazing ability, but Gong-Ja, is that child really the Tower master?”
    

    
      “Yes, I’m sure of that.”
    

    
      In this world, the Tower master was a middle school student named Ja Su-Jeong. Right now, she was cutting raw chicken with a kitchen knife, her back turned at us. Uburka was helping her. 
    

    
      “Actually, there were a few strange things that happened here while I was clearing this stage.”
    

    
      “Strange?”
    

    
      “Yes, this world is the recreation of the Constellation Murderer’s trauma.”
    

    
      Early on, I had faced the Constellation Murderer on the fiftieth floor. Although I had managed to kill one of his puppets, I was ultimately defeated and died. That was when I got a glimpse of the Constellation Murderer’s trauma. This was what 
      
        The Story of the City of Ascension: Side Story 
      
      was
      
        .
      
    

    
      “The moment the trauma materialized, I heard the Tower’s voice.” 
    

    
      I wrote it down in my notebook.
    

    
      
        
          [Warning.]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [Recreating your killer's trauma.]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [Extracting the required data for recreation from your memory.]
        
      
    

    
      The last sentence was important.
    

    
      “This world drew the Constellation Murderer’s trauma, but my memories became the paint strokes. All the characters of the trauma changed to people I knew.”
    

    
      The class president had been the Black Witch, the student council president Raviel, my mother Teacher, and my father the Guardian. However, there was one person I didn’t know. 
    

    
      “Only Kim Yul remained who he was,” I said.
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm.
      
      ”
    

    
      “I had no idea what the Constellation Murderer looked like in the past, so I had no memories of him. Yet, from the beginning, Kim Yul remained who he was in the world of trauma.”
    

    
      Raviel stroked her chin. “That’s certainly strange. If the data had been extracted from your memories, Kim Yul would have become someone else as well.”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s what I’m trying to say. Only one conclusion can be drawn from this: the Kim Yul of this world was extracted from other data—another person’s memories. I’m certain that this person is the Tower master.”
    

    
      “Do you have proof?”
    

    
      I picked up the pencil again. “I do. When I cleared this world, the Tower said something strange.”
    

    
      
        
          [The quest's clear requirements have been met.]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [Requesting a decision to be made due to the stage’s unique characteristics.]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [A decision has been made.]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [The Master of All Life acknowledges that the stage has been cleared.]
        
      
    

    
      “Until now, the Tower has left the Constellations in charge of the stages to decide whether they’re cleared. The Constellation in charge of the twenty-first to the thirtieth floor was the Indoor Librarian, Hamustra. For some reason, the Master of All Life was the one to make the decision this time. It means the stage was under the Master of All Life’s management.”
    

    
      There was more. 
    

    
      “I got another odd message even after the stage was cleared.”
    

    
      
        
          [The twenty-ninth floor has been cleared today.]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [The Master of All Life speaks on behalf of the Tower.]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [Thank you for your hard work, everyone.]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [May luck be with you.]
        
      
    

    
      There had been many long messages in between, but I didn’t remember all of them. Still, what I remembered was enough. The Master of All Life had made an exception and delivered her congratulations.
    

    
      “There is no doubt about it. The Tower master manages this floor and is the one who recreated the Kim Yul of this world. According to what the Mirage-Walking Princess said, the Tower master lived here on behalf of the most unfortunate person in this world. Coincidentally, that girl, Ja Su-Jeong, knew Kim Yul.”
    

    
      “Because she took care of the school farm with him.”
    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    
      That was why it was possible to recreate Kim Yul using the Tower master’s memories, making up for the lack of data.
    

    
      “It makes sense. But if that girl is the Tower master, why has she lost her powers and memories?”
    

    
      I looked at Ja Su-Jeong. She was watching the chicken boil on the stove. 
    

    
      “I can think of many possibilities, but…” 
    

    
      “But?”
    

    
      “The Tower master I’ve seen so far is the type of person who doesn’t intervene too much in the Tower’s affairs unless there’s an actual emergency. Maybe she voluntarily set a restriction on herself, like remaining an ordinary human except in moments of crisis.” 
    

    
      I scribbled down in the notebook. Raviel leaned against my shoulder to check what I was writing.
    

    
      
        About trauma.
      
    

    
      “I can see the trauma of the person who killed me. This is the rule established in my Skill 
      
        Returner’s Clockwork.
      
       However, the problem is how the trauma is determined.”
    

    
      I wrote down two possibilities.
    

    
      
        1. The trauma that the person remembers.
      
    

    
      
        2. The trauma that has had a significant impact on the person’s life, even if they can’t remember it.
      
    

    
      “At first I thought it was number one, but…”
    

    
      “Did you cross out number one because of this world?”
    

    
      “Yes, because the Constellation Murderer didn’t remember his trauma as Kim Yul at all.”
    

    
      The correct answer was number 2, the event that impacted one’s life significantly, regardless of whether the person remembered it. That was the kind of trauma that my Skill showed me.
    

    
      “The Tower has a tendency to try resolving any contradictions that arise, no matter the cost. When the Constellation Murderer’s trauma was created, a contradiction occurred too.”
    

    
      
        1. The Constellation Murderer’s past trauma should be recreated.
      
    

    
      
        2. However, the Constellation Murderer forgot his entire past due to his Skill.
      
    

    
      
        3. A trauma should be recreated because of Kim Gong-Ja’s Skill, but the Constellation Murderer’s Skill gets rid of memories. The two Skills conflict with each other.
      
    

    
      
        4. A contradiction arises.
      
    

    
      “The Tower considered this a crisis, so the Tower master, who lived as an ordinary middle school student named Ja Su-Jeong, temporarily awakened to solve the problem. She came up with a way to resolve the contradiction.”
    

    
      
        5. Make do with extracting data from Kim Gong-Ja’s memories, not from the Constellation Murderer’s.
      
    

    
      “Just before completing the puzzle, the Tower master would have wondered if it was really right to recreate Kim Yul, the owner of the trauma, as someone else. This place is Kim Yul’s trauma. Even if it is inevitable to recreate the characters around him using different people, it can no longer be called Kim Yul’s trauma when he also becomes someone else. It becomes a lie.”
    

    
      The Tower master couldn’t allow herself to change Kim Yul into a different person. That was who she was.
    

    
      
        6. Restore Kim Yul’s appearance using the Tower master’s own memories.
      
    

    
      
        7. After the stage is cleared, the Tower master puts back the restriction on her power and memories and lives as Ja Su-Jeong, an ordinary middle school student.
      
    

    
      “This is what I think is the truth about this world.”
    

    
      Raviel stroked my head. “I see. There are still many unanswered questions, but this is great. Just climbing the Tower would be hectic, but you try to reflect on the path you took and get closer to the truth. This kind of diligence is your biggest talent and the reason you shine. I believe there is no other Hunter who pays more attention to the Tower than you.”
    

    
      “I’m just doing the bare minimum.”
    

    
      “No, only you are capable of this kind of deduction. If it weren’t for you and your Skill, it wouldn’t have been possible to gather information about the Tower master or run into her. Be proud of this.” 
    

    
      Raviel was praising me.
    

    
      
        Hehehehehe.
      
    

    
      “Gong-Ja, what do you plan to do next? Even If that girl is the Tower master, she doesn’t have her power or memories. Her ability to see ghosts is amazing, but that’s it.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm.
      
       Supposing my guess is correct, there is one way to make the Master of All Life awaken again.”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      ?”
    

    
      “The Tower can’t resolve contradictions that arose from Skills. That requires the Tower master’s judgment. That means the Tower master will awaken again when there is another contradiction.”
    

    
      “That makes sense. What kind of contradiction are you trying to create, exactly?”
    

    
      “I’ll die at Ja Su-Jeong’s hands.”
    

    
      Raviel pursed her lip. 
    

    
      I went on. “Then a problem arises in the trauma recreation. The trauma in my trauma recreation highlights an event that had a significant impact on the person’s life, regardless of whether they remember it. That means…”
    

    
      
        The trauma of Ja Su-Jeong (Tower Master).
      
    

    
      
        1. The trauma of Ja Su-Jeong, a middle school student living in this world.
      
    

    
      
        2. The trauma of the Tower Master before living Ja Su-Jeong’s life.
      
    

    
      “The two conflict with each other. The Tower won’t be able to decide which side’s trauma to recreate. Following the example of the Constellation Murderer, it’s right to show the Tower master’s trauma because she’s the original. I haven’t even cleared the fiftieth floor, but I’ll get so close to discovering the truth about the Tower and the master who has built and rules this Tower.”
    

    
      Raviel was still silent. 
    

    
      “Maybe this is my one and only chance.”
    

    
      Raviel tapped her fingers on the table. “Can you say for sure that this is your only chance? Maybe once you get past the fiftieth, sixtieth, and seventieth floors, you’ll learn the secret about the Tower master.”
    

    
      “Yes, I can. I’m sure this is my only opportunity to find out the truth.” 
    

    
      The Guardian was listening to our conversation with his arms crossed.
      
         
      
      His nose wrinkled as he scrunched his face.
    

    
      
        —Mmm. I went up to the ninety-ninth floor, but I’d never met anyone like the Tower master. I also heard about the existence of Pillars only after meeting you, Kim Zombie.
      
    

    
      
        —If I compare this to a game, getting to the hundredth floor means seeing the ending. There will also be a prize waiting for you since that’s the last floor. But the game developers have nothing to do with the ending. The developers themselves or their life story is useless. Getting to the hundredth floor won’t necessarily lead you to the Tower master’s story. Still, I didn’t get to climb to the hundredth floor, so I can’t guarantee it. 
      
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes, my Guardian says there is no information about the Tower master until at least the ninety-ninth floor.”
    

    
      Figuring out information about the Tower’s creator, the stage developer, had nothing to with clearing the Tower’s floors. It was an easter egg, so to speak. Raviel was listening to me intently.
    

    
      “I want to know the Tower master’s identity, how and why she built the Tower, and why she wants to live on behalf of the most unfortunate person in every world. If there is an opportunity to find out some answers, I definitely want to take it.”
    

    
      “And this is your only chance?”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s what I think.”
    

    
      Finding out the secret about the creator’s Tower was worth risking my life once.
    

    
      “Raviel, please allow me to be killed by that child,” I asked politely while looking into her eyes. 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
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      Raviel wanted to sigh but stopped halfway to stroke my ear instead, not wanting to show me how sad she was. “You always force me to make difficult choices, my lover. I understand this is worth it. If I were you right now, I would also make the same decision. Still, my heart doesn’t allow me to say yes so easily.”
    

    
      Of course, I would also be reluctant to agree if I were Raviel. 
    

    
      Raviel looked at Ja Su-Jeong, who had her back turned to us. “Are you prepared to persuade that child? All it takes is a glimpse to understand she is very stubborn. Actually, she’s the embodiment of willpower.”
    

    
      To others, Raviel’s silver hair appeared as black, and Uburka’s green skin as the color of a peach because their appearances had been altered. However, Ja Su-Jeong was an exception. In her eyes, Raviel and Uburka looked like their usual selves.
    

    
      “She didn’t even blink when she saw me and Uburka two days ago. That is the type of person she is. I don’t think she’ll just kill you just because you tell her to do it.”
    

    
      I didn’t have the same opinion as Raviel. “Do I have your permission on this matter?”
    

    
      “Yes, if only you die in front of me.”
    

    
      I looked into her eyes. 
    

    
      “You have my permission if you die in front of me,” she repeated.
    

    
      I nodded. “I will.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong walked over carrying a tray. “Everyone, please eat.” 
    

    
      Uburka carried the bowls. Today’s menu was cold chicken noodles. A roll of noodles was in each bowl, which was surrounded by blocks of ice.
    

    
      “Thank you for the food.” I took one bite of the chicken and swallowed it along with some soup. The cool, tangy radish kimchi soup filled my mouth. “Wow, it’s delicious. Really good. You are a really good cook.”
    

    
      “It’s hot today, so chogye noodles seemed like a good idea,” Ja Su-Jeong replied. “The gem that Raviel gave me was expensive, so I think the food on the table won’t be too bad for a while.”
    

    
      Raviel chuckled. “I’m glad.” 
    

    
      Two days ago, Raviel had given Ja Su-Jeong an emerald for letting the three of us stay at her house. Even to me, someone who knew nothing about gems, it looked incredibly expensive. 
    

    
      At first, Ja Su-Jeong had turned her down, saying it was too much, but Raviel had told her “I’m the one who decides if it’s too much. Are you going to treat your guest as a beggar?” That was when Ja Su-Jeong had finally backed down.
    

    
      Raviel was indeed the Duke of Ivansia, the head of the richest family in the empire. I also happened to be part of that family.
    

    
      
        Hehehehehehehe.
      
    

    
      “Daddy, you look too full of yourself. Would you stop laughing like a fool while eating? You are embarrassing me.”
    

    
      I changed the subject. “What did you do with the gem? It wouldn’t be easy to exchange jewelry for money as a student.”
    

    
      “I know a classmate by the name of Lee Mi-Ho. She’s the third heir to a company that deals with the subprime market and constructions. The CEO is also the local community leader, so I asked her to help.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Local community leader, subprime market, constructions… 
    

    
      
        This is gangster vocabulary!
      
    

    
      She asked a classmate from a gangster family to sell the gem?
    

    
      
        Seriously?
      
    

    
      I looked at Ja Su-Jeong, who was peacefully eating her noodles. She looked impassive. I wasn’t sure what kind of person she was behind her emotionless attitude, but I could be sure she wasn’t ordinary.
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong tilted her head. “Is something wrong?”
    

    
      “Uh. Oh, nothing. I just thought you have interesting friends… Actually, are you really okay with telling me all of this? I’m technically a stranger.”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong simply answered, “Yes. You asked me, so I told you.”
    

    
      
        Hmm.
      
    

    
      “I just want to make things clear. You didn’t answer my question because I’m special to you. It’s just that you were asked a question, so you believe it’s only right to answer it.”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right.”
    

    
      I closed my mouth, remembering the impression she had given me two days ago.
    

    
      
        She has no boundaries.
      
    

    
      So far, she had been answering every question and complying with everything we asked of her. Not even once did she say no. Even when I had said I wanted to talk to her and when I had asked if it would be okay if Uburka and Raviel stayed at this hanok, Ja Su-Jeong had simply said yes without hesitating.
    

    
      After dinner was over, I decided to test my theory. “Umm, Miss Su-Jeong. I’m sorry, but is it okay if I ask you a favor?”
    

    
      “Yes, if I can help.”
    

    
      “Please get up and sit on the table.”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong’s head tilted slightly, her blonde hair draped to the side. “The table isn’t a place to sit, Mr. Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “Yes, I will take note of that, but please, just this once.”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong slowly climbed onto the table and sat down. Raviel, who was watching this unfold, narrowed her eyebrows. Uburka’s eyes widened. 
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      “Uger?”
    

    
      I had a strong feeling that my theory was right. Once again, I asked, “Could you please put your hand on my head?”
    

    
      “Yes.” Ja Su-Jeong did as she was told.
    

    
      “I have a particular craving for tonight. I would like to eat chicken skewers as a late-night snack. Please cook that for me.”
    

    
      “Mr. Gong-Ja, using me because I’m useful may have a negative impact on you in the future. And late-night snacks are harmful to your health. I believe you are not hungry at all. You’re just making these requests to understand my behavior.”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right, so please.”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong nodded and went to get a shopping bag. She was really going to leave the house to get the ingredients for chicken skewers.
    

    
      Raviel grabbed Ja Su-Jeong’s shoulder. She had to intervene. “Wait a moment. Miss Ja Su-Jeong, I highly doubt this to be the case, but are you going to help strangers on the street if they ask you to follow them?”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong readily replied, “Yes, if I can help them.”
    

    
      “This may be a very extreme example, but what if the stranger requests you to be imprisoned in a secluded facility for a year?”
    

    
      “Yes, if that helps them.”
    

    
      Raviel pursed her lips. After a while, she muttered, “I see. This… is dangerous.”
    

    
      She and I made eye contact. I nodded to her.
    

    
      “Yes, it’s dangerous, Raviel.”
    

    
      “Because she’s smart, she can tell another person’s sincerity and true intentions. That’s how she understands other people’s intentions. Hence, she never refuses when someone makes a genuine request. No, it’s more accurate to say that she can’t say no at all.” 
    

    
      Raviel frowned. “The conversation just now convinced me of something. Like you said, she’s the Tower master, Gong-Ja. She isn’t a human who was born and raised in an ordinary way, at least.”
    

    
      “Yes, her personality is closer to being written rather than developed.”
    

    
      Like an AI that followed its script, she simply heeded people’s requests.
    

    
      I got down on one knee in front of the little blonde child. Only then were our eyes on the same level. Ja Su-Jeong stared at me, the shopping bag still in her arms. 
    

    
      “Miss Ja Su-Jeong, I’m from another world. Raviel and Uburka are also travelers from other worlds.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      Even after hearing seemingly preposterous claims, Ja Su-Jeong’s face remained impassive. She simply nodded as if she had expected this to be the case.
    

    
      I took out a golden card.
    

    
      “Open the Skill Card.” 
    

    
      
        
          Returner's Clockwork
        
      
    

    
      
        
          Class: EX
        
      
    

    
      
        
          Effect: Activated automatically upon your death. You will return to twenty-four hours before your death. Your memory and abilities will be preserved even after your return. 
        
      
    

    
      
        
          ※ You will receive a penalty after the Skill activation.
        
      
    

    
      
        
          ※ The higher your Class is, the stronger the penalty is.
        
      
    

    
      
        
          ※ The Skill has been copied from Hunter Yoo Soo-Ha.
        
      
    

    
      I showed my trump card as evidence. “In my world, Skills exist. Using them, it’s possible to teleport and rewind time. As you can see, this Skill turns back time if I die. By showing you this Skill, I would like to ask you a favor. Please kill me.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      I looked straight into Ja Su-Jeong’s eyes. “I believe you’re the god who governs our worlds. Our god plants one terminal in each world. The person who has lived the most unhappy life in that world becomes a terminal candidate.”
    

    
      “Are you saying I am that terminal?”
    

    
      “Yes.” 
    

    
      I started telling her my stories. How I had come to the Tower. The story of the orphanage director and Kim Yul. What I had been through at the Tower. How I had met Teacher and Raviel. I used my life experiences as proof.
    

    
      My story continued for over an hour and a half, but Ja Su-Jeong just looked into my eyes the entire time. When I was done, I waited for her response.
    

    
      “According to your stories, there is a good possibility that I’m the Tower master’s terminal. The idea of ​​using a contradiction to bring out the Tower master and learn the truth also makes sense.”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong stretched out her hand, her thin fingers carefully raking through my hair.
    

    
      “You’re a hard-working person, Mr. Gong-Ja. Not long ago, Sunbae Kim Yul suddenly disappeared.”
    

    
      I didn’t know what to say.
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong continued combing through my hair. “Not only him, but many others who bullied him disappeared. No one noticed the disappearances except me. I thought it was an unusual occurrence, but it makes sense considering your stories. If you meet the Tower master, I would be happy if you could give her a message from me.”
    

    
      “What message do you want me to deliver?”
    

    
      “That I’m happy,” Ja Su-Jeong said in a quiet voice. 
    

    
      That made me feel a bit numb.
    

    
      “I love this city, the children living in this city, the cicadas that sing in the summer, and the sound of the radio leaking out from my next-door neighbor’s old window.”
    

    
      And then I realized what I had been mistaken about. The child in front of me was by no means an AI. It wasn’t because she had no emotions that she was saying yes to everyone. It was just…
    

    
      
        She sees all of us as her children.
      
    

    
      She saw everyone as children she needed to look after, even the mysterious monsters sleeping in the warehouse. Despite the way I had been talking to her, I was still her child. She pointed out my wrongdoings and gently rebuked me, but didn’t say no to my last request. In short, she was like a mother.
    

    
      “So tell the Tower master not to worry about me.”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes, I’ll tell her for sure.”
    

    
      “Please give me a knife.”
    

    
      I handed her the dagger at my waist. Ja Su-Jeong swung it a few times. It seemed like she soon got the hang of it. Eventually, she pointed the dagger at me.
    

    
      Raviel was watching me silently.
    

    
      “Mr. Gong-Ja, I’m weak, so I may not be able to kill you in one strike.”
    

    
      “I’m ready. It’s not my first time any—”
    

    
      “I apologize in advance if I make you suffer.” 
    

    
      Before I could finish my words, I felt cold metal slashing my throat.
    

    
      
        Uh?
      
    

    
      My vision split like a broken window. Pain spread through the cracks. I couldn’t help feeling annoyed. 
    

    
      
        What? Yeah, I asked her to kill me. Still, she’s a student. How can she cut my throat without hesitating at least a little bit…
      
    

    
      I wobbled. If I wasn’t mistaken, Ja Su-Jeong swung the dagger once more.
    

    
      
        Seriously?
      
    

    
      As my vision tore down into pieces, I could see her still expressionless face.
    

    
      Her lips moved. She said, “May luck be with you.”
    

    
      I blacked out as the announcement of my death was made. 
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Hunter Class is B.]
      
    

    
      
        …
      
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer's trauma.]
      
    

    
      
        [Extracting the new required data from the original owner…]
      
    

    
      
        ...
      
    

    
      
        [Failed.]
      
    

    
      
        [The data cannot be recovered.]
      
    

    
      
        [Requesting the required data from Zrakua…]
      
    

    
      
        [The request has been denied.] 
      
    

    
      
        [Failed.]
      
    

    
      
        ...
      
    

    
      
        [Unable to recreate the trauma.]
      
    

    
      
        [Requesting an approval from Zrakua.]
      
    

    
      
        [Failed.]
      
    

    
      
        [The request has been denied.]
      
    

    
      
        [The issue isn’t Zrakua’s agenda.]
      
    

    
      
        ...
      
    

    
      
        [Unable to respond.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Master of All Life has appeared.]
      
    

    
      Someone clearly not human grabbed my chin hard.
    

    
      “Oh, my goodness. I can’t believe you.”
    

    
      Her voice sounded like red silk that had been soaked in peach juice for days and had been squeezed as hard as possible, its sweet water splashing in all directions.
    

    
      “It’s true I like to sow coincidences in spring and harvest them in the fall, but I really didn’t expect this.”
    

    
      It also resembled the sound of a hundred vipers sticking out their thin, forked tongues into my ear canals.
    

    
      “You dared to try peeking into my past.”
    

    
      I opened my eyes. In the darkness, a girl was grinning at me. She looked exactly like Ja Su-Jeong, who had patted my head in the old hanok just moments ago, except something was off. 
    

    
      “At first, I let you persuade me by logic. Next, I feigned ignorance because of your flattery. The third time, I showed you a favor for your courage. It was a foolish choice.”
    

    
      Her eyes…
    

    
      “Today is the fourth time you have manipulated a loophole. This is my mistake too.”
    

    
      The Master of All Life had purple eyes.
    

    
      “Even so, that doesn’t make a curve straight, nor cheating an orthodox method. Death King, you did something very interesting.”
    

    
      Purple was a dark color that couldn’t reflect light that well. Still, her purple eyes were clear even in the dark. They carried a brightness that illuminated a person’s heart, not their face.
    

    
      “How should I teach you a lesson, you little daredevil?”
    

    
      I didn’t reply.
    

    
      “I don’t recommend keeping your mouth shut. Once you find out how much I can torment you, you’ll realize there is nothing more foolish than keeping your mouth shut. Why don’t you answer me?”
    

    
      I smiled. “It’s nice to officially meet you, Tower Master.” 
    

    
      Finally, I saw the face of the being who had created this Tower.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
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      “My name is Kim Gong-Ja,” I said, trying to calm down my pounding heart. “And I received the name Death King from you.”
    

    
      The Tower master continued gripping my chin, looking at me with her purple eyes without uttering a word.
    

    
      “I’ll say it again. It’s a pleasure to meet you officially for the first time, Tower Master.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm.
      
      ” 
    

    
      Our faces were so close that we could feel each other’s breaths on our faces, though her breathing was so quiet that it was barely audible.
    

    
      The Tower master clicked her tongue. “It would be rude if I didn’t introduce myself as well. Alright. Like you said, I’m the master of the Tower, and I hold the title of Master of All Life. My first name is Amethyst, and my second name is Kaleido
      
        [1]
      
      . I have many other names, but I don’t think there is a need to tell you all about them.”
    

    
      “Still, I would appreciate it if you did.”
    

    
      “You’re really shameless.”
    

    
      “I came here just to meet you and get to know you. Isn’t that commendable?” 
    

    
      The Tower master scoffed. “You’re a really smooth talker, just like the rumors say. I’m well aware you won over Hamustra with your sugarcoated words. However, if you’re planning to persuade me in the same way, give up. That’s my specialty too.”
    

    
      “Your specialty is seducing people?”
    

    
      “Yes. You should consider yourself lucky since I don’t have a hobby of messing with married men, Death King. Well, it would have been different if you were a woman.”
    

    
      The Tower master let go of my chin.
    

    
      
        [The Master of All Life has withdrawn her Draconic Pressure.]
      
    

    
      Up until now, I could only feel my face, mouth, and heart in this darkness. Finally, I could feel the outline of my body and my limbs. My head also became much clearer.
    

    
      
        It’s okay. My heart is still pounding, but not uncontrollably so.
      
    

    
      “Tower Master, you know why I wanted you here. I want to use my Skill to get a glimpse into your past.”
    

    
      She was quiet. 
    

    
      “You may be omnipotent within the Tower, but you’re also the administrator who tries her best to be fair and strict. I used my Skill fairly, so you have no choice but to grant my request.”
    

    
      The Tower master narrowed her eyebrows. “Damn it.” 
    

    
      Looking back now, she was really different from Ja Su-Jeong
      
        [2]
      
       in 
      
        The Story of the City of Ascension: Side Story
      
      . Ja Su-Jeong made no facial expressions whatsoever, but despite having the same beautiful face, the Tower master frowned, clicked her tongue, and sighed. She seemed like an actual, living person.
    

    
      “Death King.”
    

    
      “Yes.” 
    

    
      “I sincerely do not recommend experiencing my past, especially my traumas. It’s dangerous. It would actually be safer to dive toward a volcano with lit dynamites strapped around your waist.” The Tower master shook her head. “If you don’t want to crumble, please give up.”
    

    
      “I want to know about you.”
    

    
      “Death King, do you know who the saddest being in the myth of Icarus is? The minotaur was trapped in an eternal labyrinth as soon as he was born. Icarus wanted to fly just a little more because he could. All Daedalus did was give his son wings. Want to know the correct answer to my question? The saddest was the sun that had no choice but to burn Icarus, who approached it, and throw him into the sea. Please don’t sadden me.”
    

    
      The Tower master snapped her fingers. Purple letters engraved the darkness. 
    

    
      “Your authorization level is B.”
    

    
      
        Hell.
      
    

    
      
        Preta Realm.
      
    

    
      
        Tiryagyoni Realm.
      
    

    
      
        Asura Realm.
      
    

    
      
        Human Realm.
      
    

    
      
        Heavenly Realm.
      
    

    
      The Tower master looked straight at me. “The depth of life you will experience is Tiryagyoni Realm. As you already know from the Constellation Murderer’s trauma, you have to live out the trauma, starting from the Tiryagyoni Realm, not watch it. If your level had been C or lower, I would have given the matter a second thought, but… If you want to at least leave some body parts behind for a proper funeral, give up.” 
    

    
      Surprisingly, the Tower master spoke very eloquently.
    

    
      “You know my Skill in detail. I didn’t know what the next stage of the Tiryagyoni Realm was.”
    

    
      The Tower master interjected, “Of course, I have the same ability.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      That was the last answer I expected from her.
    

    
      She sighed and ran a hand through her blond hair. “Every Skill has a source. It’s much easier to develop something than create something that doesn’t exist. Your penalty of seeing traumas belongs to a dragon emperor… Anyway, it’s an ability that belongs to someone who can be considered my ancestor. I call it All Life.”
    

    
      
        Uh…
      
    

    
      “By any chance, is your title Master of All Life also…” 
    

    
      “That’s right. That’s where I got it from.”
    

    
      Oh my god. The Tower master and I shared an ability? I blinked. “Wow, what an unexpected honor. How did this coincidence—”
    

    
      “What are you saying? Because of this damn ability, my life is fucked.”
    

    
      I stood corrected. The Tower master had a very foul mouth.
    

    
      “It’s not even a coincidence. It’s the penalty of 
      
        Returner’s Clockwork.
      
       You already know who created the Skill, right?”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah,
      
       yes. The Mirage-Walking Princess.”
    

    
      “She’s my daughter.”
    

    
      My mouth dropped open. “What?”
    

    
      “You heard me.” The Tower master sighed and held out her left hand. “Here.”
    

    
      “W-What am I supposed to do?”
    

    
      “Smell it.” 
    

    
      What a strange request.
    

    
      “
      
        Uh, um.
      
       Tower Master, I… I’m already taken…”
    

    
      “Are you crazy or do you have a death wish? I told you earlier that I have no interest in men. Trust me and smell the back of my hand before I flip your nostrils inside out and glue your nostril hair on your head and your bangs in your nostrils.”
    

    
      I had never heard someone as aggressive as her. Having no other choice, I smelled her hand. 
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh.
      
      ”
    

    
      A dizzying scent struck my brain. The world around me spun a bit. I reflexively raised my head and took a few steps back. 
    

    
      “Peach?”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s my scent.”
    

    
      “What the…”
    

    
      “That’s also what I think.” The Tower master scowled as if she had just bitten into a rotten apple. “Do you remember the pillow my daughter always carries around?”
    

    
      I did. Just like the Tower master said, the Mirage-Walking Princess always carried around a pillow that had…
    

    
      “...Peach patterns.”
    

    
      “That girl loves me too much. She has grown up enough, but she still won’t sleep without being able to smell me. The most evil part about this is that she straight up refuses to sleep without smelling peaches.”
    

    
      I felt stupefied. “I expected to hear some secrets from you, but...”
    

    
      “You never imagined you would find out a secret like this one, yes? Yes, I know. I understand. There are no secrets in the world. If you forcibly discover something, what awaits you next is an infinite amount of responsibilities. Damn it.”
    

    
      The Tower master seemed to have a habit of cursing out loud.
    

    
      “I’m the same. Stop trying to dig up my secrets. It would be fortunate if you are still in one piece after your discoveries. Besides, the only thing you’ll discover in my closet is rotten screams.”
    

    
      “What are you going to do if I still want to see that?”
    

    
      The Tower master looked at me, her face impassive. For a brief moment, she looked just like Ja Su-Jeong. “I can compensate you. Tell me what Skill or Authority you want. I’ll be generous and consider your preferences. In return, please rip off 
      
        Returner’s Clockwork 
      
      so this trauma penalty won’t take place.”
    

    
      I didn’t reply immediately.
    

    
      “If you’re worried about losing your ability to regress, there’s no need. I’ll just remove the trauma penalty, and give you the same…  No, I’ll give you a better Skill.”
    

    
      I nodded. “I see. You can’t force me to do what you want, can you?”
    

    
      The Tower master sighed. “Pretty much.” 
    

    
      “All you can do right now is persuade me, and that is what you’re here to do. You have the power to stop my penalty, maybe even change the world to prevent this. But the penalty originates from my rightful Skill activation. If you stop it, you’re abusing your power, so you don’t want to do that.”
    

    
      It was all because she was a god bound to her own rules.
    

    
      “Regardless of how much you want to stop me, you have no choice but to proceed if I don’t change my mind. Am I right?”
    

    
      “Death King.”
    

    
      “I’m not going to tear up 
      
        Returner’s Clockwork.
      
      ”
    

    
      “Please listen to me. You 
      
        will 
      
      be torn apart.”
    

    
      “If I back down now, I won’t know anything about you even until I get to the one hundredth floor. I don’t want that. I want to live alongside you, even if it’s just for one day.”
    

    
      The Tower master’s expression drooped; she was lamenting. “Yes, I’ve been bracing myself for this day. A swordsman should know that the sword will also tear them apart one day. I should have known there is no way someone who thinks the same way as me wouldn't show up one day.” 
    

    
      The Tower master extended her hands and grabbed my head before pressing her forehead against mine. I could see my eyes reflected in her purple ones. “Please stay strong. I’m always by everyone’s side.”
    

    
      
        [The Master of All Life blesses you.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Hunter Class is B.]
      
    

    
      
        [Warning.]
      
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer's trauma.]
      
    

    
      
        [The penalty's intensity level is high.]
      
    

    
      
        [The penalty's theme is Tiryagyoni Realm.] 
      
    

    
      Time resumed its flow. I focused on my eyes’ reflection in the Tower master’s purple gaze. That was all I could see, over and over again, as if I was gazing into a labyrinth of mirrors.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Rumors were persistent that year. A stone that no one touched rolled down on the street of the Barony of Divine Moonstone. The people murmured, saying this was an ominous omen for a stone to be wandering at will in the land of moonstones. Rivers boiled every night for no reason. Frogs jumped out from every waterway, shoved their heads into the ground and died. 
    

    
      Lightning struck the capital twenty-six times in just one day. A fortune teller at the north gate said “This is a bad omen because twenty-six is thirteen multiplied by two.”’ 
    

    
      Rashly predicting the fortune of the country was considered a grave offense. The royal guards dragged the fortune teller out and executed him. 
    

    
      The rainy season had not yet arrived, but on that day, the river overflowed and flooded all the roads leading to the capital.
    

    
      “The kingdom is an idiotic patient who cannot be cured,” the nobles lamented.
    

    
      Years of poor harvests and plagues followed. Time rotted the spine of the kingdom, leaving pus in each of its ridges. Corpses of the kingdom's citizens flowed across the overflowing rivers.
    

    
      In December of that doomed year, a girl was born in the perishing kingdom. The Baronial Family of Crystal named her Lady Amethyst for her unique eyes. The baron’s daughter was beautiful, as if she had bloomed after absorbing all the final nutrients from the decaying kingdom. 
    

    
      “She has purple eyes.”
    

    
      A nobleman praised those eyes, saying “Once you see them, they are hard to forget.” On the other hand, there were others who criticized her eyes, saying “There is little to be special about her other than being born with special eyes.” 
    

    
      Her delicately combed hair slightly swayed every time she turned her head.
    

    
      “Her platinum hair is truly divine. It catches your eye at first glance, but if you want to stare, you have to do it from afar. Otherwise, she won’t like it.” 
    

    
      There were also followers who praised her excessively. 
    

    
      “When you get close to her, your instincts take over before your mind can make a proper judgment. You end up reaching out without thinking. Time seems to stop at that moment. That is when she looks back at me with her crystal-clear eyes and I realize I grabbed her wrist.”
    

    
      Lady Amethyst was expressionless. Her long eyebrows were straight. It was as if she was born without any emotions. She never even frowned.
    

    
      “She doesn’t ever speak. It’s like there is something innately wrong with her.”
    

    
      “She’s an attention seeker.”
    

    
      “She’s never nervous.”
    

    
      “She was born to be a celebrity.”
    

    
      The year Lady Amethyst turned seventeen was when these rumors intensified. A stone no one touched rolled by itself, rivers boiled for no reason, and lightning struck the capital twenty-six times. There was a drought in the spring and the people revolted in the fall. 
    

    
      This was also the year when she inherited the title of family head in place of her deceased father. That was how one of the rumors came to be about the young lady herself.
    

    
      “Though the people in high society are trying to keep this under wraps, Lady Amethyst killing her father is an open secret.”
    

    
      When faced with the nobles discussing such rumors, Lady Amethyst smiled just as brightly as a blooming flower. The curve of her mouth contrasted dramatically with her usual poker face. The socialites glancing in her direction couldn’t help marveling at her. 
    

    
      From her angelically beautiful lips, a melodious voice flowed out. “Damn, you people are ridiculous.”
    

    
      Lady—no, Baroness Amethyst was the greatest wacko in the kingdom’s two thousand year history.
    

    

    
      1. The author may have been forced to choose Kaleidoscope (만화경) because, without the scope (경) part in Korean, this would have read as manhwa (만화) in Korean. People would not have understood what the author was going for. ☜

    

    
      2. Jasujeong means Amethyst in Korean. The difference between Ja Su-Jeong and Amethyst is the hanjas. To Gong-Ja, the Tower master and Ja Su-Jeong feel like two people with the same name. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 211: What The Goddess Has (1)

    
      Because of a certain incident that occurred when the conflict between demi-humans and humans in the kingdom was at its peak, Amethyst became widely known as a wacko. An individual known as the Noir Witch was the leader of a terrorist organization that slaughtered humans. Another group known as the Stone Assembly massacred demi-humans. 
    

    
      Retaliation after retaliation. Resentment followed after anger. People killed and were killed. There was no time for the hatred between species to cool down.
    

    
      “The distinction between humans and demi-humans should be stricter!” the kingdom’s conservative nobles demanded.
    

    
      “My respected fellow nobles of the assembly! The chaos plaguing this kingdom is caused by the indiscriminate mix of humans and demi-humans, morality and immorality, and civilization and incivility. 
    

    
      “According to the marriage act, marriage between a human and a demi-human is permitted. Not only that, even same-sex and incestuous marriages are legal! These are all products of barbarism from hundreds of years ago. Things that should not mix are doing exactly that, so how can we hope for peace in the world? In indignation, the faction proposes the Seventh Integrated Marriage Act.”
    

    
      Baroness Amethyst looked at the Noble Assembly and smiled. “Interesting.”
    

    
      That month, a family war broke out in the Barony District of Amethyst. Once war between families was officially declared, third parties couldn’t intervene hastily. The family that fought against the baronial family belonged to Baroness Citrine. The two families had originally been one family but they split apart six generations ago.
    

    
      Citrine’s declaration of a family war was sudden, but she was confident about her victory. The kingdom was falling apart, and the fall of Amethyst’s family was happening faster than she expected. When Lady Amethyst killed her father and became Baroness Amethyst, all the vassals and people who had been loyal to her father left.
    

    
      Citrine nocked her arrow. “I didn’t want to do this.” 
    

    
      When they were young, Citrine and Amethyst had been as close as sisters. The two had even been kidnapped by terrorists together. Citrine looked sad as she recalled the now-distant past.
    

    
      She bit her lower lip. “I’m sorry, Amethy.”
    

    
      Amethyst smiled brightly. “There’s no need to be sorry, Citrine. I wanted this.”
    

    
      Citrine’s army suffered a crushing defeat. All of the reports she had received were fabricated. Amethyst’s family was indeed falling, but she herself was a genius. All the old vassals had left, but new vassals had been appointed in their places. 
    

    
      Citrine didn’t know that an archwizard, who had spent the past sixty years in seclusion to study, suddenly became Amethyst’s confidant. The price an incompetent noble had to pay was high.
    

    
      Citrine looked solemn. “I don’t care if I die, but please spare my vassals. Their only crime is that they obeyed me."
    

    
      “Interesting. Too bad I intend to do exactly the opposite.” 
    

    
      Amethyst slit the throats of the captured enemy vassals one by one. By the time her third vassal’s head hit the ground, Citrine fell to her knees, her solemn determination having vanished long ago. She finally realized later that she had prepared for war, not defeat.
    

    
      “Sorry. No, my apologies, Baroness Amethyst. Please forgive my vassals... Their actions were justified because they were following my orders. When I was caught, they surrendered. Please… Please.”
    

    
      “There is one way to do this,” Amethyst whispered into the ear of her distant relative. “I’ll formally request a noble trial. Just do as I say there.”
    

    
      The nobles of the capital gathered at the trial hall to watch the ruling on the family war. The one at fault was obvious. Citrine’s family had declared war first, she had fired the first arrow, and her family was defeated. 
    

    
      The conservative noble faction raised suspicion that the reports were fabricated, but there was no evidence. The only witness was Citrine’s vassal but, unfortunately, he was unable to attend the trial because he was one of the three vassals whose throat Amethyst had slit not too long ago.
    

    
      “Ah do reckon Baroness Amethyst done won ‘erself a fair victory.,” the judge said with an accent. “From this moment on, all of Baroness Citrine’s lands, ‘er holdings, an’ the lives she once ruled over—will belong to Baroness Amethyst.”
    

    
      “That means that I get to make all the decisions regarding these people, including Baroness Citrine’s life, yes?”
    

    
      “Aye, that do be right.”
    

    
      “Did you hear that, Citrine?”
    

    
      Citrine lowered her hand. Her hands were tied up. “Yes.”
    

    
      “I’ll generously spare your remaining vassals. Instead, vow that you’ll leave your life, fate, and everything else in my hands.”
    

    
      “You already have everything I have. I’ll comply with whatever demand you make without arguing.”
    

    
      The nobles sitting in the audience clicked their tongues and scrunched their faces. The conservative faction had been the one to instigate Citrine to declare war. 
    

    
      Amethyst turned toward these nobles and offered a beaming smile. “Then marry me, Citrine.”
    

    
      Citrine looked up.
    

    
      “If you do, I will forgive you.”
    

    
      The conservative nobles’ jaws dropped to the floor.
    

    
      Amethyst turned to the judge. “Your Honor? I would like to register my marriage. Please let me do so.” 
    

    
      The judge of the capital court pressed a palm to his forehead. “Hold on now.” 
    

    
      His mind spun quickly. All laws were promulgated by a royal decree or enacted by the Noble Assembly’s vote. The marriage act was part of the assembly act. And all the laws of the act were recorded in hundreds of minutes called the Assembly General Minute. Actually, they resembled bricks more than actual books. 
    

    
      Anyhow, the presiding judge remembered all the meeting minutes that had been accumulated for almost two thousand years.
    

    
      “The Fifth Marriage Act says kin can marry just fine, so there’s no need to be lookin’ through the Sixth. Same-sex marriage wasn’t allowed in the Third Act, but the Fifth Act says otherwise. A noble weddin’ needs noble folk to witness it...”
    

    
      The judge looked around and nodded. The nobles in the auditorium were still in shock.
    

    
      “An’ that part’s been handled. The notarization… Aye, I can take care of that meself. Now then, does anyone here got a word ‘gainst this union?”
    

    
      No one could say anything.
    

    
      “The family battle’s done, no question. Baroness Amethyst stands the rightful victor. She’s got the claim, an’ all that’s been won is accounted for. As for Baroness Citrine… her fate now rests with Baroness Amethyst. The baroness has full right over ‘er an’ means to take ‘er as ‘er wife.”
    

    
      Only then did the nobles get over their shock, but it was already too late.
    

    
      “So be it. I hereby register this marriage.”
    

    
      It was a same-sex incestuous marriage. The political implications of this incident were clear. The conservative faction realized that an eighteen-year-old noble, a new baroness, had flipped them the bird just now. 
    

    
      It didn’t take too long for the world to realize that Amethyst was a wacko.
    

    
      
        
          The Shackle of Madness
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: A—
      
    

    
      
        Effect: A dragon’s curse. 
      
    

    
      
        A person who possesses this Skill can never go mad. Mental attacks and magic may work on them, but the assailants can’t make them go crazy. The person is always aware of where, when, and who they are.
      
    

    
      
        This was a curse a dragon invented to protect the mind of a human they fell in love with. According to legend, the dragon’s lover went mad because they couldn’t go crazy.
      
    

    
      
        ※Once this Skill is acquired, it can never be turned off. 
      
    

    
      The families of Amethyst and Citrine merged. Citrine lost her title and became Lady Citrine. The merge made Amethyst rise to a viscountess rank. After six generations, the divided family became one again.
    

    
      “That crazy bitch!”
    

    
      There was no way the conservative nobles would just sit back and watch this. Dozens of lofty nobles gritted their teeth.
    

    
      “She’s such a lunatic.”
    

    
      Even the faction that was hostile to the conservative faction didn’t sit idly. 
    

    
      “But is there anything else she’s great at besides madness?”
    

    
      Dozens of shallow nobles acknowledged Amethyst as a fresh breeze in high society.
    

    
      One of the six duchesses in the kingdom, the Unconditioned Duchess, also known as the Ludic Duchess for taking care of all the artists in the kingdom, began to show interest in Amethyst. It was already evident from her tendency to look after artists that the duchess wasn’t in her right mind either.
    

    
      “I’m good at everything,” Amethyst said.
    

    
      “133,643 people have said that to me before.”
    

    
      The Unconditioned Duchess was an Ascendant. In this world, a human who overcame a Trial received a dragon’s blessing. Of course, the blessing wasn’t omnipotent, so it couldn’t stop a lunatic from swinging a sword at an Ascendant while she was walking down the street.
    

    
      The duchess was careful whenever she went out for a walk. Because she was so cautious, she hadn’t been stabbed to death in the past thousands of years. If nobles wanted to maintain their heads on their shoulders, they had to be that careful at least.
    

    
      Amethyst bowed. “Your Grace, isn’t life unbearably boring?”
    

    
      “Oh, that’s a pretty good start. 517,570 people have said that to me.”
    

    
      “You take care of artists. An artist could be so skilled that their work looks more divine than a halo or as realistic as an actual flooding river. Still, they can’t save you.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “After all, art will matter more to them than you ever will.”
    

    
      The duchess felt it was worth paying more attention to the young woman in front of her. She asked, “What do you mean?”
    

    
      Amethyst could feel the prey in front of her approaching the trap. “Artists who are less talented than you worship you. But no matter how much they serve you, their art is so unimportant that they cannot save you. Artists who are more talented than you don’t really care about you. No matter how great their works are, their eyes are not on you, so they can’t save you.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      “You’re destined to never have anything you wish for. You’ll just fall in love over and over again without having your feelings reciprocated. Your Grace, there is only one way to save yourself.”
    

    
      The duchess scoffed. “Taking care of you?” 
    

    
      “Yes. I’ll create artworks for you, Your Grace. My wedding was truly interesting, so it would have been like sweet rain after a long drought in your life. Your Grace, the duchess of entertainment, don’t you want to have a person whose life is pure art?”
    

    
      “20,351 people have said that to me.”
    

    
      Amethyst turned her back to the duchess. “I’m more talented than you.” 
    

    
      Musical instruments were placed in the duchess’ quarter, a graveyard of music. Whenever a particularly favored musician of hers died, the duchess took their instruments and kept them until she found an artist she favored more.
    

    
      Amethyst walked over and played the piano that had been in this grave for over seventeen hundred years.
    

    
      
        
          The Three Evils of the Royal Road
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: A—
      
    

    
      
        Effect: You love music and have a natural talent for song composition and performance. 
      
    

    
      
        Notes that are far apart sound connected. You can intuitively perceive the first and last measures of the score at the same time. 
      
    

    
      
        In the indiscriminate noises scattered in nature, you take notice of the rhythm of a stream, maple leaves crunching under one’s feet, and children cooing.
      
    

    
      
        You are a tyrant. Because you exist, people will now think of your melody when they hear a stream, just as the sound of a frog is defined as a croak and the sound of a clock as a tick tock. 
      
    

    
      
        Your music will dominate human anger, despair, joy, and every other emotion.
      
    

    
      
        Bless the future queen.
      
    

    
      
        ※The Skill requires you to practice every day.
      
    

    
      When Amethyst finished playing the piano, the duchess nodded. “750 people.”
    

    
      “I’m beautiful and outstandingly talented. Everyone will recognize and praise my music, work, and life. Nevertheless, I shall dedicate my glory to you, Your Grace. Only then will you have the entire world in your hands.”
    

    
      The duchess yawned, resting her chin on the armrest. “102 people. Even if everything you say turns out to be true, that just means that you owe your skills to astronomical odds. Despite this, you developed such friendly feelings toward me, making me a very, very, very lucky person.”
    

    
      The duchess’ gaze was indifferent. These were the eyes of a person whose excitement had rotted away after a thousand years.
    

    
      “Me being the luckiest woman of the century means I love the coincidences and fate of this world. To love coincidences... Is that what you want me to do?”
    

    
      Amethyst shook her head. “Kind of, but not really. I can love you more than you love yourself.”
    

    
      Finally, the duchess looked into Amethyst’s eyes.
    

    
      “You don’t need to love anything else. My love will be enough. Finally, you’ll be able to hold someone else in your heart. Once that happens, you will finally be able to accomplish what you have been putting off for a thousand years.”
    

    
      “And what would that be?”
    

    
      “Suicide. I will let you kill yourself.”
    

    
      Rain could be heard from outside. The duchess was silent. Old musical instruments still littered her graveyard. After some time, she said, “I heard that you dragged your dad into the woods and beat him to death.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “I want to kill you.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “I also want to see you alive.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      The duchess took out a dice. “I’ll test your luck.”
    

    
      She rolled her dice every time she made an important decision. She was strong because she always agreed to the outcome determined by the dice, not allowing anyone else to interfere with her decisions. 
    

    
      Many years ago, after suppressing a count’s rebellion, the duchess had decided with her dice whether to wipe out the prisoners. The dice had given her an odd number, so twenty thousand prisoners were killed. People, including the duchess herself, thought she was a lunatic.
    

    
      “If I get an odd number, I’ll kill you. If not, I’ll spare you.”
    

    
      “If you roll a six, please treasure me. You can kill me when the dice gives you any other number.”
    

    
      “I’m the one who gets to decide that.”
    

    
      The duchess rolled the dice on the graveyard’s wooden floor.
    

    
      
        
          Dice’s Loved One.
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: SSS
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Heavenly Luck.
      
    

    
      She looked at the dice. Amethyst didn’t. Her eyes were fixed on the duchess, who could protect Amethyst from the conservative faction and everyone else who could threaten her. 
    

    
      “Have I become your chosen human, Your Grace?”
    

    
      After that day, Amethyst became known as the Unconditioned Duchess’ pet.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 212: What The Goddess Has (2)

    
      Amethyst raced across the rotten, crumbling kingdom.
    

    
      “Go as wild as you want.”
    

    
      She had won the favor of the Unconditioned Duchess, one of the six duchesses in the kingdom. Under the protection of someone in power, nothing held back Amethyst from pointing her sword at the world anymore. 
    

    
      Act 1: Witch Hunt.
    

    
      The first main villain was the Noir Witch, leading the rebel organization of demi-humans known as the Red Fingernails. She was a human witch who reigned supreme in the Magic Tower. Why did the elite witch, who wasn’t even a demi-human, suddenly become an extreme terrorist? People had no clue. 
    

    
      The Noir Witch sneered. “It’s not that they don’t know. They just don’t want to. If you live as long as me, you get to see many things. You people put a demi-human child in a rice bag and kicked him until he died. Hundreds of thousands of demi-humans are enslaved. I don’t expect you to reform now. It’s more unrealistic to pray for a miracle among humans than from the gods. We just… want you to suffer.”
    

    
      The Red Fingernails’ rebellion shook the entire kingdom. Noble ladies of the capital were kidnapped and tortured. A great noble who had reigned absolute in the south for seven hundred years was attacked and killed on tour. In the southeast, members of the royal family’s special task force went missing. Thousands of slaves escaped from a county and joined the rebels.
    

    
      The Red Fingernails tortured and butchered humans regardless of social status. A bounty was placed on the Noir Witch’s head, but no one could catch her. Those in power were terrified.
    

    
      Amethyst smiled brightly. “Interesting. Let me make this a little more fun.”
    

    
      Amethyst used the Unconditioned Duchess to meet the Executioner Princess. She was the head of the royal special task force and an Ascendant known for her cruelty. Her hobby was to cut off and collect criminals’ right arms.
    

    
      Amethyst seduced the crown princess. “I’ll bring you victory, Your Highness. I know that the Red Fingernails have been giving you a headache.”
    

    
      “More like a toothache, not a headache.”
    

    
      “Your teeth are loose because your gums have decayed,” Amethyst whispered. “Demi-humans are unsettled these days because they can’t trust the kingdom to protect them. Some are blinded by revenge and commit massacres, but they make up a very small percentage of demi-humans. Once their lives, equality, and honor are guaranteed, the Red Fingernails will become weaker.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        
          Royal Teacher 
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: B+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: You’re innately resourceful and have the wits necessary to assist a ruler.
      
    

    
      
        You instinctively detect your enemy’s weaknesses. Furthermore, a list of what needs to be done to strike at the weakness of enemies will automatically cross your mind.
      
    

    
      
        You are born to do great deeds by your ruler’s side. Ranging from the world of politics to that of war, there is rarely a scheme that you cannot see through.
      
    

    
      
        ※Will only activate once there is sufficient information.
      
    

    
      The crown princess looked at the noble in front of her. “Viscountess, your suggestion is logical, but difficult to implement. These people have already turned their backs on the kingdom. If we embrace them as citizens again, humans, especially nobles, won’t sit by and just let it happen. We can’t risk the backlash from humans just to prevent the rebellion of the demi-humans. That’s like putting the cart in front of the horse.”
    

    
      Amethyst wasn’t in any hurry. “How would I dare to advise you to embrace the lowly?” 
    

    
      The crown princess had lost dozens of siblings when she was young. Her notorious cruelty was caused by her childhood. Amethyst knew how to melt away the crown princess’s misfortune that stemmed from her childhood. She decided to become like a real sister to the crown princess.
    

    
      “I’m also a noble. I can take someone in as a vassal, a private soldier, or a citizen. There is no need for you to personally embrace the rebels.”
    

    
      With her warm eyes, merciful smile, and gentle touch, Amethyst slowly melted the ice around the crown princess. 
    

    
      “Your Highness.”
    

    
      When the crown princess lamented about life, Amethyst calmly listened. At times, the crown princess got irritated, so Amethyst stroked the back of the crown princess’ hand. With every chance she had, Amethyst whispered how great the crown princess was and how much more the kingdom would have fallen without her. 
    

    
      Eventually, Amethyst moved on from the princess’ hand to her shoulders. Then her hair. By the time she started to stroke the other woman’s cheek, the crown princess was calling her Amethyst instead of Viscountess.
    

    
      “Amethyst, tell me your plan.”
    

    
      “It’s simple. Red Fingernails is a network of multiple groups. I’ll lead my elites and destroy the enemy’s lairs one by one. During every raid, I’ll accept those who surrender as my vassals or citizens. On your behalf, I’ll embrace those the kingdom has abandoned.”
    

    
      “So you’re going to step up and attract attention and complaints instead of me,” the crown princess concluded. 
    

    
      “Yes,” Amethyst replied with a nod. 
    

    
      “What should I do for you?”
    

    
      “Please love me.”
    

    
      The poison wasn’t only sweet…
    

    
      “Only in private.”
    

    
      … It was also fatal. 
    

    
      Under the favor of the Unconditioned Duchess and the Executioner Princess, Amethyst captured the demi-human rebels, guaranteeing absolute safety to the terrorists who surrendered. The former terrorists became Viscountess Amethyst’s private soldiers, citizens, and slaves.
    

    
      Of course, the conservative nobles could not tolerate such behavior.
    

    
      “It’s that lunatic again!”
    

    
      “That slave caused a commotion in my land. Give him back!”
    

    
      “Years ago, when my younger brother was on a business trip abroad, a slave broke away from captivity and ran away. My younger brother lost both eyes and was killed during the slave’s escape. I heard that slave is now your vassal, Viscountess Amethyst. I’ll compensate you generously, so please hand him over.”
    

    
      “How can you take in our nation’s enemies? If you have any loyalty to the kingdom, you should execute the rebels you captured!”
    

    
      Lords, merchants, and priests of the kingdom showed up at Amethyst’s door like swarms of bees. She smiled. 
    

    
      “Should I give a damn? No matter what their past is, these people are now my vassals and slaves. According to the law, I own them. If you still want to take them, please challenge me to a duel or declare a family war.”
    

    
      She was strong. She won three duels and one family war, not giving up a single demi-human under her care.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        
          Protector of Demi-Humans
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: B
      
    

    
      
        Effect: It’s easier to gain trust from non-humans.
      
    

    
      
        Those who suffer from species discrimination are longing for your arrival. Break the old chains of slavery and liberate the people of your kingdom. Demi-humans will stay loyal unless you betray them first.
      
    

    
      
        ※Humans despise you.
      
    

    
      The demi-humans had been suspicious of Amethyst at first, but they gradually changed their mind. She built a village in a huge forest near the capital, giving the former Red Fingernails terrorists jobs and a place to live. Every time one of the Red Fingernails lairs was destroyed, the village became more prosperous.
    

    
      The Noir Witch made a move.
    

    
      “Yes, I thought it was about time,” Amethyst said.
    

    
      She had used the Executioner Princess as bait to attract the Red Fingernails’ main force. The terrorists were surrounded and had nowhere to run. Even if they managed to run away, that didn’t guarantee the future of the organization.
    

    
      The Noir Witch gritted her teeth. “You cheeky kid… You’re good.”
    

    
      “You were quite good yourself, you incompetent geezer.”
    

    
      “Do you think the Red Fingernails will be gone if you kill me? We are the blood that flows out the people’s wounds. As long as your kingdom exists, we will never be destroyed.”
    

    
      Amethyst swung her sword. “I’m going to try my best to do something about it. I plan to create a new noble faction. Although it may take decades, I’ll abolish slavery and liberate miner and farmer slaves. I already have the support of the Unconditioned Duchess and the demi-human factions. It’s simple.”
    

    
      The Noir Witch shed black blood. “You really had to show your naivety like that, didn’t you? You don’t know anything.”
    

    
      “Oh, I wonder what kind of accusation this is? If even I know nothing, then 99.9 percent of the people in this world are monkeys.”
    

    
      “We aren’t looking for anything in return, especially not compensation. No matter how much you promise peace, those who are already dead will not return.” 
    

    
      The witch’s eyes turned bloody red. 
    

    
      “Children have died with their backs torn by your whipping. You tortured the slaves for fun until you broke some of their ribs and punctured their lungs. They drowned in their own blood. You don’t remember, but we do. The Lunatic of the Capital! Unless you can bring back the dead children, then everything you say is just bullshit!”
    

    
      Amethyst paused, her purple gaze dropping to the ground. The Noir Witch was bleeding, her heart pierced by Amethyst’s sword. 
    

    
      “You don’t want compensation?” Amethyst murmured. She had not expected that. “I can abolish slavery. It may take some time, but I can also solve the discrimination between humans and demi-humans. I’m that capable, and that is the future you want. Are you saying it doesn’t matter?”
    

    
      “The future didn’t matter from the beginning.”
    

    
      The Noir Witch drew up the last of her mana to counterattack. As soon as Amethyst sensed a hint of mana, she twisted her sword, driving her sword deeper into the witch’s heart. 
    

    
      The witch coughed blood. “Die. All of you, die.”
    

    
      When she felt the truth in the witch’s curse, Amethyst realized something had slipped through her fingers. “I see. I’m completely incompetent when it comes to the people who have already been killed.”
    

    
      For the first time since she killed her father, she felt powerless. 
    

    
      “For those who are still alive, I can do anything. The Unconditioned Duchess loves me, and the Executioner Princess treasures me. But… yes. I can’t solve the misfortune of the ones who have already died. I didn’t even think about it. I’m still incompetent.”
    

    
      The Noir Witch looked up at Amethyst.
    

    
      “What should I do, leader of the Red Fingernails?” Amethyst inquired. 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “How can I take responsibility for those who have already died? How can I comfort someone who lives for those who have already died?”
    

    
      Amethyst’s eyes couldn't be clearer. The witch, whose heart was on the verge of stopping, suddenly felt a shiver.
    

    
      “You don’t know?” Amethyst insisted.
    

    
      The Noir Witch didn’t respond.
    

    
      Amethyst nodded. “You don’t know. I guess that’s why you went around killing random people.”
    

    
      “You…”
    

    
      “Killing is the ultimate incompetence. People kill others because they cannot persuade or dominate them as they wish. Just like I killed my father, who imprisoned me.” 
    

    
      Amethyst looked into the witch’s eyes with no emotion on her face. 
    

    
      “In the end, I couldn’t change my father even though I tried my hardest for twelve years.”
    

    
      The woman who sought love from the duchess and gave love to the princess vanished, not leaving even the slightest trace behind. Now, there was only an animal that had always suffered.
    

    
      Amethyst tilted her head. “This is no fun. Lady Noir Witch, if you don’t know how to care for people who are already dead, is there anyone else out there who does? Are you acquainted with anyone like that?”
    

    
      “There is… no way… that kind of person… exists…”
    

    
      “Surely there would be no one like that among humans. Maybe someone among the dragons would know. Thank you, Lady Noir Witch. Thanks to you, I realized my incompetence today.”
    

    
      On her last breath, the leader of the Red Fingernails realized that something about the noble politely bowing before her was broken beyond repair.
    

    
      “Unfortunately, I won’t be able to resolve this matter of incompetence anytime soon. Most dragon emperors live outside the kingdom. If I abandon all my work to chase the dragons’ tails, this kingdom will fall in no time… Hmm. Okay.  I’ll have to learn dragontongue first. Please wait for me. As soon as I find out how I can take care of the dead, you’ll be the first I repay,” Amethyst said with a bright smile.
    

    
      “M-Monster…”
    

    
      Amethyst slit the witch’s throat. “Farewell. When you open your eyes again, a beautiful spring will be awaiting you.”
    

    
      Overnight, she was crowned a hero. All of the Red Fingernails executives, except one, surrendered to her. Those who were tired of terrorism retreated to the village in the forest and secluded themselves. Those who were still bloodthirsty became part of Amethyst’s private army. 
    

    
      The kingdom was falling apart. Even if there was no conflict between humans and demi-humans, there were many bloody battlefields.
    

    
      Amethyst collected the kingdom’s poisons one by one. The Unconditioned Duchess’ Pet. The Executioner Princess’ Teacher. The One Who Hunted the Noir Witch. The Heir of the Red Fingernails. The titles were too grand to undermine her accomplishments as the sheer luck of a youth. However, compared to the names she would earn in the future, the titles were rather called shabby.
    

    
      One year after the witch hunt, Amethyst bowed in front of the Dragon Emperor. “Hello, Dragon Emperor. Pleasure to make your acquaintance. I’m Viscountess Amethyst, the head of my family.”
    

    
      Many warriors were standing behind her. These were the poisons Amethyst had collected over the past year: 
    

    
      The Ultimate Sword Duchess, the best swordswoman in the kingdom. 
    

    
      The Ironfang Viscountess, the warlord of the capital. 
    

    
      The Veilborn Baroness, the Enforcer. 
    

    
      Blazeflora, the last leader of the Red Fingernails. 
    

    
      The Valora Princess, the Innerbound’s Phoenix. 
    

    
      The Heartseer Viscountess, Viscountess Amethyst’s Flower.
    

    
      They and many others dreamed of the kingdom’s destruction by trying to hasten its destruction, welcomed it, or disregarded the kingdom itself. They now formed a team capable of overthrowing the kingdom and lined up behind Amethyst. Their weapons were smeared with the blood of the soldiers who had jumped in to protect the dragon.
    

    
      Amethyst flashed a bright smile. “It may be rude to say this since this is our first time seeing each other, but do you know how to comfort those who have already died?”
    

    
      On that day, she captured a dragon that had lived for over thousands of years.
    

    
      Act 2: Dragon Emperor Hunt. 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 213: What The Goddess Has (3)

    
      The Gold Dragon lived in a huge tower known as the Heavenly Killer Spear that was rumored to pierce the sky. The tower had another name, the Golden Sky Pavilion Tower, because it was made of gold. Its oldest name was Netherworld River Pavilion Tower, which essentially meant peeking at the otherworld from the land of living. 
    

    
      Seven thousand years had passed since the Gold Dragon built the tower. No matter where one turned their head in the southeastern part of the kingdom, they could see it. It had been there long before the kingdom was founded. 
    

    
      Even after seven millennia, the gold enveloping the tower’s walls was still brilliant and holy, like an umbilical cord connecting the earth and heavens. People worshiped the tower as one of the mysteries of the world.
    

    
      The sky pavilion never changed. Humans, however, did. Even though they were slaves to the dragons, they established their own nation.
    

    
      “All nobles, listen. I issue a royal decree for a punitive expedition. I’m going to organize an army for this expedition. The lords are required to send out their soldiers.”
    

    
      The dragons laughed. Humans were foolish and weak. Due to their short life, it was unlikely for their nation to last a long time. The dragons were right, but the humans weren’t stupid enough to forget which species had been enslaving them. 
    

    
      The kingdom made it a national mission to eliminate all dragons from the world.
    

    
      “The amount of soldiers you need to dispatch depends on your title. A marquis is required to send one thousand soldiers. A viscount, two hundred. A baron, fifty. An honorary viscount…”
    

    
      Hundreds of thousands of soldiers gathered, forming one grand army. Nevertheless, the punitive expedition failed purely due to the Gold Dragon’s Authority. Every dragon was born with an ability of their own, and the Gold Dragon’s Authority was all about instincts—it liberated human greed.
    

    
      Once a brave warrior stepped into the Gold Dragon’s land, bloodlust consumed them. Innocent soldiers became overwhelmed with lust. The adventurers who had called each other sworn brothers started fighting over the loot. 
    

    
      The kingdom’s first, second, and third punitive expeditions were grand failures. That was how things had been so far, so the Gold Dragon thought this expedition would be no different. 
    

    
      The Gold Dragon looked at the woman in front of her. The woman resembled a flower bud just before full bloom. The dragon could faintly smell a poisonous scent from the cracks seeping from the woman’s petals.
    

    
      “How do you stay sane?” the dragon asked. 
    

    
      Speaking proficient dragontongue, the flower bud imitating a human said, “It’s simple. I already live by my instincts. I get something because I want it. I kill because I’m alive. If someone who follows their instincts is called a madman, then I’ve been crazy for a long time. Dragon Emperor of Gold, you may be able to bring a crazy person back to their senses, but you cannot make someone who is already mad even madder.”
    

    
      “That makes sense.” 
    

    
      The Gold Dragon looked over the girl’s shoulder at the dozens of humans rallied behind her. None of them spoke. 
    

    
      The Gold Dragon continued, “But that’s just you. How do they also maintain their sanity?”
    

    
      Amethyst smiled. “Well, you’re right. It’s strange. Why do you think that’s the case? Take a guess, Dragon Emperor.”
    

    
      The Gold Dragon looked at the human leader again. There was nothing wrong with her power. The humans were breathing heavily, their fists were clenched at their sides, as if they wanted to kill each other at any moment. Their faces were also red from the desire to knock someone down and violate them. Despite their silence, desires swirled within them. 
    

    
      The humans had one thing in common. A stronger emotion than bloodthirst and lust dominated them. The Gold Dragon was better than anyone else at reading emotions, so she easily recognized what it was—fear.
    

    
      “I see. They’re all afraid you will hate them.”
    

    
      The flower bud’s smile was in full bloom. “Yes, they love me so much.”
    

    
      The Gold Dragon was thrilled by the answer. Those people were seething in bloodthirst and lust. It was just that they wished not to be hated by Amethyst or disappoint her, so these feelings alone overcame their instincts. They didn’t fear death as much as they feared these outcomes. 
    

    
      The Gold Dragon had to ask again, “Love?”
    

    
      That was love?
    

    
      Amethyst nodded. “Yes, people often say they love themselves the most, as if it’s the most natural thing. What is the true meaning of love, then?”
    

    
      She hummed. Every sound that came out from her mouth sounded like a musical note.
    

    
      “There are very few people who truly love themselves so much that they can’t help themselves. It’s very rare. When people say they love themselves, what they mean is that they don’t want to die and lose everything. 
    

    
      Amethyst slowly extended her hand. “In that case, it would be safe to call the feeling of not wanting to lose me love. Ultimate Sword Duchess?”
    

    
      A duchess approached Amethyst’s side and kneeled down to kiss her hand. The duchess was an Ascendant who had been living for over two thousand years. She was also, without a doubt, the strongest swordswoman in the kingdom, yet she kneeled like it was a very natural thing to do.
    

    
      “Rather than lose me, they would rather give up their lives. That is who I am to these people. The Netherworld River Pavilion Tower is said to be impregnable, but it turns out the only way to break through its defense is love. Cliche, but fun. What about you? Are you having fun too?”
    

    
      The Gold Dragon could tell who was the strong and the weak in this situation. She trembled.
    

    
      “I want to live. Don’t kill me, please.”
    

    
      The dragon shrank back to her human form. At the top floor of the pavilion tower, there was a flower garden with a fountain in the middle. The dragon sat by the golden fountain, the shivers wracking her body sending ripples on the water surface.
    

    
      Amethyst stroked the Gold Dragon’s chin. “Of course I won’t. I can’t kill you. You’re too beautiful.”
    

    
      “Please.”
    

    
      “But you haven’t answered my question yet. Dragon Emperor of Gold, do you know how to care for those who have already died?”
    

    
      “I don’t know. I really don’t, but I think others might. Other dragon emperors. I’m acquainted with them. I’ll tell you their names and locations.”
    

    
      Amethyst’s touch was soft and understanding. “Yes, three punitive expeditions have taken place to take this place down. The most recent one was twenty years ago. The number of casualties at that time was approximately a hundred thousand. If I include those who couldn’t be tallied, the number was most likely around two hundred thousand. The royal family and nobles will make one hell of a fuss, demanding me to cut off your head.”
    

    
      The dragon trembled harder. 
    

    
      “Don’t worry. I’ll take care of it somehow.” 
    

    
      Water splashed. Amethyst let the Gold Dragon down in the water, her hair spreading in all directions and swaying alongside the ripples.
    

    
      “But I need something in return.”
    

    
      “What?” the dragon asked. 
    

    
      “Please love me.”
    

    
      Water droplets fell from the fountain.
    

    
      
        
          Gold Dragon’s Gaze
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: EX
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Instincts overwhelm anyone who enters the Skill Range. Their rationality becomes paralyzed and dull. The desires and greed that they have been suppressing are unleashed.
      
    

    
      
        This Skill reveals a person’s true nature. It can be used on living people as well as objects. If you wish, you will be able to recognize the nature of all things. You will view the world from an omniscient perspective.
      
    

    
      
        ※You are also included in the Skill Range.
      
    

    
      The Gold Dragon became Viscountess Amethyst’s pet.
    

    
      “You will find the Earthbone Dragon in the desert stretching beyond the mountains.”
    

    
      The Gold Dragon gave her all to her lover after falling in love for the first time in her life. She used her power and recited her knowledge for Amethyst, sacrificing her future for her lover’s sake. Though she knew very well what kind of destruction awaited a dragon who fell in love with a human, her knowledge mattered less than the blink of her lover’s eyelids.
    

    
      “Earthbone Dragon, you say?”
    

    
      “Yes, the Earthbone Dragon has the power of immortality. Everything she touches turns into sand and scatters. When she takes the scattered lives in her grasp, they gain eternal life. The method is a bit unorthodox, but...”
    

    
      Amethyst laughed. “Interesting.”
    

    
      The dragon was happy.
    

    
      
        
          Earthbone Dragon’s Skull 
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: SSS+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: You can store memories of the living in a Box. 
      
    

    
      
        This Box can only be destroyed by you, the person who possesses the Skill. As long as the Box is not destroyed, you can create a vessel carrying the same memories over and over again. 
      
    

    
      
        This new vessel can travel around the universe, form new memories, and update those in the Box. Of course, they need your permission to do so. Even if the vessel perishes, the Box will not take any damage. 
      
    

    
      
        Grant the privilege of immortality to those around you.
      
    

    
      
        ※The memories of the vessel being cannot be updated in the Box.
      
    

    
      The Earthbone Dragon soon became Amethyst’s pet.
    

    
      “Maybe we’re still a little short on ingredients.”
    

    
      The Gold and Earthbone Dragons rubbed their cheeks against Amethyst’s knees. She slowly played with the Gold Dragon’s blonde hair with one hand and the Earthbone Dragon’s black hair with the other. Every time her hands touched their foreheads, the dragons trembled with bliss.
    

    
      “I’ve gained the eyes that see everything and the mind that can store memories. But it’s still not enough to bring back those who have already died. Is there no good way to do this?”
    

    
      “You’ll find the Icewater Dragon at the end of the Great Lake,” the Gold Dragon said softly. “The place where she lives is bitterly cold. The wind howls with snow, and the waterway is covered in ice.”
    

    
      “Interesting. Tell me more, please.”
    

    
      “The Icewater Dragon freezes the person she likes in a special way... She turns them into a pillar of ice. Only the Icewater Dragon can destroy or melt the pillars. When she melts the ice pillar, the person trapped inside surprisingly comes back to life as if they had just closed their eyes for a moment.”
    

    
      “In other words…”
    

    
      The Gold Dragon placed her face on Amethyst’s lap and looked up at her significant half. “The Icewater Dragon has the power to stop time. If one can stop time, it means that they’re also able to accelerate it. They can basically control time. Don’t you think so?”
    

    
      Viscountess Amethyst smiled. “You’re cute.”
    

    
      The dragon became even happier.
    

    
      
        
          Icewater Dragon’s Breath
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: EX
      
    

    
      
        Effect: You can control how time affects others. 
      
    

    
      
        It’s possible to rewind or freeze time. You can send the person to any moment in the timeline you observe.
      
    

    
      
        ※You cannot send the person to a moment in time you haven’t directly observed.
      
    

    
      The Icewater Dragon became Amethyst’s pet.
    

    
      Everything was ready. Amethyst could finally heave a sigh of relief.
    

    
      “That’s good.”
    

    
      Her relieved sigh made the dragons happy.
    

    
      “It really is.”
    

    
      Amethyst herself was also happy. Probably.
    

    
      Act 3: Kingdom Hunt.
    

    
      At this point, no politician could stop Viscountess Amethyst. 
    

    
      There were six duchesses in the kingdom, each having a faction of her own. The artists’ faction followed the Ludic Duchess. The pathfinder faction pledged allegiance to the Ultimate Sword Duchess. The religious faction placed their faith in the Pantheon Duchess. The Innerbound Duchess led the Innerbound faction. The Foundation Duchess commanded the Foundation faction.
    

    
      All the six duchesses “loved” Amethyst. Even in the unprecedented situation of a viscountess owning dragons, the nobles were unable to openly raise oppositions. 
    

    
      If the royal family considered Amethyst to be dangerous, there was a chance of stopping her. After all, a royal family would be able to stop a noble if no one else could. The ruler of the kingdom was the Sun Queen. She had been on the throne for over ninety years. In the past sixty years, she hadn’t attended a single meeting in the Noble Assembly. 
    

    
      When a rebellion had broken out sixty years ago, the Sun Queen executed her own daughter. The nation could only be sustained by killing one’s family. She was unable to consider such a nation worthy nor did she have a reason to live in a kingdom she didn’t care for. The queen incarcerated herself. 
    

    
      During the sixty years that the sun was imprisoned, the kingdom rotted and crumbled. Petals had the strongest scent when they were rotting.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, please grant my request,” Amethyst said softly. “You regret killing your daughter, don’t you? You think a rebellion broke out because you ruled the country. No matter what policy you implement or how you take care of national affairs, someone will inevitably be sacrificed somewhere in this kingdom. In politics, the more you do, the more sacrifices you have to make. It’s the same for everyone, so you can’t escape fate. Doing nothing may be better.”
    

    
      The queen said nothing.
    

    
      “Let the wise exercise their wisdom. Whoever wants to gain power, let them come get it. You simply exist. If that is the only road you can walk on…”
    

    
      Amethyst sat by the throne and reached out her hand, touching the queen’s cheek. She slowly stroked the face that had been blank for the past sixty years.
    

    
      “Please leave it to me.”
    

    
      A scent like hand-crushed peaches filled the throne room.
    

    
      “No one could suppress the Red Fingernails' riot and the Stone Assembly, but I did. I crushed the rebellion that the Skybreaker Cat started in the southeast.
    

    
      “I revived the royal army that had been abolished by an unequal treaty. The Gold Dragon had threatened the southern part of the kingdom, the Earthbone Dragon had been encroaching on the Great Desert, and the Icewater Dragon had frozen the waterway east of the Great Lake. I defeated the first, took in the second, and captured the third. 
    

    
      “The Ludic Duchess, the Absolute Sword Duchess, the Pantheon Duchess, the Innerbound Duchess, the Foundation Duchess. The six duchesses were rotting away in time, but their hearts are beating again after giving me their love. See? I’ve accomplished tasks no one else did. I’m capable. The most capable.”
    

    
      The whispers of the generation’s most competent subject were sweeter than the praises that the treacherous subjects of the golden age uttered. Her purple eyes were in the shapes of crescent moons. 
    

    
      “So, Your Majesty, please leave it to me. Are you afraid that you will make a bad decision? Go ahead. If you do, I’ll correct it. Are you afraid that you may lose your mind? It’s okay. Go mad. You can just go crazy for me.”
    

    
      The emotionless queen, who had once been praised as the sun of the kingdom, was puzzled. She finally asked, “Why? If you’re so capable, the kingdom will be of no use to you. While you can give everything to the kingdom, it has nothing to give you. Why do you want my favor? I can’t give you anything.”
    

    
      “With all due respect, Your Majesty, you’re mistaken about something.”
    

    
      “What exactly?”
    

    
      Amethyst gently pressed her palm on the queen’s lap and stood up, her eyes locked on the monarch. “I’m having an audience with you. What I want is you, Your Majesty. Just like you want and dream of someone infinitely more capable than yourself, I want you. Please become my incompetent ruler.”
    

    
      She leaned in, close enough for the queen to feel Amethyst’s breath on her face.
    

    
      “I will make you the wisest ruler of all times.”
    

    
      The peach scent crumbled the stone statue. The sun was captivated by the peach blossoms. As she crumbled, the queen spoke one last time.
    

    
      “The sins I have already committed are grave. Many people have died. I don’t deserve to live as a wise ruler, so shouldn’t I apologize to everyone by remaining an incompetent ruler in history? Just as you cannot bring back the dead, you cannot undo sins that have already been committed. It would be good for me to die so you can serve a new ruler.”
    

    
      It was the same as the curse that the Noir Witch had once poured out. Amethyst couldn’t give a good answer.
    

    
      “Haha, it’s okay, Your Majesty.”
    

    
      It was different now. She was a little more capable.
    

    
      “I can care for those who are already dead and everyone else in the universe.”
    

    
      “How?”
    

    
      Amethyst smiled coquettishly. “Please leave everything to me. But love me, please.”
    

    
      In December of that year, Amethyst became a duchess—the Kaleido Duchess. It was the seventh dukedom created in the kingdom’s history, and the youngest dukedom to be established. 
    

    
      In the kingdom, there was a custom of people giving other names to the duchesses. The Ultimate Sword Duchess was the Absolute Sword Duchess, and the Unconditioned Duchess was the Ludic Duchess. 
    

    
      The Kaleido Duchess was often called by the name the people gave her— National Doomfall Duchess. She was the duchess who had brought down the country to her advantage. 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 214: Someone’S Master (1)

    
      
        My master. My heart. My blood. You’re my everything in this world.
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I heard water dripping, slowly, very slowly, as if suspended in time for all eternity. For a brief moment, the sound of water droplets hitting the ground echoed, and the gravity became weaker as time slowed down around me.
    

    
      I looked up. Only then did I realize that I had been keeping my head down all along. For how long had I been doing this? A few seconds? More? I didn’t know.
    

    
      
        [Warning.]
      
    

    
      
        [The ego of the subject under the Skill penalty is unstable.]
      
    

    
      Groaning, I reflexively pressed a palm to my forehead. My head hurt a lot. It felt like I wanted to vomit but couldn’t, so the sensation just shot up straight into my brain.
    

    
      “River Eternal? A-Are you okay?”
    

    
      A soft voice was calling out to me. With some difficulty, I managed to open my eyes and glance around. A girl with hair as white as snow was looking at me with worry. It should have been my first time seeing her, but her title easily popped up in my mind.
    

    
      “Yes, I’m fine... Marchioness.”
    

    
      Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit turned sixteen this year. Due to the sudden death of the previous marquis, an overly heavy mantle had been placed on the shoulders of the young marchioness. 
    

    
      According to rumors from the family, there were talks of taking away her title. If Viscountess Amethyst hadn’t taken care of her, Snowhite Rabbit would have been assassinated before anyone noticed.
    

    
      
        [Warning.]
      
    

    
      
        [The ego of the subject under the Skill penalty is unstable.]
      
    

    
      
        [Resuming the trauma recreation.]
      
    

    
      
        Ziiiiinnnng.
      
    

    
      I groaned. My head hurt as if my skull was going to split in half. Quickly drawing up my mana, I suppressed the bitter taste on my tongue as I recited enchanted verses.
    

    
      “Stability—and—relief.”
    

    
      An enchanted verse to calm the mind, another to ease the pain, and one to link them. After activating the magic of three enchanted verses, my headache gradually subsided. 
    

    
      I sighed, relieved. I didn’t have time to compose a sophisticated mana poem, so I recited random enchanted verses in a hurry. Fortunately, it worked. 
    

    
      At times like this, I once again realized that I was one of the twelve best magic practitioners in the kingdom.
    

    
      “A-Are you really okay? You’re very pale.”
    

    
      “There’s nothing wrong with me. I appreciate your concern.”
    

    
      “Really? You’re not sick or anything, are you?” 
    

    
      I told her once again that I was okay. Once that was out of the way, I calmly diagnosed the abnormality plaguing me.
    

    
      
        I have trouble recalling memories.
      
    

    
      The headache was gone, but I felt a strange discomfort when it came to my memories.
    

    
      
        Could it be mind control magic?
      
    

    
      It was difficult to actually consider the possibility. Throughout the history of the kingdom, there was almost zero record of mind control magic that could influence the minds of someone else other than one’s own. 
    

    
      Moreover, I found myself at the grand assembly hall of Platinum Tower. All the nobles of the kingdom gathered for meetings and held heated discussions here.
    

    
      The number of security forces mobilized to protect the noble assembly was mind-blowing. The warriors directly under the royal family’s command could prevent anyone from entering, even an ant. If anyone tried anything funny here, their head would hit the ground in an instant, even if they were a dragon emperor or a god’s avatar.
    

    
      
        Maybe I’m just tired.
      
    

    
      I activated a simple magic spell. If the problem was blurry memories, I could just restore them.
    

    
      “Information—Snowhite Rabbit—Restoration.”
    

    
      I didn’t know why, but memory loss was familiar to me. To prepare for an event like this, I had taken measures in advance. The product of my meticulous preparation appeared before me.
    

    
      
        
          Snowhite Rabbit
        
      
    

    
      
        Social Status: Marchioness from the capital.
      
    

    
      
        Connection: Viscountess Amethyst’s sworn sister.
      
    

    
      
        Danger Level: White.
      
    

    
      
        Note: She is the head of the Marquisate of Rabbit. After losing her parents when she was young, her grandfather, Marquis Whitecrest Rabbit, trained her to be his heir. Unlike her grandfather, who was famous for being a genius, Snowhite Rabbit’s idiocy has been notorious ever since she was young.
      
    

    
      
        When she was twelve years old, she whipped a commoner child to death in winter. Her reason was that she didn’t like seeing a child of her age smiling happily together with her family.
      
    

    
      
        It’s presumed that the education of Snowhite Rabbit’s grandfather was quite strict. She didn’t receive love or praise. Although she appears to have calmed down in recent years, she longs for the love and praise she cannot get from Viscountess Amethyst. Snowhite Rabbit recognizes her as her mother and older sister figure.
      
    

    
      
        Snowhite Rabbit is an ally, so there is no need to kill her.
      
    

    
      
        Strengths: Self-awareness, strong ethics, connections, assets
      
    

    
      
        Weaknesses: Citizen murder, child murder, guilt, helplessness, goodness, temporary infantile regression, extremely low self-confidence
      
    

    
      
        Caution: Many nobles are currently staying at the marquisate. Assassination will be difficult.
      
    

    
      Just as I was trying to feel reassured by the information, eeriness struck me. Something was definitely strange.
    

    
      I blinked. Huh? Did I use to have this ability?
    

    
      The information that came to mind was probably notes I had written down myself. In other words, they were traces of my past. I was supposed to feel a sense of deja vu and think Oh, I did write something like that…
    

    
      Instead, rather than a deja vu, everything felt bizarre. Even at this very moment, something made me feel very uncomfortable, as if there was a fishbone stuck in my throat.
    

    
      
        What?
      
    

    
      I used magic to check if I was suffering from mental distortion. As expected, there was nothing wrong with me… Wait a minute. Magic? I was one of the top twelve practitioners in the kingdom? Me? No, I had never lost my composure like this. I should act more elegantly, like a noble… 
    

    
      
        [Warning.]
      
    

    
      
        [The subject’s ego is being eroded.]
      
    

    
      Yes. Why did I use such an inelegant metaphor? Magic was the art of refining language and materializing it into reality. A practitioner of magic should handle a language with caution at all times. 
    

    
      Even if I was just muttering to myself in my mind, I needed to always be humble and mindful of myself so that I wouldn’t forget the wonders of this world. That was how I had been walking down the path of magic. I was sure of it.
    

    
      
        I should pull myself together.
      
    

    
      A thousand words became a hundred habits. Those habits developed ten behavior patterns, which then determined one’s life. As a magic practitioner who served the viscountess from up close, I shouldn’t treat a single word lightly.
    

    
      “What’s going on? It’s so noisy here.”
    

    
      Another person approached while I was still busy composing myself. Snowhite Rabbit recognized her first and bowed. “Oh, Viscountess Pure Sacrednoir…”
    

    
      I also bowed. 
    

    
      “You’re also here?” the viscountess asked.
    

    
      “It’s our last break for today. Wouldn’t it be better to rest in the lounge a little longer?” Snowhite Rabbit asked. 
    

    
      Pure Sacrednoir smiled bitterly. “Staying there won't relax me one bit. Even though I’m just sitting down, the nobles from other factions won’t stop glancing at me. It looks as if they can’t hold themselves back and want to curse us. It would be easier if I just cursed them out loud… I should have stayed in the hall like you, Marchioness.”
    

    
      “Ah… I-Is the mood in there…”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “... Is it because of the Foundation faction?”
    

    
      “The Foundation faction, the Innerbound faction, the religious faction… You name it. They look at us like we’re sinners. Well, it’s sad to admit they aren’t really wrong.”
    

    
      I listened to the conversation between Snowhite Rabbit and Pure Sacrednoir. The two were executives of our mirror faction. In particular, Pure Sacrednoir was the chairman of the faction committee. This was one of the most important positions in the faction. It showed how much Viscountess Amethyst favored her.
    

    
      
        Umm. 
      
    

    
      There should be no doubt that Pure Sacrednoir was favored. For some reason, I wasn’t confident about what I remembered. I hesitated and cast the information spell again.
    

    
      
        
          Pure Sacrednoir
        
      
    

    
      
        Social Status: Viscountess from near the capital.
      
    

    
      
        Connection: Viscountess Amethyst’s lover.
      
    

    
      
        Danger Level: Blue.
      
    

    
      
        Note: She’s the head of the Sacrednoir family, which rebelled twenty years ago. 
      
    

    
      
        The kingdom dispatched the Unconditioned Duchess and suppressed the rebellion, showing no mercy. As a result, Pure Sacrednoir lost all her family and vassals. As the sole survivor, she swore revenge on the Unconditioned Duchess and the kingdom. 
      
    

    
      
        She vanished and went under the command of the Noir Witch, the leader of the rebels. The witch taught her how to perform a Ritual of Darkness. The exact details of this ritual are unknown, but Pure Sacrednoir devoured more than three hundred humans for this ritual. Just before the ritual was completed, Viscountess Amethyst captured her.
      
    

    
      
        After that, Pure Sacrednoir ended up becoming the toy of the Unconditioned Duchess and Viscountess Amethyst. Six months later, Pure Sacrednoir regained her sense of identity and was liberated. 
      
    

    
      
        However, her diet hasn’t changed, so Viscountess Amethyst still “feeds” her from time to time.
      
    

    
      
        Pure Sacrednoir is an ally that can’t be killed.
      
    

    
      
        Strengths: Genius, strong willpower, Ascendant
      
    

    
      
        Weaknesses: Rebel remnant, gluttonous cannibal, former wanted woman, music.
      
    

    
      
        Caution: She has one very capable assassin as her vassal.
      
    

    
      It still felt strange. I understood the information, but it felt like I was reading someone else’s notes.
    

    
      
        Why did I feel the need to mention if they should or can be killed? 
      
    

    
      According to these notes, there was no need to kill Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit. This made me feel like a lunatic who distinguished people by the possibility of killing them. I considered myself an ethical person. At least, that was what I thought. It was difficult to understand why some of the notes were written like this.
    

    
      Pure Sacrednoir sighed and patted my shoulder. “Of course, I can’t just lament on a day like today.” 
    

    
      Then, suddenly, an unpleasant feeling flashed through my heart. 
    

    
      
        It’s annoying. I hope she can tone it down a little. She thinks we’re the same and is always anxious to show that. Murderer. I always feel pity for people who feel alive only when they find others like them. Well, if she wants to find her people, she’ll have to go to hell first and start searching. She probably clings to me because she doesn’t want to fall into hell. There is no worse nuisance than her.
      
    

    
      What was that just now?
    

    
      “Hmm? Advisor River Eternal, you don’t look so good. Are you okay?”
    

    
      “Y-Yeah, you’ve been pale for quite a while. I really think you need to go to the lounge and rest,” Snowhite Rabbit told me. 
    

    
      “It’s okay,” I answered with some difficulty. Words I hadn’t even thought of came out of my mouth. “We already had five breaks. There is no point in resting any longer than this. The few remaining items on the agenda are our faction’s core goals, so I would like to hold my place for as long as possible.”
    

    
      Pure Sacrednoir looked like she somehow understood me. “Today is a historic day. A new duchess has been born for the first time in a thousand years, and the kingdom is welcoming her today. I also have mixed feelings about this, though.”
    

    
      The viscountess turned her head. Both my gaze and Snowhite Rabbit’s naturally shifted, too.
    

    
      “Amethyst is happy,” Pure Sacrednoir murmured.
    

    
      There was a blonde noble sitting in the middle of the conference hall. No, her posture was too coquettish to say she was simply sitting. She was resting her cheek on the throne with her bottom on the floor. From the throne, the queen smiled and stroked the noble’s head. 
    

    
      To anyone, they would look like an incompetent ruler and the subject who was the cause of the incompetency. They were showing off their affection in the middle of the sacred assembly. A conservative noble would lament that the kingdom was ruined.
    

    
      Pure Sacrednoir said, “Many nobles fled to the lounge to avoid seeing that. I asked them, ‘Isn’t it nice to see people in love?’ And they rolled their eyes. They’re so old-fashioned.”
    

    
      I couldn’t believe I shared the same opinion with a murderer. I should clean out my schedule for the day and reorganize my thoughts. I looked at the blonde noble, the person who meant more to me than anyone else.
    

    
      I said, “Information—Amethyst—Restoration.”
    

    
      Letters appeared before me. The notes were a lot more concise compared to before, but they couldn’t have been more precise.
    

    
      
        
          Amethyst
        
      
    

    
      
        My master. My heart. My blood. My everything in this world.
      
    

    
      My head suddenly cleared.
    

    
      
        Huh? No, she isn’t. The master of my heart is Raviel. What the hell am I talking about?
      
    

    
      The fog in my head immediately disappeared.
    

    
      
        Who is Snowhite Rabbit? What should Pure Sacrednoir be? Where am I? Why the heck am I talking like a snoot? I’m a magic practitioner? River Eternal? Advisor? It’s like hearing Confucius speak English! 
      
    

    
      My eyes widened as if I just woke up from a nightmare. 
    

    
      
        I’m Kim Gong-Ja. Kim Gong-Ja. The Death King of Ascension City. The Moon of Ivansia. The Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult. And the friend of Terras!
      
    

    
      
        [The ego of the subject under the Skill penalty has been restored.]
      
    

    
      
        [It has been confirmed that the ego of the subject under the Skill penalty is intact.]
      
    

    
      
        [Resuming the trauma recreation!]
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 215: Someone’S Master (2)

    
      I groaned and pressed a palm to my forehead. When I applied some pressure, my headache disappeared, and I slowly regained my sanity.
    

    
      
        Yes, I’m reliving a trauma right now.
      
    

    
      This was a different world—no, it was a play that imitated and reassembled a specific world, to be exact. The actors and props didn’t know who and what they were. However, all the people who came and went were part-time workers hired for the play.
    

    
      
        This is the trauma of the Tower master, Amethyst.
      
    

    
      For a while, I took a peek into Amethyst’s life. She had been born with an incredible gift and used outrageous methods to break through her political obstacles. By making allies, she gained power. I also learned how she took away the dragons’ power too. 
    

    
      
        The Tower was created using the dragons’ power.
      
    

    
      I could say this with confidence.
    

    
      
        It wasn’t built by a single dragon’s power, either. The power to handle the essence of life, the power to control memories, and the power to manipulate time. Maybe more dragon emperors were involved. It’s a comprehensive system made by layering the abilities of numerous dragon emperors... 
      
    

    
      
        Badump.
      
    

    
      The rhythm of the foreign heart beating in my chest was most familiar to me.
    

    
      
        I am the first person to uncover the Tower’s structure!
      
    

    
      Even though I was in the trauma world, the Tower readily responded to my discovery.
    

    
      
        [Congratulations!]
      
    

    
      
        [You are the first to discover the Tower’s structure!]
      
    

    
      
        [If you accurately describe the Authorities (Skills) that make up the Tower’s structure, an additional bonus will be given.]
      
    

    
      
        [Can you find out what the four fundamental Skills that make up the Tower are?]
      
    

    
      I wiped the sweat from my forehead, trying to recall everything I had seen up until now.
    

    
      
        Amethyst captured and mesmerized three dragons. One of them is the Earthbone Dragon, a dragon emperor. When someone approaches her, that person’s memories are placed in a Box. The size of that Box isn’t definite. 
      
    

    
      
        
          Earthbone Dragon’s Skull 
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: SSS+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: You can store memories of the living in a Box. 
      
    

    
      
        This Box can only be destroyed by you, the person who possesses the Skill. As long as the Box is not destroyed, you can create a vessel carrying the same memories over and over again. 
      
    

    
      
        This new vessel can travel around the universe, form new memories, and update those in the Box. Of course, they need your permission to do so. Even if the vessel perishes, the Box will not take any damage. 
      
    

    
      
        Grant the privilege of immortality to those around you.
      
    

    
      
        ※The memories of the perished vessel cannot be updated in the Box.
      
    

    
      
        People can enter the Tower at any time.
      
    

    
      But they had to leave all of their belongings behind before entering the Tower. I, Mr. Marcus Carlenbery, the orphanage director, and everyone else had to do that.
    

    
      
        The only thing we can bring into the Tower is ourselves. What if the Tower is one giant Box? And we are living inside it?
      
    

    
      The moment a person entered the Tower, their memories were stored in the giant Box that made up the Tower. After entrusting their memories to the Box, they wandered around the worlds within the Tower.
    

    
      
        With this, the Tower has the complete information of everyone who enters!
      
    

    
      The more I thought about it, the more confident I became.
    

    
      
        Then it makes sense why I could go back in time over four thousand days!
      
    

    
      Every time I regressed a day, the Tower returned to a data save file from twenty-four hours ago.  Because I did that over four thousand times, the Tower also reloaded that save file just as many times. However, in the process, only my data was updated in the Tower thanks to my Skill.
    

    
      —Reload the data from over four thousand days ago. 
    

    
      —(Additional requirements for the Skill’s validity) Maintain the continuity of Kim Gong-Ja.
    

    
      These were why I was able to regress without losing my memories.
    

    
      
        Okay. The Tower is one huge memory Box. Our memories aren’t stored in our brains but in the Tower. It’s a grand library that stores memories! Actually, the Tower is the Great Library of Soul. I think this is one of the Tower’s identities. Am I correct, Tower?
      
    

    
      
        [Correct.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have passed the first threshold.]
      
    

    
      
        [The 
        
          Earthbone Dragon’s Box
        
         makes up the Tower’s exterior.]
      
    

    
      
        Okay. The way Hunters cross from world to world should be based on a similar mechanism.
      
    

    
      I was able to travel to 
      
        The Story of Sormwin Academy
      
       and the 
      
        Heavenly Demon Chronicle. 
      
      Strictly speaking, it was more like teleportation.
    

    
      
        But the question is how the two worlds ended up becoming part of the Tower, like the Hunters…
      
    

    
      I pinched the skin between my eyebrows with a frown. Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit and Viscountess Pure Sacrednoir were chatting away, continuing to distract me. 
    

    
      “O-Once Viscountess Amethyst receives her title of duchess, would we have to call her Your Grace? That makes me feel like she grew a little more distant…”
    

    
      “Well, Amethyst allows anyone to call her however they like as long as she likes it, so it wouldn’t be a bad idea to come up with a pet name and share it with her.”
    

    
      “Pet name?”
    

    
      “Haven’t you heard a lot of them already, Marchioness? Amethyst calls the Heartseer Viscountess ‘my princess.’ The Ultimate Sword Duchess is called Amethyst’s
      
         
      
      dear. Those pet names belong to them only. I think you can also create one with Amethyst yourself, Marchioness.”
    

    
      “If anyone else would find out my pet name, that would embarrass me a little…”
    

    
      “But Amethyst will adore you.”
    

    
      “I’m torn…”
    

    
      Even if I wanted to stop listening to the conversation, it was difficult to do so because every remark was related to the Tower master. These two kept spilling information about her. Even if it was trivia, I couldn’t help but be intrigued.
    

    
      
        I need time to organize my thoughts.
      
    

    
      I suddenly realized that I had such an ability in my arsenal. Mana was coursing through me. Actually, my whole body was made from mana. I didn’t know what I looked like right now because I couldn’t find a mirror. Still, my brain, flesh, blood, bones, limbs, and everything else had been created using mana.
    

    
      “
      
        Consciousness—Acceleration—Time.
      
      ”
    

    
      The nerves in my brain transformed as I channeled mana into them. I could alter the speed of my cognitive ability to my heart’s desire. If I wished, it would be possible to make it so I didn’t need to breathe. Whoever the person I was possessing was, they had to be monstrously talented. 
    

    
      
        Hmm. Good. 
      
    

    
      Time slowed down. Snowhite Rabbit and Pure Sacrednoir moved as if they were in a video being played at 0.1 speed. I was moving just as slowly as them, but my cognitive ability wasn’t affected. I continued my deduction at a much more leisurely pace.
    

    
      
        Whether it’s the Heavenly Demon Chronicle or the Story of Sormwin Academy, a world itself cannot walk into the Tower on its own feet. It doesn’t abide by the same rules as us humans. How did the Tower master bring an entire world into the Tower?
      
    

    
      I racked my brain, but I still couldn’t figure it out.
    

    
      
        How are you really supposed to move a world into the Tower? It’ll be easier to replicate it.
      
    

    
      I frowned.
    

    
      
        Replicate it?
      
    

    
      My heart pounded hard. 
    

    
      
        Yeah, is there really a need to shove an entire world into the Tower? Wouldn’t it be enough to create a world that is exactly the same as the Heavenly Demon Chronicle? To begin with, my memories are also recorded in the Tower. A world can leave a record of its time in the Tower, too. 
      
    

    
      It was possible and much easier to imagine this scenario than considering an actual world being crammed into the Tower.
    

    
      
        But… 
      
    

    
      Two questions remained unsolved. First, the description of 
      
        The Earthbone Dragon’s Box 
      
      said that it was used to store the memories of the living. Whether the world itself was alive or dead was a whole different question, but it would be a bit difficult to call a world a living person. A world wouldn’t decide on its own to enter the Tower. 
    

    
      The second question was about the Tower master’s personality. 
    

    
      Amethyst turned her head and looked at me. Youthful mischievousness lingered in her bright smile. The purple in her eyes was too dark of a color to reflect anything. However, when one looked at her in the eye, one needed to peel away her thin veils and step beyond them to meet her jewel-like eyes. 
    

    
      The moment I met her gaze, it felt like a snake had opened its mouth and swallowed me.
    

    
      
        Impossible. 
      
    

    
      The nobles and I were quite far from the throne. Despite the distance, I felt like Amethyst was looking at me from up close.
    

    
      
        “I could smell something interesting from all the way over here,”
      
       Amethyst mouthed in my direction. 
    

    
      My ears picked up on her words. They made my head spin. I swallowed.
    

    
      
        Aura Transmission. 
      
    

    
      After somehow figuring out that I had set time to move at 0.1 speed, Amethyst sent out her aura accordingly. The person I was possessing was a genius when it came to magic, but Amethyst was far more intimidating than me. 
    

    
      
        “What are you trying to show me, my second advisor? You’re funny even when you’re not trying to be. You’re one of the few joys that console my boring life. Is there anything you find particularly intriguing, Advisor River Eternal?”
      
    

    
      “I was thinking about the Tower’s structure, Viscountess.”
    

    
      
        [The ego of the subject under the Skill penalty is resisting.]
      
    

    
      
        [Resuming the trauma recreation!]
      
    

    
      I tried to speak like Kim Gong-Ja, but my lips and tongue moved and spun as they pleased.  I became a polite noble and placed my hands neatly in front of me. Amethyst was still showing off her affection with the queen but tilted her head in confusion. 
    

    
      
        “Are you talking about the structure of Platinum Tower? Ah, well. The structure here is definitely interesting. A monarch of darkness used this building way before the kingdom was founded. Because of that, it was designed to be very tall so that even dragons could pass through...”
      
    

    
      “I’m not talking about this tower.”
    

    
      
        “Huh? Which one, then? The Tower of Petition? Ah, are you talking about the Netherworld River Pavilion Tower I conquered?”
      
    

    
      “I’m thinking about the structure of the Tower you will build.”
    

    
      Amethyst lifted her cheek from the queen’s lap and stood up. Confused, the queen looked up at her. “Viscountess Amethyst?”
    

    
      “My deepest apologies, Your Majesty. I have a matter to discuss with my faction comrade.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm. 
      
      Okay. Take your time.”
    

    
      “I’m extremely grateful for your generosity. For every second I didn’t get to spend with you, I shall lengthen it to ten seconds in my heart. When I return, you’ll see my heart has been churning from how much I’ve been missing you.” 
    

    
      Amethyst turned around and headed in my direction. Her dress had long slits on both sides, the long fabric at the back dragging behind her on the floor as she made her way to me. It wasn’t to show that she was a noble or the soon-to-be duchess. Her dress solely symbolized being the queen’s mistress.
    

    
      Amethyst had enough power and connections to force people to turn a blind eye to her attire in the holy assembly hall.
    

    
      In this assembly hall, where all the nobles were gathered, she was the one with the most power. She was my master, and I was her vassal. While other nobles called me by the kingdom’s official title, only Amethyst called me advisor, my title within the faction.
    

    
      “Now, Advisor River Eternal. Unless someone skewered my brain, I think you were talking about 
      
        the 
      
      Tower. Oh, Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit and Viscountess Pure Sacrednoir, can you give us a moment, please?”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      , okay, Viscountess…”
    

    
      “Of course, Faction Leader.”
    

    
      Amethyst bent down and kissed the marchioness, whose face turned red, but she laughed sheepishly before quickly getting out of her seat. Then, Amethyst offered her left hand to Pure Sacrednoir. As if it was the most natural thing in the world, Pure Sacrednoir got down on her knees and kissed Amethyst’s fingers one by one before licking them. Satisfied, Pure Sacrednoir also left, looking more calm.
    

    
      Amethyst covered her mouth with her sleeve and chuckled. “They’re cute. So, you were asking about the Tower. Advisor, as far as I remember, I’ve never told you about the Tower I have in mind. In fact, I told barely anyone, so I’m a little confused now. Could it be that you have an ability to see the future?”
    

    
      “No, Viscountess. I have no such ability.”
    

    
      “I would guess so. There is only one person in the kingdom who can do that, and that is Mr. Divine Insight, who wandered into the desert to ensure he would maintain his chastity throughout the course of his training. I don’t know why that guy is so desperate to protect his virginity. ‘If I stop being a virgin, this world will be destroyed,’ he told me with a very serious face the last time we met. Does that make sense, Advisor? Don’t you think he was just bullshitting me to make me leave?”
    

    
      I folded my hands neatly and listened to Amethyst. She was talkative, so once she started yapping, the conversation could be sidetracked to a thousand topics. In those moments, it was best to just wait for her to come back to the main topic on her own. At least, this was what the person I was possessing knew. 
    

    
      “
      
        Ah,
      
       anyway, yes, the Tower.”
    

    
      Like now.
    

    
      “If this isn’t precognition, then is it mind reading? No, that is more unlikely than precognition. As you already know, I have at least four layers of defense around my mind. The region where I’m planning about the Tower is behind the deepest layer, the innermost region of my mind. Even Zai wouldn’t be able to know.”
    

    
      Zai was the Innerbound Duchess’ real name. There was only one person in this kingdom who could call the duchess by her real name, and that was Amethyst. She was the only person who wouldn’t lose her head when she called the duchess by her real name. 
    

    
      The Innerbound Duchess had the ability to read people’s minds, so it made sense why Amethyst was so suspicious of me, considering even the Innerbound Duchess didn’t know about the Tower. 
    

    
      “Viscountess.”
    

    
      “Yes, my advisor. I do call you my advisor, but you’re technically my second advisor. So you hope to smack your senior in the back of your head and become my one and only advisor. You’re fascinating.” 
    

    
      “How about you think the other way around? ”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      ? The other way around?”
    

    
      “It’s not that I had the foresight about the Tower. The Tower has already been completed, and we are experiencing this moment after its completion under the Tower’s guide.”
    

    
      Her purple eyes widened. She looked around, then tapped her lips with her index and middle fingers. That was exactly how long it took Amethyst to organize her thoughts and say, “Wow. That’s awesome.”
    

    
      I looked at her intently. 
    

    
      “Let me confirm this. Advisor, are you from the future? From the future where I’ve already created the Tower and am successfully running it?”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right.”
    

    
      “But that’s impossible. Even if the Tower will be created, you shouldn’t know its existence. You never will. The only people in this world who know about the Tower are the Gold Dragon, the Earthbone Dragon, the Icewater Dragon, the Blackflame Dragon Duchess, and the Heartseer Viscountess. Other than them, nobody has a way to kn… 
      
        Oh
      
      ?” Amethyst stroked her chin, the ends of her mouth slowly curling upward. “I see. You aren’t Advisor River Eternal, are you?”
    

    
      I didn’t reply.
    

    
      “You possessed the advisor. 
      
        Hehe. Huh
      
      , so things like this can happen.”
    

    
      “Yes, I’m not the advisor. My name is Kim Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “You’re not from this world either, are you? I can stake my gut and intestines on this one
      
        [1]
      
      .”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right. I… I’m a Hunter from the Tower named Ascension City.”
    

    
      “Hunter? 
      
        Ah
      
      , I guess I decided to go with that name after all. Ascension City… Does the outside world have a name for the Tower too?”
    

    
      “
      
        Uh, um
      
      . I’ve heard a Constellation calling it the Spire Realm...”
    

    
      When she heard the words “Spire Realm,” her purple eyes narrowed for some reason. She said, “I guess it wasn’t a complete coincidence.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Nothing. Oh, when I say it’s nothing, I don’t really mean it’s nothing. I just say it because I want to upset you. Curiosity took over your right and left atriums and is making your heart flutter, right? A heart is healthy when it’s pounding. I’ve made you healthy as a gift, so be grateful to me.”
    

    
      I understood now. She 
      
        really
      
       talked a lot. Well, it wasn’t just that. She had a knack for getting on people’s nerves. 
    

    
      “But how did someone from the Tower come all the way to the past? So interesting. Being able to do this should be borderline impossible, so it’s very hard for me to believe that’s what happened.”
    

    
      “I didn’t come back to the past, Viscountess.”
    

    
      “
      
        Meow
      
      ?”
    

    
      
        This 
      
      was new. The Tower master sometimes meowed like a cat. This was really, really useless information.
    

    
      “This isn’t your world nor mine.”
    

    
      “Then what is this?”
    

    
      “A recreation of memories. Viscountess, I’m now in your trauma.”
    

    
      Amethyst blinked. “How?”
    

    
      “I have a Skill. If anyone kills me, I can see their trauma.”
    

    
      “That… is a Skill that sounds interesting as heck. If someone had suggested creating such a Skill, I would have welcomed it with open arms. However, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja, if we’re inside my trauma, does that mean that I killed you?” she asked, her head slightly tilted to the side. “That’s almost impossible. Unless you’re a stain on the world like those evil gods from different worlds, I’m not planning on killing anyone from other worlds. I would rather let them kill me.”
    

    
      I told her the name of the world where the orphanage director, Kim Yul, and a middle school student named Ja Su-Jeong lived.
    

    
      “There is a person there just like you, Viscountess. I asked her to kill me so I can meet you.”
    

    
      Amethyst looked up at me, her face devoid of emotion. She let out a 
      
        hmph 
      
      alongside a small chuckle
      
        . 
      
      After a while, she nodded and reached out for my cheek to stroke it. “I see. Interesting. Very, very interesting.”
    

    
      She flashed a bright smile. “I wouldn’t really be able to know how many almost impossible coincidences and errors it took you to get here. No, it’ll be more accurate to say you brought me here, but you have my compliments, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja. You’ve achieved a miracle.”
    

    
      I didn’t say anything.
    

    
      “I see. This is my trauma. Well, that’s quite possible.” Amethyst leaned in closer. I could hear her breathing. “So? Warrior who weaved together a miracle, what do you want to do?”
    

    
      “I… I want to know what kind of person you are.” I paused. “You built the Tower. I want to know what kind of person did that and what kind of life you were living before. That’s why I came this far.”
    

    
      Amethyst’s eyes turned into crescents. “
      
        Haha
      
      , you’re adorable.”
    

    
      She slowly let go of my cheek. 
    

    
      “Okay. Please watch me until you are satisfied. The person you possessed happened to be River Eternal, my advisor. It’s the advisor’s job to follow me wherever I go, so you won’t raise any suspicion even if you stay by my side.” 
    

    
      Amethyst looked back and held out her hand. “Come on, follow me. Mr. Kim Gong-Ja. Let me introduce you to my world.”
    

    

    
      1. This is a Korean wordplay on guarantee(장담하다). 장 alone can also mean intestines, and 담 alone can also mean gut. This is the author's way of saying that Amethyst is so sure of her assumption that she is willing to bet her life on it. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 216: Someone’S Master (3)

    
      I was reliving the trauma of Viscountess Amethyst, who was walking ahead of me. She was just a character in this dream. I had been through quite a few nightmares, but Amethyst was the first person to realize she wasn’t real.
    

    
      “Don’t you feel strange or anything?” I asked, just in case.
    

    
      “Why would I?”
    

    
      “Well, this place isn’t real. This is a trauma that my Skill created.”
    

    
      Amethyst giggled. “I don’t find it that strange. The only strangeness I feel right now is your unfamiliar manner of speech while looking and sounding like my advisor, River Eternal. It’s fucking weird. You’re a man, isn’t that right, Mr.
      
        [1]
      
       Kim Gong-Ja? Considering the naming conventions of the Spire Realm, that’s what I’m assuming.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah,
      
       yes. I’m a man.”
    

    
      “I knew it. Let me give you a mirror.” 
    

    
      Amethyst pulled out a hand mirror and pointed it at my face. There, I saw how the person I had possessed, Advisor River Eternal, looked.
    

    
      “How is she?” Amethyst asked me. “She’s pretty, right? Of course she is. She’s my advisor.” 
    

    
      Amethyst laughed playfully. However, River Eternal’s beauty wasn’t something to joke about.
    

    
      
        She’s beautiful.
      
    

    
      Her jet-black hair fell short to her shoulders. Neither light nor oil could make her pitch-black hair shine. River Eternal’s short, ebony hair swayed, as if fighting the light that was trying to reflect into her dark strands.
    

    
      “Wow… 
      
        Hmm. Ummmm,
      
      ” was all I could say. 
    

    
      Her skin was pure white, directly contrasting her jet-black hair. Describing someone’s face as snow white was common, but it seemed that the skin on her entire body had that shade. She was made up of only two colors: black and white.
    

    
      “It’s interesting,” I managed to blurt out.
    

    
      “How does it feel to go from being a man to a woman, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja? Does it get your heart beating hard? I hope you can show me the cliche of feeling your breasts and shrieking ‘I’ve really become a woman!’”
    

    
      “Why did I possess this person out of everyone?”
    

    
      I cast the information spell on myself. 
    

    
      
        
          River Eternal.
        
      
    

    
      
        Social Status: Honorary Viscountess.
      
    

    
      
        Connection: Advisor to Viscountess Amethyst.
      
    

    
      
        Danger Level: Black.
      
    

    
      
        Note: She’s leading the Family of Eternal.
      
    

    
      
        When she was a young noble lady, her uncle, the previous head of the family before her father, was caught up in the Great War of Black and White Cats and was accused of rebellion, leading to the loss of his noble status. Her father used to hang around with those from the heretical sect and was purged along with them. 
      
    

    
      
        After the death of all the elders in the family, River Eternal was left with no choice but to take on the position of the family head.
      
    

    
      
        At that time, rebellions and purges ran rampant. Marchioness Present Shield, a close friend, approached her, asking her to take care of the rebel executive’s infant daughter. 
      
    

    
      
        River Eternal took in the daughter and raised her as her own without anyone knowing. The daughter secretly organized an army with Marchioness Present Shield. When the army was discovered, the kingdom issued a royal decree and wiped them out. 
      
    

    
      
        Because of this incident, Marchioness Present Shield was executed, and River Eternal had her barony taken and was demoted to the status of citizen. 
      
    

    
      
        Despite her level of four-verse magic, she was expelled from the Magic Tower. While wandering around the streets with nothing left to call her own, the terrorist organization Red Fingernails kidnapped her. 
      
    

    
      
        She was later imprisoned and abused at the Red Fingernails lair for over nine years before she met Viscountess Amethyst.
      
    

    
      
        Strengths: Rational Judgment, ability to execute, High Ascendant
      
    

    
      
        Weaknesses: Rebel’s successor, rebel lair origin, rebel, rebel leader’s family, Viscountess Amethyst, her daughter.
      
    

    
      She seemed to have had a very eventful life.
    

    
      “She was from a noble family, but three of her family members got involved in rebellions?” 
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , you’re looking at the advisor’s notes. Yes, that’s right. Her uncle, father, and herself were all undeniably involved in the rebellion. The funny part is that those rebellions are all different, but do you know what’s even funnier?” Amethyst asked with a chuckle. 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “It says the advisor has a daughter, right? She was the daughter of a rebel leader but was forced to take care of her at Marchioness Present Shield’s request. That child later grew up and led an actual rebel army.”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh,
      
       yeah. The heck?”
    

    
      “That’s what you call a fucked up family. Even I have never heard of a family like this. I thought they all had a treason fetish.”
    

    
      “Her father was a rebel, her daughter was a rebel, and she herself was also involved in a rebellion. How is she still a noble?”
    

    
      “Abracadabra?”
    

    
      “That doesn’t make sense!”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      , there are two types of people in the world who think nonsensical things make sense, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja. One is just an idiot, and the other is a person in power. Because I’m a person in power, I gave her noble rank back to her.”
    

    
      Really?
    

    
      “Are you picking up what I’m putting down?”
    

    
      “Viscountess, you really have a way with words…”
    

    
      “Yes, I can roughly converse in German, English, French, Korean, and Japanese. The recent popular trend in the outside world is crossing over to other worlds, right? On the contrary, the trend here is to accept people from other worlds. One of them became my language tutor.”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh
      
      , then are there any British or French people in this world?”
    

    
      Amethyst closed her hand mirror’s lid. The letters that had been swaying before my eyes quickly disappeared.
    

    
      “No. They’re all dead except one.”
    

    
      Right.
    

    
      “The moment they jump on the bandwagon and rejoice, thinking ‘I’ll also have an exciting adventure in this world!’, they realize you can’t escape death even if you leave for a supposed utopia. Besides, they are outsiders with knowledge of different worlds. It leaves no choice but to imprison or kill them immediately, right? I—
      
        We
      
       have a lot we must protect.”
    

    
      I couldn’t say anything. 
    

    
      “Well, I think that’s enough serious talk.” 
    

    
      After placing the hand mirror aside, Amethyst took out a cup. Where did the cup come from? I wondered what kind of physical laws were applied to her pockets.
    

    
      “Mr. Kim Gong-Ja, please spread your arms for a moment so I can see your torso.”
    

    
      “L-Like this?”
    

    
      “Yes. Now, this cup is made from stone, not glass, so I can do this.” 
    

    
      For some reason, Amethyst pushed the cup toward me. It… went right through my chest.
    

    
      “
      
        Huh
      
      ?”
    

    
      “
      
        Hehe.
      
      ” Amethyst stirred the cup inside my chest. After a while, she pulled out her hand, and I saw that the cup was completely filled with water.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “What do you think? Isn’t this awesome?”
    

    
      “What… What… What did you just do?!”
    

    
      “For your information, it’s freaking delicious. It puts the water from the kingdom’s highest mountain spring to shame.”
    

    
      Amethyst gulped down the water she scooped out of me. Oh my god. My brain shut down in the face of this absolutely unexplainable phenomenon.
    

    
      “
      
        Phew… 
      
      Refreshing. This is why I always bring you around, Advisor.”
    

    
      Was this a usual occurrence?!
    

    
      “You’re an Ascendant. In this world, there is a phenomenon called Ascension, and the people who overcome trials gain power. Above all, you will receive the blessing that allows you not to die… just once.”
    

    
      “Not die just once? What do you mean?”
    

    
      “I mean that, once an Ascendant dies, they shrivel. If they die one more time in that state, that is the moment they really die. No more miracles happen. Your head will fly like an ordinary person’s.”
    

    
      Right…
    

    
      Amethyst took my hand, continuing her dramatic speech. “Surprisingly, there is Ascension beyond Ascension, a heaven beyond heaven. A very small number of people have reached the second sky. And one of them is you, Advisor River Eternal! You’re an incredible, extremely rare High Ascendant who also happens to be a witch. In this wide world, there are only twelve people like you. That’s the type of person you are!”
    

    
      “I get that I’m great, but why can you get water out of me with that cup?”
    

    
      “High Ascendants slowly transcend humanity. Kinda like becoming a god over time. For example, my first advisor’s core is fire. If she wishes, she can burn down the city like a phoenix. On the other hand, your core is water. Very clean and cool.” 
    

    
      Amethyst stroked my cheek with her index finger. “My two advisors happen to be complete opposites. I’m truly blessed.”
    

    
      Amethyst dipped her fingertips into the water and brought them to her lips. Her lips were already pink and glistening, but my water droplets made them even more shiny.
    

    
      “My advisor is my exclusive lip balm and washroom. To ensure that I always look fresh out of the shower, you take care of me. Unfortunately, I won’t be able to use the bathtub today because of you, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      I processed the information I was just given.
    

    
      
        River Eternal is Amethyst’s vassal, advisor, and High Ascendant archwitch. There are only twelve Ascendant mages. She’s also from a member of a heinous family that has rebelled against the kingdom for four generations. But she loves Amethyst. The water that makes up her body is only used to make Amethyst happy and comfortable.
      
    

    
      In other words, River Eternal’s master was Amethyst. I didn’t know if this was a good or a bad thing for her, but countless other people served Amethyst as their master. 
    

    
      As soon as we entered the lounge, numerous nobles and their servants gathered around us.
    

    
      “Viscountess Amethyst!”
    

    
      “About voting in favor of the last agenda item—”
    

    
      “The situation in the Raging Deathcrow Barony is still difficult, so what is the royal family—”
    

    
      “As you instructed, we have secured the meat in cooperation with Spectra Palace. You said it didn’t matter even if it was rotten or not, so we had no issues securing the required quantity. Where shall I send—”
    

    
      The crowd buzzed as if everything that happened in this world needed to be discussed with Amethyst. Despite her bitter smile, Amethyst answered every question.
    

    
      “Yes, let me sign this.”
    

    
      “We won’t be just sending a new lord to the Raging Deathcrow Barony. The kingdom is showing great interest in the estate and the unused area around it. The Ministry of Finance will provide support, so don’t worry too much and just wait.
    

    
      “Good job. Send the meat to the palace, not Innerbound’s place. Store it somewhere near the assembly hall so that we can bring it in at any time. I already talked to Princess Spectra, so if you go there, the royal court ladies and maids will help you." 
    

    
      Everyone who had asked questions paid their respects with “Thank you!” and “I’m sorry!” before running off. The dozens of other nobles sitting in the lounge were silent the entire time. Many of them glared at Amethyst in annoyance.
    

    
      “Once again, Viscountess Amethyst is busy saving the kingdom. She’s amazing. Anyone who sees her will think she’s a duchess rather than a viscountess. How admirable she is for caring for the people…”
    

    
      “Countess Towerfang Tiger.”
    

    
      Viscountess Pure Sacrednoir was back in the lounge. Dozens of nobles led by her were drinking tea in their seats; they were from Amethyst’s faction.
    

    
      “No matter what anyone says, Viscountess Amethyst is the one who had the most outstanding achievements this year. It’s only right to be rewarded accordingly.”
    

    
      “In war, the one with the highest kill count is the strongest. Why don’t nobles know that?”
    

    
      Towerfang Tiger scoffed. “
      
        Ha
      
      , I guess your subordinates’ shallowness is a direct consequence of your leadership skills. You’re merely an honorary viscountess. How dare you interrupt a countess?” 
    

    
      “What? Do you want me to challenge you to a duel? Bring it on.”
    

    
      I checked the information of everyone who spoke.
    

    
      “I already soaked my feet in water for thirteen hours. 
      
        Thirteen
      
       hours. You’re having a hard time, I’m having a hard time, we’re all having a hard time, so why are you messing with my faction leader? She’s having the hardest time. Do you want to have your ass handed to you?”
    

    
      
        
          Great Prawn Pearl
        
      
    

    
      
        Status: Honorary Viscountess.
      
    

    
      
        Connection: Viscountess Amethyst’s disciple.
      
    

    
      
        Danger Level: White.
      
    

    
      
        Note: Former Platinum General of the Royal Army. 
      
    

    
      
        When a large-scale rebellion broke out sixty years ago, she stood at the forefront and suppressed the rebels. The total of casualties from both sides at the time was sixty thousand. It ended up being 210,000, including civilians. 
      
    

    
      
        It was later discovered that the royal family staged the rebellion, so the royal army was disbanded, leaving Great Prawn Pearl unemployed.
      
    

    
      
        Great Prawn Pearl argued that it made no sense for there to be no royal army in the kingdom. Her claim was that only destruction awaited everyone if security was left entirely to the nobles’ private armies.
      
    

    
      
        Her plan was to create the need for a royal army through extremely violent protests, but Viscountess Amethyst stopped her. She accepted Great Prawn Pearl as her youngest disciple but is having a hard time with her because she just won’t listen.
      
    

    
      
        She’s an ally that can be killed.
      
    

    
      
        Strengths: Survival, martial arts, combat, war
      
    

    
      
        Weaknesses: Slaughterer, plunderer, impatient, stupid except in war
      
    

    
      
        Caution: Living in Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit’s estate.
      
    

    
      I noticed something.
    

    
      “What? Are you threatening me? Alright, you little shrimp egg bastard. Today will be your death anniversary—”
    

    
      “Wait. You people are too worked up.” A gentle-looking noble strummed the strings of the harp-like instrument in her hands. “Today is the first day in sixty years that Her Majesty personally attended the assembly. If a duel between nobles in the lounge broke out on a day like this, wouldn’t it taint Her Majesty’s dignity? Even if we don’t have to worry about it, Amethyst will be sad.”
    

    
      
        
          Wavecho Flare.
        
      
    

    
      
        Status: Baroness of the capital.
      
    

    
      
        Connection: Viscountess Amethyst’s colleague. 
      
    

    
      
        Danger Level: Blue.
      
    

    
      
        Note: The former sect master of the Wavecho Flare Sect. 
      
    

    
      
        The sect was a group of a very small number of elites and one of the Six Heavenly Sects, the kingdom’s top six mercenary guilds. The sect’s specialties were special operations like assassinating key figures, destroying enemy bases, setting fire to farms right before the harvest, and poisoning the land. 
      
    

    
      
        Wavecho Flare received her barony when Viscountess Amethyst took in the Six Heavenly Sects.
      
    

    
      
        She’s an ally that can be killed.
      
    

    
      
        Strengths: Survival, swift, always keeps her promises, Ascendant
      
    

    
      
        Weaknesses: Pyromaniac, poisoner, wanderer
      
    

    
      
        Caution: She is starting to think of Viscountess Amethyst as someone special.
      
    

    
      When this much information was collected, I could see the common denominator of the lovers who served Amethyst as their master. Each of the women in the lounge had a different appearance, personality, and past. However, all their lives had one red line that couldn’t be erased
      
        [2]
      
      .
    

    
      “Well, I am a rookie who only received the title of baroness today, so if you need to duel, send me instead. Rumors will soon die out if they’re about a bunch of clueless rookies that did something rude.”
    

    
      Baroness Guardian Hope, Amethyst’s slave, had been the rebel leader’s right-hand woman, torturing and killing hundreds of people.
    

    
      “Is there really a need for a duel? I think the reason Countess Towerfang Tiger is angry is that she feels like she can’t do anything and is losing to our teacher. Then, if she gets a landslide victory, the problem will be solved. I heard that the countess is good at Royal Go, so perhaps she and Teacher can play a game and solve this matter once and for all?”
    

    
      Ironfang, the former viscountess, was Amethyst’s disciple. Just like Pure Sacrednoir had a history of being kidnapped by the Red Fingernails, Ironfang had learned the Ritual of Darkness and continued it even after safely returning to the capital. Together with her subordinate nobles, she preyed on thousands of humans.
    

    
      Even Snowhite Rabbit, the young marchioness, had a record of whipping a commoner child to death.
    

    
      “Mr. Kim Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      Amethyst, who had been watching the war of nerves between the factions, turned to me. Even though she had handled numerous complaints on the spot, she showed no signs of fatigue. Rather, she was smiling.
    

    
      “No, I should call you Advisor River Eternal while there’s other people around. So, Advisor River Eternal, is there something on my face? You look pale. Or perhaps… have you figured out the answer to your question?
    

    
      Everyone who loved Amethyst was a killer. 
    

    
      “Have you formed an idea of ​​the kind of person I am?”
    

    

    
      1. The raw is -ssi. It's a gender-neutral form of address. ☜

    

    
      2. The red line here is a Korean expression that one is a criminal. It's from the Japanese colonization period. The Japanese put red lines on the freedom fighters' names in the family registries. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 217: The Golden Rule (1)

    
      I had to ask, “Why did you make these kinds of people your lovers?”
    

    
      Amethyst would one day build the Tower and gather all the abandoned people from across the universe. The children sacrificed by religious fanaticism, the warriors who died in an unreasonable disaster, the woman whose life was incarcerated in an undefeatable phenomenon…  She was going to bring these abandoned, ruined lives to the Tower and offer them a new world.
    

    
      
        She built the Tower for all the victims in the universe.
      
    

    
      So then, why did she have killers as her lovers? I looked at Viscountess Amethyst, who smiled at me.
    

    
      “What do you mean by ‘these kinds of people?’” Amethyst asked. 
    

    
      “These women have committed grave crimes. One whipped a child to death, another ate people, and one of them started a war that killed countless civilians. Why do you love them? Why do you let them keep their nobility? You will eventually build that Tower. You’re so close to being omnipotent, so why not punish them?”
    

    
      “You’re a very kind person.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Those who climb the Tower with you will be very happy.”
    

    
      I tilted my head in confusion, but she didn’t elaborate further. Instead, she sat down in a chair and looked straight ahead. I followed her gaze and continued to watch as the fight escalated.
    

    
      “Recommending someone who isn’t even twenty years old to dukedom is a joke!”
    

    
      The conservative faction’s Countess Towerfang Tiger—who had a lion’s mane haircut—seemed irritated. 
    

    
      “Viscountess Amethyst is eighteen. Eighteen! It doesn’t matter how many rebellions or dragon kingdoms she has ended. There is an undeniable hierarchy in this kingdom.”
    

    
      This time, a noble from Amethyst’s faction spoke, but only after deeply inhaling a puff from her hookah. 
    

    
      “I see. Countess Towerfang Tiger is right. I couldn’t understand why the rebels over the past decades were growing stronger day by day, let alone being subdued… I feel like my eyes are wide open now that I’ve listened to her. While an eighteen-year-old child was fighting against the rebels, great nobles like Countess Towerfang Tiger were making sure the kingdom would be in order. Thanks to nobles like her, I know why the kingdom has prospered until now.”
    

    
      The nobles of Amethyst’s faction chuckled. 
    

    
      “You’re right. I was blaming myself for putting all the burden on a young girl, but I should have criticized her for daring to accomplish deeds during a war.”
    

    
      “That’s right. If our faction leader hadn’t stepped forward, two hundred thousand people would have been killed subduing the Gold Dragon again. No, millions of citizens would still be suffering if the Red Fingernails hadn’t been defeated. She has protected the lives of hundreds of thousands of soldiers and the safety of millions of people, but why should it mean anything? She’s still only eighteen years old. Giving her dukedom is nonsense.”
    

    
      “You’re right. Countess Towerfang Tiger’s benevolence is truly beautiful. She cares about the kingdom’s order!”
    

    
      Amethyst’s lovers launched waves of attacks. Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit, the child killer, was looking around cautiously. While Viscountess Pure Sacrednoir, the gluttonous cannibal, backed up her colleagues, Viscountess Great Prawn Pearl chuckled blatantly. Their reactions varied, but they all supported Amethyst.
    

    
      “Ha…” Towerfang Tiger’s face darkened, probably because she felt humiliated to lose the argument. “The courtesan’s dogs do have quite a bark.”
    

    
      The lounge fell silent. The nobles who had leisurely ridiculed the countess so far all turned cold, their smiles disappearing from their faces. Only anger burned in their eyes.
    

    
      “What do you think?” Amethyst whispered in my ear, quietly enough so only I could hear her. “Isn’t it funny? All the people who take my side are killers, like you said. They’re sinners, but look. Look at their faces.” 
    

    
      Amethyst sat up on the chair’s armrest. “They’re in pain. Calling me a courtesan is an insult, but she isn’t really wrong. I’ve bewitched countless nobles and royals with my music, dance, and sweet words; hence, I am a courtesan. Even so, Countess Towerfang Tiger was being polite. People on the streets call me a prostitute. Look, Mr. Gong-Ja.” 
    

    
      Amethyst gently tugged at my sleeve. Even though she wasn’t really pulling with force, I bent down until my shoulder was on the same level as her face.
    

    
      Amethyst added, “One of them whipped a child to death, the one next to her feasted on humans, and the general over there slaughtered civilians. However, they’re all hurt because I was called a courtesan. It’s so funny.” 
    

    
      Amethyst interlocked her arm with mine. It felt like a snake crawling up my body. “The kingdom has hundreds of volumes of law codes. According to specific laws, the sins of criminals can be measured and used to hold them accountable. It’s an annoying amount of work, but the sentences are easy to carry out. If I wish, I can have all those criminals executed right away. What should I do, Mr. Gong-Ja? Should I kill them all?”
    

    
      “Um.”
    

    
      The snake smiled, her purple eyes sparkling under her long eyelids. “Yes. You think that’s too harsh, don’t you? You’re kind and think it’s too harsh to kill even those who have done wrong. That’s the impression you’re giving me. Because of who you are, you’re completely different from me.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “There is no way that simply killing them is too much.” 
    

    
      Amethyst grabbed my chin and forced me to look at the noble with hair as white as a rabbit’s—Marchioness Snowhite. She was anxiously looking around at the people from multiple factions.
    

    
      “Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit murdered a child when she was a child herself. The marquisate delivered the settlement money to the bereaved family. One side is a prestigious noble family in the capital, and the other one is an ordinary citizen family. They called it settlement money, but well, it’s actually more like an ultimatum, right?”
    

    
      That sounded about right.
    

    
      “The criminal was a minor at the time. In addition to that, she’s a noble and has even settled with the victim’s family. In this case, the sentence that Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit receives is... well? The harshest one would be taking away her nobility. To your surprise, that is the harshest punishment guaranteed by law,” Amethyst said playfully. 
    

    
      “On the other hand, the bereaved family is ruined. Unlike noble families, common families are devastated surprisingly easily. There were three of them in the family—the granddaughter, grandfather, and grandmother. The granddaughter who Marchioness Snowhite murdered was the grandparents’ only descendant.
    

    
      “Do you understand, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja? The family is done for. It’s ruined and broken. What is the use of receiving hundreds of gold for settlement money? Can you assemble a child’s broken body with gold? It’s possible to meet a kind, fair judge who will majestically follow the kingdom’s great and dignified law so that Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit will miraculously lose her marquisate. But will it resolve all the resentment of the bereaved family?”
    

    
      I didn’t reply.
    

    
      “A sinner ruined them. Even if you kill the sinner, the grudge and resentment won’t go away. Think about it. One winter day, your granddaughter dies on the snowfield because one noble whipped her back until her flesh was bared and her spine was crushed. Would a single death be enough to end the resentment?”
    

    
      “Then what should be done?”
    

    
      I understood what Amethyst was saying. It was similar to the problem I had contemplated when I took in the Constellation Murderer. 
    

    
      For the people who had already committed sins, sometimes, their victims were still out there. How could their ruined lives be compensated? Even someone like the Black Witch had dipped her hands in blood countless times, and I was her friend. I had yet to find an answer to whether that was the right thing to do and what to do if it wasn’t.
    

    
      “Pain,” the master of the Tower answered. “Pain is the only answer.”
    

    
      She stroked my locks. “For the last six years, the grandparents had to endure the pain of losing their granddaughter and will still have to spend the rest of their lives with the pain of never seeing her again. Returning exactly the same pain to the sinner is how this world’s law should be, and that is what I wish to establish in the kingdom.”
    

    
      Amethyst talked as if she were a senior giving advice to her beloved junior, but her purple eyes had something magical about them, making her kind consideration seem like an evil curse. That was probably why Amethyst also seemed like a devil tempting a passerby.
    

    
      “I’ll rebuild this kingdom under the law of suffering, but it won’t end just with the kingdom. Next will be this entire world, and then all the other worlds I will see and walk on. The Tower is a way to do that.”
    

    
      I was speechless for a moment. “Is that possible?”
    

    
      “There are two ways to make the impossible possible. One is to go crazy. All you have to do is lose your mind and make the impossible possible in your delusion.”
    

    
      “And the other one?”
    

    
      Amethyst giggled. “Be the person in power. Power is something you possess and dominate. I bewitched six duchesses, seduced one queen, and captured three dragon emperors.”
    

    
      She raised one finger. “I did that only to become the most powerful person in the world.”
    

    
      She tapped the armrest of her chair twice. Prompted by the sound, the women who had been glaring at Towerfang Tiger stopped what they were doing and forgot what they wanted to say. At the signal from their master, they all turned their heads. 
    

    
      The same was true for the opposing faction. At first, they kept talking, but when everyone from the other side turned their gazes at once, they couldn’t help but feel that something was off. Thus, the nobles of the other faction also turned to look at Amethyst.
    

    
      As all the nobles were transfixed on one person, the servants stopped serving drinks, and the performers paused as they were selecting the next song. They all looked at Amethyst.
    

    
      Thirteen seconds. That was all it took for the hundreds of humans in the giant lounge to look at Amethyst. The fierce shouting, subtle sarcasm, and cold anger evaporated in an instant.
    

    
      Silence hung in the air. 
    

    
      With hundreds of eyes on her, Amethyst said, “Dear fellow nobles, you have come to the lounge to rest, but you’re engaging in heated discussions even here. I can’t hide how proud I am to be a member of the kingdom, but I’m worried that the assembly won’t be paying you overtime. You can’t be working overtime when you aren’t getting paid.
    

    
      “I believe we rested enough. Go back to the conference hall and resume your work,” Amethyst stated, using my shoulder as a cane to prop herself up.
    

    
      The nobles belonging to Amethyst’s faction also stood up, leaving behind the glasses they had been sipping on regardless of the amount of beverage left in them. The nobles gathered around Amethyst without a moment of hesitation. It was a truly bizarre scene, considering that each and every one of them possessed power that was incomparable to a commoner’s.
    

    
      Amethyst grabbed my wrist and offered a bright smile. “Now, Mr. Gong-Ja, I’ll show you a miracle tonight.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 218: The Golden Rule (2)

    
      Viscountess Amethyst and I made our way to the assembly chamber with dozens of nobles following after us. No one spoke. Only the sound of footsteps echoed across the hall. The nobles were like elite soldiers about to enter their final battle.
    

    
      The nobles from the other factions who had already arrived at the assembly chamber turned to look at us. I felt suffocated. Some were angry. Others were jealous. Some seemed to idolize Amethyst and stared at her with stars in their eyes. Every emotion known to man seemed to be targeted at Amethyst at this moment.
    

    
      “Hello, everyone. It seems the meeting will resume soon,” Amethyst said, flashing a carefree smile. “I’m here with the members of my faction. Am I late?”
    

    
      No one answered her, but it seemed she wasn’t seeking an answer in the first place. Grinning, Amethyst headed for her seat, though she turned to glance back at me. “What are you doing, Advisor?” 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Your seat is right next to mine. Follow me, quickly. I’m sure you don’t intend to leave my side cold and empty.”
    

    
      
        Ah, my memories are vague, so she’s being considerate of me.
      
    

    
      I bowed and followed after her. As I approached the seat assigned to me, the entire assembly chamber came into view. It was very different from the parliament I was familiar with. The chamber was circular, not a semicircle. It looked like a Colosseum. The throne was in the exact center, like a pillar, and the seats of the nobles surrounded it.
    

    
      The most unusual part was…
    

    
      
        Water?
      
    

    
      Yes, waterways had been installed under the seats. When I sat down, I had to put my feet in the water. The waterways spread like a spider’s web through the chamber, until they reached the sewers installed below the throne.
    

    
      Amethyst took off her leather boots and sat down. “It’s Amniotic Fluid,” she told me. 
    

    
      I looked around and saw the other nobles also taking off their shoes, as if they were used to this.
    

    
      “Amniotic Fluid?”
    

    
      “Yes, you heard that right. There is a huge lake underground in the capital. Water is drawn from there and spread throughout the waterways in the capital. This is where the water passes through first, Platinum Tower’s assembly chamber.”
    

    
      Following everyone’s example, I also took off my shoes. “Why did you guys name it this way?”
    

    
      “It has many meanings and uses. We make laws in the noble assembly, and the laws make up the kingdom. Hence, the kingdom is born right here. ‘Always be aware that we are giving birth to the kingdom.’ That’s why it’s called Amniotic Fluid.”
    

    
      I took off my socks and dipped my feet into the waterway. Warm water seeped between my toes. “It’s warm…”
    

    
      “Yes, because it’s winter now. The water is cool in the summer. It also helps regulate the chamber’s temperature.”
    

    
      “Fascinating.”
    

    
      “The color of the water also changes, depending on how serious the agenda is. For example, when the assembly decides to subdue one of the dragon kingdoms, the Amniotic Fluid turns red like blood. The waterways in the capital also turn red to inform the people that there is an emergency.”
    

    
      “Oh…”
    

    
      “In short, the water people use in their lives is what sweeps through the nobles’ toes. That seems to bring fetish-like satisfaction to a small number of nobles and citizens. It’s practical in many ways, isn’t it?”
    

    
      
        That’s so disgusting… 
      
    

    
      Amethyst chuckled. “Mr. Gong-Ja, you aren’t like Advisor River Eternal at all.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “My advisor never makes that look. It’ll be funny if your identity is revealed, but the meeting comes first right now. I would appreciate it if you could be careful so that people don’t notice something is off.”
    

    
      
        Hmm.
      
    

    
      “How does the advisor talk?”
    

    
      “Huh? You don’t remember?”
    

    
      “No, my memories are a little blurry. I feel like I’m seeing the Amniotic Fluid for the first time.”
    

    
      Amethyst smiled. “Hmm. Well, it’s simple. She’s mostly polite but also impassive. If you manage to talk like you’re indifferent to everything in the world, then you’ll nail it.”
    

    
      I relaxed my eyebrows. “You mean like this?”
    

    
      Amethyst rested her chin on her palm and looked at me. “That’s good, but try to be a little more impassive. My advisor truly places no value on this world.”
    

    
      “Place no value on the world…”
    

    
      “Yes. Whether it’s a random person, a citizen, or the kingdom itself, nothing matters to her. The only people who have a place in her heart are me and her daughter. Everyone else is white noise.”
    

    
      Suddenly, I remembered the information spell that the original owner of this body had left about Amethyst:
    

    
      
        My master. My heart. My blood. My everything in this world.
      
    

    
      When I remembered that note, my heart felt numb for some reason. 
    

    
      Amethyst looked amused. “Your acting is quite good. Have you ever received acting training?”
    

    
      “While climbing the Tower, I had the opportunity to become part of a troupe.”
    

    
      Her smile became wider. “You’re surprisingly versatile, Mr. Gong-Ja. You look very much like my Advisor River Eternal. Is it okay if I keep calling you Advisor instead of Mr. Kim Gong-Ja from now on?”
    

    
      For some reason, my heart started pounding hard again. I was just making eye contact with her, but my chest felt tight and my head was foggy. It felt just like when the trauma started. 
    

    
      Fortunately, a voice called to my attention just before the fog completely engulfed me.
    

    
      “All rise for Her Majesty the Sun Queen!”
    

    
      The meeting resumed.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      As soon as the meeting began, nobles from the other factions launched waves of attacks against Amethyst. The first person to open fire was Countess Towerfang Tiger, who had been waiting for her moment since we left the lounge.
    

    
      “Viscountess Amethyst accepted rebels as her personal subordinates. I’m not talking about just the Red Fingernails. The Stone Assembly, Boulder, Feignevil, Heavenly Avatar, Heart. All the rebel organizations that caused trouble recently have become her subordinates. A noble with such a record cannot be recommended to a dukedom.”
    

    
      Hundreds of nobles looked at Towerfang Tiger. The queen didn’t stop her from speaking. This seemed more like a hearing about Amethyst than a regular meeting.
    

    
      “It’s only right to arrest the rebels who have been hiding behind Viscountess Amethyst and punish them according to the crimes they committed. If the viscountess is truly loyal to the kingdom, she will cooperate. Isn’t that right, Viscountess? Unless you’re plotting treason, why would you harbor fugitives?”
    

    
      “Countess, all the people I took in as subordinates were captured by me,” Amethyst retorted with a smile. “All prisoners captured on the battlefield become the property of the general. I’m handling my property as I like, so what’s wrong with that?”
    

    
      “Even if they were traitors who aimed their swords at the kingdom?”
    

    
      “Property cannot commit sins. An excellent warrior’s sword may shed the blood of hundreds of people, but no one blames the slaughter on the sword. They blame it on the warrior instead. I just collect swords that shed a lot of blood.”
    

    
      “Are you treating them as objects?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Towerfang Tiger seemed taken aback by this response.
    

    
      Amethyst blinked, feigning surprise. “I told you they’re my property. If you have a problem with that, you should have captured them yourself. Or you can abolish slavery. Oh, right. There are a lot of slaves in the County of Tiger. It feels a bit icky seeing a territory that relies on the slave economy for its finances. You could have reformed the estate’s economy if you really wanted to solve the slavery problem.”
    

    
      “Who do you think you are to meddle in my county’s management—”
    

    
      “Think about it. The prisoners I took in are my private property. I don’t know what right you think you have to interfere with my family’s affairs. Wouldn’t it be better for both of us to mind our business?”
    

    
      Towerfang Tiger gritted her teeth. “What if the crime was committed by an actual person, not your property?”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      She looked at the person on the throne. “Your Majesty, may I present my opinion?”
    

    
      “Go on.”
    

    
      “In the kingdom’s two thousand year history, no new dukedoms have been established. Considering the magnitude of the matter, I believe a strict screening process to verify the qualities of the duke candidate is necessary.”
    

    
      The Sun Queen listened to Towerfang Tiger in silence. She hadn’t been out of her quarters for the past sixty years. Those who didn’t work had no success nor authority. The queen was like that, so the nobles did not respect her.
    

    
      Towerfang Tiger went on. “I’ve come across several reports that bring up quite a few questions regarding Viscountess Amethyst’s moral character. Therefore, with your permission, I would like to summon witnesses here.”
    

    
      The Sun Queen turned her head and looked at Amethyst, silently asking for her cooperation. Amethyst smiled as if telling the queen not to worry.
    

    
      “I’ll allow it,” the Sun Queen answered.
    

    
      Towerfang Tiger bowed. “And I’ll be eternally grateful.” 
    

    
      The witnesses entered the chamber one after another. The first person to step into the Amniotic Fluid was an old man dressed neatly.
    

    
      Towerfang Tiger asked, “What’s your name?”
    

    
      “My name is Brookstone.”
    

    
      “What is your status and origin?”
    

    
      “I’m a citizen. Forty-one years ago, I came from the Death Harbinger Barony and settled in the royal capital.”
    

    
      “Brookstone, you have stepped into this place as a mere citizen. The blessings bestowed upon you are by no means light.”
    

    
      The old man kneeled and placed his forehead on the floor. “I’ll be eternally grateful for this blessing.”
    

    
      “You previously passed around an appeal to the nobles saying that you have been wronged.”
    

    
      “It felt like the world collapsed around me after losing my one and only granddaughter, so I dared to draw a few mediocre brush strokes to write some words. I apologize for befouling the eyes of the honorable.”
    

    
      I turned my head to the seat next to mine. There sat Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit, who had turned pale.
    

    
      “It’s a pity that you lost your granddaughter. However, it’s the heavens that decide the loss of a person’s life, and you aren’t the only one who lost your family member. What made you find this so unfair that you filed an appeal?”
    

    
      “It’s as natural for a lowly citizen’s life to end like a weed that was cut down, but I would like to speak of injustice because the heavens didn’t take my daughter.”
    

    
      As if she were a benevolent ruler, Towerfang Tiger asked, “How did your granddaughter die?”
    

    
      “My granddaughter was whipped to death by a noble named Snowhite Rabbit.”
    

    
      The Amniotic Fluid turned turbulent as the nobles shuffled in their seats.
    

    
      “Snowhite Rabbit? That name sounds familiar. Do you know anything more about them?”
    

    
      “When my granddaughter died six years ago, I only heard that her murderer was called Lady Snowhite Rabbit.”
    

    
      “Lady Snowhite Rabbit… Isn’t she the marchioness sitting over there right now?”
    

    
      The nobles looked at Snowhite Rabbit, who was not only pale but shivering.
    

    
      Towerfang Tiger turned to her. “Marchioness.” 
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “This citizen here says that you whipped his granddaughter to death six years ago. Is this true?”
    

    
      “Ah, it is. I-I…”
    

    
      Amethyst stood up. The water around her feet splashed as she bowed slightly. “Your Majesty.”
    

    
      “Go on,” the queen told her.
    

    
      “Since Marchioness Snowhite’s family is under my wing, I should be the one reprimanded for my subordinate’s crime. I believe it isn’t right for Countess Towerfang Tiger to question my subordinate.”
    

    
      “What do you think, Countess?” 
    

    
      “How kind and considerate. In fact, I would also like to ask Viscountess Amethyst a question, not the marchioness.” 
    

    
      Towerfang Tiger looked triumphant. It seemed this was what she had been aiming for. “Viscountess.”
    

    
      “Yes, Countess Towerfang Tiger.”
    

    
      “Were you aware of what the marchioness had done?”
    

    
      “Yes, I was aware.”
    

    
      The Amniotic Fluid became turbulent once again.
    

    
      “For how long?”
    

    
      “I already knew when I accepted her as my subordinate. The marchioness herself confessed to me directly,” Amethyst answered.
    

    
      “What? Does it mean that you accepted her as your subordinate even though you were aware of her sins?”
    

    
      “I guess so.”
    

    
      Towerfang Tiger slammed her fist onto the desk. “Why?! The marchioness whipped a young citizen to death. Have you no shame? How can you accept such a cruel person as your subordinate?”
    

    
      Amethyst smiled. It made my heart pound hard. She said, “I don’t know if you know, but the marchioness was notorious for her character. Lady Fool, Lady Idiot, Lady Brainless… She heard all kinds of insults. After I met her, I thought I should raise her properly.”
    

    
      “Raise her properly?”
    

    
      Snowhite Rabbit was trembling even more now. 
    

    
      “The young lady grew up abused by her family. Former Marquis White Crest Rabbit, the marchioness’ grandfather, was a genius, but not in a good way. He couldn’t understand people who were less intelligent than him, so he didn’t try to understand his granddaughter. His malicious verbal and physical abuse defined Marchioness Snowhite’s childhood.”
    

    
      Towerfang Tiger frowned. “So? Are you saying that the marchioness should be forgiven because she had a pitiful past?”
    

    
      Amethyst covered her mouth with her sleeve and giggled. “No, if I had left her be, Marchioness Snowhite would have lived as Marchioness Brainless forever. Someone would have sent an assassin one day and let her have a comfortable death without any regrets about the sin she had committed. I don’t think that’s a good ending for her.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I took the marchioness under my wing and went on a trip for fifteen days.” Amethyst hummed, looking like she was reminiscing about a happy past. “I showed what life is like to this young noble lady who had never washed a plate or a shirt in her life. I forced her to experience the life of a person who cannot eat unless they work. She was forced to face reality: if she worked as a commoner, it would be nearly impossible to survive. 
    

    
      “Thanks to this trip, Marchioness Snowhite realized that even if she was unhappy, her misfortune was endurable. I regularly had classes with her. Sometimes, we went to the northern port, where I showed her the daily lives of merchants. From time to time, I showed her a bandit raid so she could see people’s lives being crushed at an instant.”
    

    
      Amethyst’s cheeks were rosy, like a preacher focused on their ceremony. “Do you understand? Marchioness Snowhite is only fifteen, but she’s already experienced the death of commoners, merchants, and bandits. I’ll go out on a limb and assure you that the marchioness will become a great politician, one of the top twelve in this kingdom.”
    

    
      Towerfang Tiger sneered. “Ha. I was wondering where you were going with this, but you’re basically suggesting covering up her old mistake because she’ll become a great politician in the future. With such a rotten mindset—”
    

    
      “You really don’t know anything, Countess.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Amethyst became even more heated up. “What does it matter whether she becomes a great politician in the future or not? The important thing is that, even though she becomes such a great noble, she committed a mistake that can never be undone. The better the marchioness becomes, the more miserable she will be. Do you understand that?”
    

    
      Towerfang Tiger could only stare at Amethyst as she continued her defense.
    

    
      “No matter how well she governs or how many lives she comforts, she can never consider herself a good person. It’s only natural since nothing will change the fact that she killed a child.” 
    

    
      Amethyst clasped her hands together as if she was praying. 
    

    
      “I’ll raise Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit to be the greatest and most unfortunate noble in the kingdom. With every passing day, she will experience a mix of misfortune, self-reproach, and shame. Countess, imagine the day these things will define the marchioness completely. Each time she waves her hand, it’ll emanate misfortune. Her past will cling onto her shadow in each of her steps.” 
    

    
      Amethyst smiled as brightly as a saint. “What do you think? Won’t she become lovely?”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 219: The Golden Rule (3)
The assembly chamber became quiet. Many nobles were shaken by Viscountess Amethyst’s remark.
“Lovely?” Countess Towerfang Tiger murmured, clearly displeased with the answer.
Most of the nobles reacted similarly. However, those Amethyst had taken in—the women who loved her and were loved by her—were calm. Her lovers seemed to think it was a good thing this story was now public.
Amethyst replied, “Yes. A person, a noble one at that, will crumble and agonize under the weight of the misfortune they have caused. Something about this will always touch people’s hearts. Marchioness Snowhite is like a honey-filled cake. When you take a bite of her, sweetness fills your mouth.”
Towerfang Tiger was dumbfounded. “What in the world are you talking about?” 
Amethyst sighed and shrugged, not bothering to hide her scorn. “Forget it. You don’t get it. When a treasure map falls right in an adventurer’s lap, they set out to find it, but lowlives always laugh at them. So… are you done?”
“What?”
“I’m asking if you have anything more to say, Countess. This poor man lost his granddaughter to a noble, and that noble happens to be my subordinate. That’s the summary of this incident. If you have nothing left to add, please sit back down. It’s already late into the night, and it would be unpleasant if the meeting stretches well past midnight.”
“Y-You… This old man lost his only granddaughter!” Towerfang Tiger shouted. “Did you know it happened on the day of his wife’s birthday? The girl was on her way to give her grandmother a birthday present, but Marchioness Snowhite beat her to death!”
The old man still had his forehead glued to the floor. Without sparing him a single glance, Towerfang Tiger pulled out a hairpin, an accessory that women from commoner households often wore.
“Look! This hairpin is the birthday present the granddaughter prepared. She was rushing to give this gift to her grandmother, but she bumped into Marchioness Snowhite on the way!” Towerfang Tiger yelled, her voice getting desperate.
I wondered if she was so desperate because she understood how the old man felt. Whatever her reason was, human desperation was persuasive. The nobles gradually paid less attention to Amethyst and looked at the old man with pity.
“His granddaughter fell in the snow but still smiled innocently, apologizing to the marchioness over and over again, saying she should have been more careful. It was just an accident. If the marchioness had forgiven her, that would have been the end of it.”
Towerfang Tiger regained her conviction. The nobles continued glancing at the old man with sympathy, while Amethyst seemed indifferent to everything. All these factors convinced Towerfang Tiger she was going to win.
“But the marchioness didn’t let the granddaughter go. And…”
“Boring,” Amethyst mumbled as quietly as a dragonfly’s wings. Towerfang Tiger was still energetically giving her speech. With the audience’s focus still on her, only I managed to hear Amethyst.
“Ari wasn’t the only one who prepared a birthday present that day.”
I tilted my head. “Who is Ari?”
“The girl the marchioness whipped to death,” Amethyst answered bluntly. “That day was also the birthday of the marchioness’ grandfather. Coincidentally, both girls had prepared birthday presents. The marchioness had prepared a brooch with the family crest on it, but she couldn’t give it to her grandfather.”
“Why?”
A strange emotion filled Amethyst’s eyes. She didn't seem to have heard this story from someone else. Rather, this was something that she had seen with her own eyes. 
“She got scolded because she couldn’t finish the math homework her grandfather gave her, so she couldn’t bring herself to give the brooch. What child would give a gift to their caretaker while angry at them? When the commoner girl bumped into the marchioness on the street, the brooch fell in the snow. The commoner girl also happened to step on it, breaking it.” 
The heat in her tone was gone.
“It wasn’t a particularly expensive-looking or masterfully crafted brooch. It wasn’t a big deal if it broke, but the marchioness picked up the pieces, shoved them in the commoner girl’s face, and told her, ‘It’s broken because of you.’ 
"The commoner girl lowered her head in surprise and apologized. However, while children know how to apologize, they don’t know how to accept an apology. Moreover, the marchioness, Lady Snowhite Rabbit at the time, was such a scoundrel that people called her Lady Brainless. She did not react kindly. ‘It shouldn’t have been broken, but you broke it!’
“Lady Snowhite Rabbit had a guard. Well, she was the marquis’ only heir. Her guard was also very loyal, so the lady ordered the guard to give her a whip. Without hesitation, he did as he was told, and the marchioness took it. The whip was too thick for her grip, but the lady swung it despite whimpering at the weight. She swung the whip with all the strength she had, and the commoner shook hard with every hit.”
“You destroyed everything! Why? Why? What am I supposed to do with this?”
“It hurts, my lady. I’m sorry. It hurts.”
“I feel stupid. You’re all just idiots. And Grandpa is the dumbest of you all!”
“No one stopped the lady.”
The snow became bloody. Lady Snowhite Rabbit’s guard received his whip back. Her attendant picked up one of the mangled girl’s keepsake scattered on the ground, but not because he sympathized with her. It simply occurred to him that he should pass them on to someone.
That keepsake was now in Towerfang Tiger’s hand.
“Look! Don’t you feel any resentment, Viscountess?!”
The hairpin had withered away over the past six years. It had probably been polished as shiny as it could be to be given to the grandmother, but now it had lost its luster and was dusty all over. It was old and worn out, looking like a very common hairpin.
“Just how heartless are you?”
Strangely, Amethyst simply smiled as she listened to Towerfang Tiger’s rant.
“Do the teachings of the old sages and classics mean nothing to you? How can you sit there so calmly even after seeing this? This keepsake is the bloody scar of death! You aren’t human, are you?”
No, that wasn’t it. Towerfang Tiger and everyone else had misunderstood something. Amethyst knew way, way more than Towerfang Tiger. She had even witnessed the granddaughter’s death from much closer than the old man lying face down in the room.
That wasn’t all. Amethyst knew everything, including the granddaughter’s last thoughts and words. She even knew the words that Snowhite Rabbit had screamed while brandishing her whip. 
Because… 
I barely managed to reach a conclusion because of how dizzy I was. “Viscountess, you have the Gold Dragon’s Gaze.”
Amethyst turned to me. “Hmm? What are you talking about, Advisor?”
I swallowed. Towerfang Tiger continued shouting, criticizing Amethyst for being an inhumane lowlife. She even called Amethyst an illegitimate bastard and a tyrant who didn’t know how to care for her people. Towerfang Tiger affirmed it was absurd to appoint such a person to a dukedom. The entire chamber was in an uproar, creating the perfect environment for the two of us to exchange secret whispers.
“That’s the Gold Dragon’s Gaze.”
“Yes, is there something wrong with it?”
“With it, you can see everything from an omniscient perspective. I now understand how you can watch the entire Tower despite being just one person. Viscountess, you have been given the ability to watch all the worldly affairs at the same time.”
“You’re not wrong. So?”
My heart pounded hard. “In addition, you also have the Icewater Dragon’s Breath, which allows you to travel to any period in the timeline you want. You have the eyes that can peer at anything and the means to travel anywhere you want. If you wish…”
“If I wish…?”
“It’s possible for you to witness the moment when the granddaughter was whipped to death,” I said. “That’s why you’re omniscient.”
This was how the Tower master had become omniscient. 
“By using the Golden Dragon’s Gaze and Icewater Dragon’s Breath, you can watch all the death and despair happening in this world. The two abilities enable you to observe everything going on in the Tower.”
[Correct.]
[You have passed the second threshold.]
[The Golden Dragon’s Gaze and the Icewater Dragon’s Breath form the Tower’s observation chamber.]
Amethyst savored my face with her purple eyes during this brief silence.
“That’s right,” she responded. A smile hung at the corners of her peach-colored lips. “Not bad. You didn’t have a lot of information, but you managed to piece everything together and figure out my future project.”
“You…”
Amethyst gently grabbed my wrist. “You should be rewarded for getting the answers right. I’ll show you how the granddaughter died.”
Something soft and as cool as a snake’s skin crawled up my ankle. When I looked down in surprise, I saw what could only be described as a watery tendril of darkness creeping along my skin from the surface of the Amniotic Fluid.
“Follow me.”
The darkness engulfed me.
***
The whip scattered snowflakes all around. Heavy with blood, they only flew upward a little before falling into the puddle of blood around a small, curled-up figure.
“It’s your fault!”
“Please… spare… me…”
“I-It’s all because of you! You! It’s your fault! If only it weren’t for you!”
“Ah…” 
The whip struck the air as the snowflakes melted on the surface of the blood pool. The little girl trembled as the last bit of her body heat seeped into the snow, melting it.
“There,” Amethyst announced, pointing her finger at the marchioness. 
We were submerged in the darkness of the alley. Passersby were walking up and down the street, but they were all frightened by the marchioness’s guard enough to walk down different streets just to avoid him. 
“Marchioness Snowhite was known as Lady Snowhite Rabbit when this happened. That’s the child she whipped to death when she was ten years old.”
I tried to run toward the child but couldn’t. Amethyst gripped my wrist with tremendous force, stopping me in place.
She shook her head. “No.” 
“W-Why not? We have to go now. If we go and take her to the doctor, maybe…”
“Maybe the girl will live. Yes. Maybe she’ll agonize during the winter but will get better as the season goes by. She may be able to lead a normal, happy life again someday. The marquisate will also give her family a generous amount of compensation, making them richer than ever before.”
“So why are you stopping me?”
The sound of a whip echoed across the winter sky. Amethyst smiled. “Advisor—I mean, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja. How many times do you think I’ve seen something like this?”
The young lady fiercely whipped the child, who was basically a corpse now. This would be her last winter.
“I’m eighteen years old. However, I cannot even begin to describe the countless lives I’ve lived. I’ve seen the death of hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, millions, tens of millions, billions, trillions of children. The number of times I have witnessed death right in front of me is as high as the number of sand particles in the world’s longest river[1].
“From the winter that took place 2001 years before the kingdom was founded to the present— December 24th 2001 according to the kingdom’s calendar—I witnessed all the infanticides, robberies, murders, victories, defeats, and massacres that took place. So far, I’ve only seen the ones in the kingdom’s history. One day, I’ll watch all the deaths in this world—no, in all of the worlds. And I won’t do anything about them.”
“What?” I croaked.
Amethyst smiled brightly. “I can prevent that child’s death and reverse as many unjust deaths as I want. I’m able to regress over and over until all the unreasonable deaths disappear and I establish a righteous timeline. But I will never, ever do that. I’ll never interfere.”
“Why?”
“Only then will all the misfortunes that occur in this world be solely my fault.”
The child died. Unable to contain her anger, Lady Snowhite Rabbit huffed and puffed, kicking the corpse before walking away. The snowstorm concealed her from my line of sight.
“Why did that child die, Advisor? What went wrong that caused her death?” Amethyst asked, her voice as cold as the snowflakes falling around us. “Was it her encounter with Lady Snowhite Rabbit? Well, what did Lady Snowhite Rabbit’s do wrong? Growing up under her arrogant grandfather’s care? Not being born smart enough to satisfy her grandfather? Was she born wrong?”
Amethyst let go of my wrist. “No. These are all coincidences, which you cannot blame. She wasn’t born wrong—not a single person in this world was. There is only one person who is at fault.” 
She brought her hands to her chest. “I could have gone up to the commoner girl and told her that the road ahead is dangerous, so she should go another way. Then the girl would have easily avoided the misfortune that would come to her. I could have become Lady Snowhite Rabbit’s mysterious friend and tutored her. Then, she would have become smarter by the day and won her grandfather’s approval someday.”
Amethyst clasped her hands together as if praying, her eyes locked on mine. “I have the ability to do that. But I won’t do anything. Never, ever. No matter what happens.”
Suddenly, the world around us changed. The blood-soaked snow field disappeared, replaced by the assembly chamber with Amniotic Fluid. 
Towerfang Tiger was still pointing her finger at Amethyst, criticizing her. “I see it now! The courtesan of the capital lacks humanity. Why else would a human not be saddened by a child’s death? Why else wouldn’t she try to help?”
Amethyst whispered, “Advisor, there is no such thing as accidental death or accidental misfortune in this world. All deaths and misfortunes are what I turned a blind eye to even though I was fully aware of them. The misfortunes you have experienced so far are all my fault. Because I didn’t take action or care for you, a myriad of misfortunes and despair bloomed. That is what happened in this kingdom and what will happen in all other worlds eventually.”
Amethyst gave me a saintly smile. “Do you understand what I’m trying to say, my advisor?” 
The world around us changed once again. This time, I saw Viscountess Pure Sacrednoir eating human flesh. My heart raced. 
Amethyst stroked the back of my hand. “Now, blame me. Ask me why I didn’t help you. It won’t be meaningless. I had the power to help you because I was there for your every misfortune. Ask me why I didn’t save you. That isn’t meaningless either in any way. I could have solved everything.”
She squeezed my hand. I felt suffocated. 
“Because I exist, you have a sinner to point your finger at without doubting who’s at fault. You wouldn’t be lying if you said I’m at fault for everything that went wrong in your life. I’m a goddess who never regresses for anyone and only watches others’ misfortune. That is why you can condemn and tear me apart.”
The name of that goddess was Amethyst.

1.  The raw is 항하사(恒河沙). She’s talking about the Ganges River. In Buddhism, it's used to describe a very high number.  ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 220: The Golden Rule (4)

    
      I took one last look at the girl. The world around Viscountess Amethyst and I kept changing rapidly, going from the snowy street where Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit tore the air with her whip, to the cave where Viscountess Pure Sacrednoir ripped corpses apart and ate human flesh, all the way to the battlefield where Viscountess Great Prawn Pearl commanded her army to massacre both soldiers and civilians.
    

    
      “Kill every one of them!”
    

    
      A general’s competence consisted of two factors: being good at killing people and having no hesitation to do so. Great Prawn Pearl was a very capable general.
    

    
      “This is the village of rebels, and we can’t tolerate any information about our military operations being leaked. It doesn’t matter if they are farmers or poor commoners. Do not take their status, gender, or age into consideration. Wipe them all out! I’ll take full responsibility.”
    

    
      Thousands of cavalry tracked down and killed the rebels. Surrounded by the soldiers, the villagers quivered. There were actual rebels among them, but most of the people there simply thought that their lord had started a war.
    

    
      “Please spare us! We are just country bumpkins who don’t know anything!”
    

    
      A politician’s competence lay in distinguishing between friend and foe so they could take care of their allies. Great Prawn Pearl was an incompetent politician. Humans became terribly cruel when they were competent in one way and incompetent in another.
    

    
      “Burn them.”
    

    
      The village was set on fire. The wooden fences built to protect the villagers had become their prisons. They tried to escape through the gaps between the wooden fences, but the kingdom’s soldiers gripped their long spears and stabbed the villagers back inside.
    

    
      “Dear lord!”
    

    
      The black smoke smothered the women and old men in their own homes. Soot invaded the old village chief’s lungs. Until his last moment, the village chief wasn’t sure if he should have rebelled against his lord. Would his and the villagers’ deaths have been more peaceful if the lord’s army had killed them? Was there another choice he could have made?
    

    
      “Please save us, lord…”
    

    
      Amethyst was sitting on the highest branch of a distant tree. As she herself had declared, she was a goddess who didn’t help anyone even if she could afford to do so. The unmovable goddess—that was who she was. 
    

    
      She was still holding my wrist. 
    

    
      “Viscountess, please help them. It’s unfair,” I begged her.
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “Why should General Great Prawn Pearl live and the villagers die? Why are the commoners the only ones suffering an agonizing death?”
    

    
      I activated my aura and tried to break free from her grasp, but her soft grip never let go of my wrist. As a goddess, she was much stronger than me. 
    

    
      “Advisor, there is no reason anyone lives, suffers, or dies. I refuse to believe something like that exists.”
    

    
      “Then…”
    

    
      “But it seems like you people sometimes need someone to blame.”
    

    
      The village burned down, and the ashes flew all the way into the forest. Amethyst raised her hand and gently plucked some gray ash from the air. “You people can’t accept the fact that everything in the world is a coincidence, can you? Someone’s malice caused your misfortune, and someone else manipulated others to be successful. Therefore, you deserve to be pitied, and others deserve to be cursed in every way possible, right?”
    

    
      The surrounding scenery changed again.
    

    
      “You’re right. I’ll make it so you’re right.”
    

    
      We were back in the kingdom’s assembly chamber. Other witnesses that Countess Towerfang Tiger had requested entered. The old man who had lost his granddaughter was just the beginning. Towerfang Tiger seemed to have mobilized all her power, or rather the power of her entire faction, to find more victims. Among them were also descendants of the people who had lost their hometowns because of Great Prawn Pearl.
    

    
      “Your misfortunes didn’t happen for no reason. They happened because I chose to turn a blind eye to them.”
    

    
      The chamber became increasingly chaotic. Towerfang Tiger took the lead in condemning Amethyst with many nobles rallying behind her to criticize Amethyst.
    

    
      “Yes, Viscountess Amethyst hasn’t committed any of these crimes!” Towerfang Tiger declared eloquently. “But the viscountess harbors criminals. She can’t even use the excuse of not knowing about her subordinates' past deeds. She knew the whole time.  
    

    
      “Why are you protecting Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit, Viscountess? Why have you taken a cannibal under your wing? Their crimes are as clear as day, but you’re protecting them. Doesn’t that also make you a great evil-doer?”
    

    
      Although Towerfang Tiger didn’t dare to say it out loud, the list of criminals also included the Sun Queen, who was sitting on the throne. As a monarch, she had incarcerated herself for sixty years. Under the Sun Queen’s no rule, nothing stopped the landowners from exploiting the farmers and the nobles extorting the citizens in their territory. During the sixty years of the queen’s neglect, civil unrest and rebellions brewed in the kingdom.
    

    
      The Sun Queen was silent, but she wasn’t the only guilty one. The Unconditioned Duchess had spent a millennium as an Ascendant and committed numerous massacres during the years. All of the six duchesses had blood on their hands. Not a single person among the hundreds of nobles gathered in this vast assembly chamber had their hands clean of blood.
    

    
      “This is all Viscountess Amethyst’s fault!”
    

    
      Towerfang Tiger wasn’t innocent either. She was a strong warrior and had led her army in several wars. It was impossible not to commit unjust acts of violence on the battlefields. She had ruined many people’s lives and destroyed multiple families, therefore she also carried the misfortune of others on her back.
    

    
      “How can the viscountess describe the sinner as lovely? How dare she flaunt her love toward the sinner? Even if she regrets her past and helps the kingdom correct her mistakes, that isn’t enough to redeem her!”
    

    
      Towerfang Tiger was attacking Amethyst, but she was indirectly throwing jabs at all the royal family members and nobles. As a matter of fact, she was also attacking herself.
    

    
      “The viscountess is a sinner!” 
    

    
      However, Towerfang Tiger wasn’t in pain. Like a hound that licked its blood but was high on battle fever, she tenaciously went after Amethyst. 
    

    
      Amethyst probably knew this better than anyone else, but she didn’t ask “Aren’t you just as guilty as me?” She didn’t even say “We are all sinners.”
    

    
      However, she said, “Yes, you’re right. It’s my fault.”
    

    
      As if she were drinking a sweet drink, the young goddess willingly embraced the blame and the victims’ screams.
    

    
      “I’m a sinner, so I should be punished.”
    

    
      The evil goddess was happy. 
    

    
      Perhaps Towerfang Tiger was too focused on her speech. If she had paid a little more attention, she would have probably wondered why the nobles in Amethyst’s faction were not fighting back at all.
    

    
      “What did you say?” Towerfang Tiger asked, taken aback. 
    

    
      Even though the queen had no authority, she was still the ruler of the kingdom. The law guaranteed her rights. She had plenty of opportunities to stop Towerfang Tiger and take Amethyst’s side. However, the Sun Queen didn’t take the side of her mistress, the only lover she’d had in the past sixty years.
    

    
      “What’s wrong, Countess? I just told you I agree with you.”
    

    
      The Unconditioned Duchess was as much of a slaughterer as she was a duchess. Furthermore, she was a woman in power who didn’t regret her massacres one bit. She enjoyed determining people’s fates by rolling her dice. This had been her modus operandi for a very long time and it was likely to remain the same for many years to come. 
    

    
      The only thing that had changed about the duchess was that she no longer rolled her dice when it involved Amethyst. However, the duchess wasn’t defending the pet she had taken in for the first time in a millennium.
    

    
      “When you say you agree with me—” 
    

    
      Amethyst shrugged. “I agree that everything is my fault and responsibility. Since I’m a sinner, I have to be punished.” 
    

    
      Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit had killed a child when she was young. Now, she was the head of her marquisate. Her family had had exclusive ownership of the capital’s northern port for generations. Thirty percent of the waterways of the Great Lake flowing freely in the middle of the kingdom belonged to the marchioness. She had a lot of money.
    

    
      Viscountess Pure Sacrednoir, a former cannibal, knew how to use her notoriety well. She removed the mold that had taken deep root in her territory. The landlords who owned windmills were purged, and the influential locals who controlled the waterways were executed. She transferred the ownership of all the windmills and waterways in the territory to her family. Once this was all done, she gave them to the farmers at a very low price. She had a lot of rice.
    

    
      Viscountess Great Prawn Pearl, a former general of the royal army, had once planned a rebellion within the capital. She was still a great killer. How to divide a united enemy, how to destroy a united territory, how to destroy trained soldiers—she knew all the tricks and skills necessary for war. The viscountess was versatile.
    

    
      But none of them protected their master. Unless they lacked love for their lover or loyalty to their master, there was bound to be a reason for all of them to remain silent.
    

    
      “So you acknowledge my accusation?” Towerfang Tiger asked reluctantly. 
    

    
      Amethyst smiled. “Totally. I’m a criminal so heinous that there is no precedent of people like me in the kingdom’s history, so I will submit a bill.” 
    

    
      Nobody defended Amethyst because she had ordered them to remain silent. She turned her head to the side. “Secretary, please hand out the bill.”
    

    
      Even though Amethyst was notorious for being the lunatic of the Capital, there was no way she could maintain her smile as witnesses testifying against her kept pouring in. If only Towerfang Tiger had paid a little more attention, she would have suspected this was exactly what Amethyst wanted.
    

    
      “A bill?”
    

    
      “Yes, I’m proposing a bill based on my faction’s manifesto. The name of the bill is the Golden Rule.”
    

    
      Towerfang Tiger no longer doubted it. She had been duped.
    

    
      Royal secretaries came and went, splashing around Amniotic Fluid while handing out papers to nobles of all factions in the chamber, including the artists’ faction, the Foundation faction, the Innerbound faction, and the demi-human faction. 
    

    
      “My dear fellow nobles of the Noble Assembly,” Amethyst began. “Someone may ask, ‘Do we really need a new duchess in this era?’”
    

    
      Some nobles started flipping through the documents without hesitation. Others didn’t even spare the papers a glance, scowling as if it bothered them to even glimpse at the contents. Among them were the Ludic Duchess, the Ultimate Sword Duchess, the Innerbound Duchess, the Foundation Duchess, and the Blackflame Dragon Duchess. They had definitely seen these documents beforehand.
    

    
      “My answer is clear: yes, we need a seventh duchess.”
    

    
      The Pantheon Duchess was the head of the religious faction, the one Countess Towerfang Tiger belonged to. The countess looked up at her faction leader. The duchess, who resembled the Inquisitor, beamed. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Countess! Sister asked me to keep this a secret!”
    

    
      Only then did the countess realize the reason she had easily secured the witnesses and evidence related to Amethyst. It was also evident who had planned the countess’ “victory” today.
    

    
      The kingdom already belonged to Amethyst. 
    

    
      The goddess, who was taking over the kingdom from the shadows, continued her speech. 
    

    
      “If there are no particular problems in this era, yes, there is no need to establish a new dukedom. But there have been too many rebellions. The smell of blood has piled up for too long, and it isn’t going away. Am I wrong? My dear fellow nobles of the assembly, there have been hundreds of thousands of people involved in the rebellions. Millions of citizens have lost their loyalty to the kingdom. Someone has to take responsibility for this era.”
    

    
      An impatient noble read the summary written on the last page of the bill first. That only puzzled him, so he went back to the first page.
    

    
      “The way to take responsibility for the past sixty years is simple. People were sacrificed in the name of the kingdom’s administration. Others were unjustly involved in a rebellion and had not just their life ruined, but their families’ and descendants’ as well. Soldiers were sacrificed for no reason. 
    

    
      “People lost their homes due to migration policies. Others had their property extorted, body parts mutilated, or were forced to leave their hometown. Maybe their relatives died because the royal family or nobles disregarded them. People have suffered species discrimination. There are still plenty of miner and farmer slaves. 
    

    
      “To give some specific examples, over the past sixty years, there have been two punitive expeditions to eliminate the Gold Dragon, one civil war, three rebellions which the noble families started, and chaos caused by rebel organizations such as the Red Fingernails. I’m talking about all the citizens who were involved in these kinds of incidents against their will.”
    

    
      In other words, she was talking about all the kingdom’s citizens who had been unjustly sacrificed.
    

    
      “The kingdom accepts full responsibility for their sacrifice and losses. This responsibility will be assigned to the seventh duchess.”
    

    
      That would be Amethyst. The nobles looked at her.
    

    
      “The rule of carrying out these responsibilities shall be as follows: those whose lives were ruined by the kingdom can take out their pain onto the seventh duchess to make up for how much they have suffered so far.”
    

    
      It was torture. The nobles in Amethyst’s faction lowered their heads.
    

    
      “Here’s how the seventh duchess shall take responsibility. The citizen who wants revenge on the seventh duchess can point out the main culprit who ruined their life and demand that the culprit attends the scene where the Golden Rule is executed. For example, the free citizen Brookstone can force Marchioness Snowhite to attend as a witness.”
    

    
      It was also revenge. 
    

    
      “And no matter how much the seventh duchess suffers because of the citizen, the witness can never stop the citizen or interfere with the execution of the Golden Rule.”
    

    
      It was the price of sin. This was why this day was a certain evil goddess’ trauma.
    

    
      “The time and place for the execution are as follows. At midnight of every December 24th, the day when the Noble Assembly concludes, the seventh duchess will circuit the capital clockwise. It’ll start and end in Platinum Plaza in front of Platinum Tower. During my walk, any citizen of the kingdom, regardless of their age or status, can approach the seventh duchess and request the execution of the Golden Rule.”
    

    
      Today was December 24th.
    

    
      “I shall judge whether the citizen has the right to execute the Golden Rule.”
    

    
      Amethyst had the Ice Dragon’s Breath. Since she could see the other person’s past with her own eyes, she would be able to know if the kingdom truly ruined the life of the citizen in question.
    

    
      “If they are eligible, I’ll determine exactly how much pain they have suffered and can give back to me. The one whose arm was cut off can have my arm. The person who lost their eye can take my eye. If one execution isn’t enough, they can continue until it is. This will also occur next year, the year after that, and so on.
    

    
      Amethyst had the Gold Dragon’s Gaze, enabling her to detect the nature and intensity of the other person’s emotions. She would be able to see how much the citizens had suffered because of the kingdom.
    

    
      “During the Golden Rule’s execution, I’ll be mutilated and will probably not be able to walk properly, so the person who has caused the most suffering to the citizens will be the one to help me walk.”
    

    
      Amethyst asked everyone in power she had met to love her. Other than that, she requested nothing. Now, when their lover bled, those people in power would have to be the closest to her and smell her blood.
    

    
      “I submit the following bill to the assembly’s agenda. As the leader of the mirror faction and the head of my family, I duly request that you vote on the bill in accordance with the rights guaranteed to all nobles by the first king. If it is passed, the Golden Rule will go into effect tonight.”
    

    
      The assembly room was silent except for the sound of running water. It was December, so it was probably snowing outside.
    

    
      “My dear fellow nobles of the assembly, let’s punish the sinner now.”
    

    
      National Doomfall Duchess, the future seventh duchess, smiled brightly.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 221: The Goddess Standing At The Plaza (1)

    
      Although she was talking about sacrificing herself for the sake of the kingdom, Viscountess Amethyst had a bright smile on her face, one that brought back all the memories I had of this trauma.
    

    
      
        Yes.
      
    

    
      I was Kim Gong-Ja, the Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult and the Moon of Ivansia, and I remembered the moments I had witnessed in this world of trauma.
    

    
      
        I’ve watched almost all of the Tower master’s life.
      
    

    
      I was there when Amethyst became a baroness, when she pushed the capital into a whirlwind of political war, and when she married her relative of the same sex. But I was also there when Amethyst was smiling happily, even though my ability was to see her trauma.
    

    
      
        That’s not all.
      
    

    
      I even knew that Amethyst was eventually going to receive the dukedom and what would happen afterward. I had already seen that.
    

    
      
        Why?
      
    

    
      Why had I seen Amethyst’s happy memories too? Why did I know what would happen afterward?
    

    
      
        Wait a minute…
      
    

    
      I now knew Amethyst’s power, so a certain possibility crossed my mind. But there was no way I was right. An ordinary person would have difficulty even thinking of something like this. However, since I had regressed over four thousand days, I was able to easily reach this conclusion.
    

    
      
        The Tower master’s entire life is a trauma.
      
    

    
      It didn’t matter how wide her smile was.
    

    
      
        There hasn't been a single moment of her life that isn’t traumatic.
      
    

    
      The moment I realized this, I asked, “How long? How long do you plan to execute this Golden Rule?”
    

    
      Amethyst looked back at me with a smile. “Forever.” 
    

    
      “Until there are no more wronged people in this land?”
    

    
      She leaned over to whisper in my ear. “Yes. Well, not just people. I told you, Advisor—um, Mr. Gong-Ja. I won’t stop at this kingdom. I’ll embrace the entire universe.”
    

    
      No way.
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but I took a peek at your memories, Mr. Gong-Ja. You’re also looking at my memories, so it seems like a fair deal to me.”
    

    
      I had seen that coming. Amethyst had the power to watch others’ pasts, but an irregular like me had appeared out of thin air. There was no way she wouldn’t peer into my memories.
    

    
      Amethyst looked at me as if I was her favorite subordinate. “Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult… You’re leading quite an interesting group, Mr. Gong-Ja. Well, you would need that kind of bond to become this beautiful. I know you want to stop me. There is no way someone like you can watch someone else’s pain and not do anything about it. But, Mr. Gong-Ja, please remain faithful to who you are.
    

    
      “You take the side of powerless people more than anyone else. When it comes to executing the Golden Rule, you should take the lead. Isn’t representing the screams of the weak your mission?”
    

    
      “I…”
    

    
      Amethyst caressed my earlobe. “Don’t try to stop me. I’m warning you. I have a habit of inadvertently destroying adorable children when I see them. You don’t think you’re the first person to try to stop me, would you? Do you know how many tears Her Majesty, the woman on that throne, has shed for me? If I collected my lover’s tears, we won’t have to worry about any droughts next year.”
    

    
      She wasn’t lying. Her warning earlier was not a bluff either. A god always warned humans at least once before destroying them. The Tower master had already warned me to stop me from watching the trauma.
    

    
      Just like before, I took the warning into consideration before asking, “Are you… happy doing this?”
    

    
      She gently scratched at my earlobe. “Yes. Can’t you tell? I’m happy. I own my lovers’ happiness and misfortune. All it takes to make them happy is a smile from me, and a furrowed brow to make them sad. How can this not be fun?”
    

    
      “Even if you have to be tortured forever?”
    

    
      “Even if I have to be tortured forever.”
    

    
      “Why do you accept pain as happiness?”
    

    
      Amethyst smiled. “Pain still hurts, but a sweeter reward is waiting right in front of me.”
    

    
      “What would that be?”
    

    
      “The tears that my lovers will shed. As they watch me suffer, their hearts will break, and their faces will twist in pain. It will be a sight so sweet that I will want to keep watching it.”
    

    
      “You love your lovers. To make the people you love suffer…”
    

    
      “It’s wrong, but all my lovers have killed or ruined others. Isn’t it fair for them to suffer?”
    

    
      I couldn’t say anything.
    

    
      “I told you, Mr. Gong-Ja. You aren’t the first person to try to persuade me, and you won’t be the last. I’ve made myself this way for this moment.”
    

    
      “You’ve made yourself?”
    

    
      “Yes. My hobby of indulging in misfortune. Finding beauty in the broken. The appearance and eloquence that can conquer the broken. The achievements and skills that no one can deny. All of these things make me who I am. Would you like me to prove it to you?”
    

    
      The surface of the Amniotic Fluid stirred. 
    

    
      “The time for chaos is over!” a very large noble with a horn on her head shouted. “The rebellions have been suppressed! All the big conflicts have ended! All we have to do now is clean up afterward, so why would we need to enact such an extreme law?”
    

    
      I used River Eternal’s information spell to see details about the noble. 
    

    
      
        
          Mountain-Shattering Cow
        
      
    

    
      
        Social Status: Margrave.
      
    

    
      
        Connection: Viscountess Amethyst’s political enemy.
      
    

    
      
        Danger Level: White.
      
    

    
      
        Note: She leads the County of Cow.  
      
    

    
      
        She was deeply involved in the case of the kidnapped daughters of noble families by abetting the kidnapping. As a result, a village was completely destroyed. 
      
    

    
      
        To the northeast of the county, there’s the County of Bear, famous for its mining industry. The countess arrested all the miner slaves running away from the County of Bear and handed them over to the neighboring territory.
      
    

    
      
        She’s a neutral that can be killed.
      
    

    
      It wasn’t just Countess Mountain-Shattering Cow who revolted. A noble who appeared to be around the same age as Amethyst blankly muttered, “This doesn’t make sense. No…”  
    

    
      The noble flipped through the pages of the bill one by one, then two, three, and then four at once. Finally, she grabbed the entire document.
    

    
      “What do the members of your faction think about this?”
    

    
      Those seated behind Amethyst remained silent. 
    

    
      The noble gritted her teeth. “This girl isn’t much older than me. Even if there is a good reason for her to do this—no, that doesn’t matter. I don’t care what logic you bring me. I hate this bill. I just hate it!”
    

    
      
        
          Tidefresh Crab
        
      
    

    
      
        Social Status: Marchioness from near the capital.
      
    

    
      
        Connection: None.
      
    

    
      
        Danger Level: White.
      
    

    
      
        Note: She’s leading the Marquisate of Crab. When she was young, she had a strong sense of adventure and wandered the sea. Then, she was cursed by a navalmine dragon, losing her memories and sense of self.
      
    

    
      
        Due to her immature choices, the marquisate declined. After a while, a dragon kingdom spread their influence in the marquisate and their territory.
      
    

    
      
        Contrary to her appearance, her mental age is below that of a thirteen-year-old’s. 
      
    

    
      
        Even though rebel forces had gathered in her territory, she failed to notice and unknowingly contributed to the outbreak of a major rebellion in the eastern sea.
      
    

    
      
        She is a neutral that can be killed.
      
    

    
      Many other nobles spoke out afterward. Each time I analyzed their information, I was able to spot their common denominator.
    

    
      
        None of them are free of sin.
      
    

    
      That was the conclusion I was able to draw according to what River Eternal, the person I was possessing, had written down. 
    

    
      
        No one in this broad assembly chamber is free of sin.
      
    

    
      Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit had killed a child. Viscountess Pure Sacrednoir had consumed human flesh. Viscountess Great Prawn Pearl had massacred civilians. Countess Mountain-Shattering Cow had ruined a village. Marchioness Tidefresh Crab had failed to stop a rebellion. Baroness Sunwave Island, the Unconditioned Duchess, the Sun Queen…
    

    
      Some were ignorant, others were simply incompetent. Some just didn’t care. Every single noble had a story of their own. For every story, they could spend countless hours excusing themselves.
    

    
      However, they evidently had one thing in common. Among them, there wasn’t a single person who had not committed a sin. That was why Amethyst was relaxed.
    

    
      “All of you have been so lazy over the past thousand years, especially over the past six hundred years, and even more so over the past sixty years.”
    

    
      None of these people had saved more people than Amethyst.
    

    
      “What did you do when tens of thousands of demi-human slaves were dying mining ore in the County of Bear? Were you not aware of it? Were you too powerless to intervene? Were you unprepared? Perhaps. But hundreds of years is too long of a time period for that excuse to work.”
    

    
      No one was more capable than her.
    

    
      “The time of chaos is over, you say? All the rebellions have been suppressed? Were they? Has the time of chaos truly passed since we took down the enemies we could find? Do you think they just disappeared? No, they didn’t. They’re just waiting for their time to strike again. Those who were whipped never forget the pain.”
    

    
      She was right.
    

    
      “Someone whose family has died never forgets how cold the grave’s soil is.”
    

    
      Therefore, in another world, someone had bowed and said, “Lady Heavenly Demon.”
    

    
      “A person who had to flee to the side of the road to avoid a carriage never forgets that humiliation. A mother whose son was conscripted and would never return from war never forgets watching her son sleep soundly in his bed. When there is nothing to eat, people scrape off tree bark, but the bark scratches the inside of their mouths as they chew it. People never forget that pain.”
    

    
      Many, many people had bowed and said, “Lady Heavenly Demon.”
    

    
      “Have they truly disappeared? Is this all in the past? Are their grudges so old that there is no need to resolve them, and are their resentments so boring that they aren’t even worth listening to?”
    

    
      There was no way that was true.
    

    
      “There is no way that is true.”
    

    
      That was why they had bowed.
    

    
      “Don’t be ridiculous.”
    

    
      This world was no different. No world was different. Even at this moment, someone, somewhere, was bowing. 
    

    
      In the street of Divine Moonstone Barony, stones that no one had touched rolled down by themselves. The people murmured, saying it was an ominous omen for a stone to be wandering at will in the land of moonstones.
    

    
      Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit whipped a commoner child to death.
    

    
      Rivers boiled every night for no reason. Frogs jumped out from every waterway, shoved their heads into the ground and died. Lightning struck the capital twenty-six times in just one day. A fortune teller at the north gate said “This is a bad omen because twenty-six is thirteen multiplied by two.” 
    

    
      And then Viscountess Great Prawn Pearl massacred civilians.
    

    
      Rashly predicting the fortune of the country was considered a grave offense. The royal guards dragged the fortune teller out and executed him. The rainy season had not yet arrived, but on that day, the river overflowed and flooded all the roads leading to the capital.
    

    
      However, the Sun Queen did not come out of the palace.
    

    
      “You, those in power, have to take responsibility for the past.”
    

    
      Years of poor harvests and plagues followed. Time rotted the spine of the kingdom, leaving pus in each of its ridges. Corpses flowed across the overflowing rivers.
    

    
      “Some of you planned all of this, others simply turned a blind eye to everything. All of you will have to choose who gets to be the scapegoat.”
    

    
      In the month of December, a pillar shaped like a young woman was trying to keep the world from collapsing.
    

    
      “And you will choose me.”
    

    
      The Amniotic Fluid was serene. 
    

    
      After a very long time, Tidefresh Crab said with a quivering voice, “I don’t like this.”
    

    
      “I can see why,” Amethyst said with a nod. “What ending did you think was waiting for you?”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The person I was possessing seemed to have searched desperately for something specific. 
    

    
      
        Even just one person would have been fine. 
      
    

    
      River Eternal loved Amethyst. I didn’t know why, but I was able to feel the weight of her love from the words she had left behind. 
    

    
      
        One innocent person among this damned kingdom’s people in power would have been enough.
      
    

    
      So River Eternal had begun to write down some records. Using her magic, she had investigated each noble and wrote down her findings. Since I now had access to these records, I looked at the nobles attending the assembly and read their information one by one. 
    

    
      However, the information River Eternal had left behind was similar to one another.
    

    
      
        Killer. Mass-killer. Rebellion instigator. Rebellion subjugator. Slave owner. Slave merchant. Someone whose ignorance caused a disaster. Someone whose incompetence caused a catastrophic misjudgment.
      
    

    
      The information that River Eternal had written down was an exposure of sins. Among the hundreds of people who had their feet in the Amniotic Fluid, not a single one was innocent. Thus, River Eternal had given up, unable to stop her master.
    

    
      
        Maybe that’s why I regained control of myself…
      
    

    
      I walked in front of Amethyst, who tilted her head in confusion. I could see my eyes reflected in her purple irises. 
    

    
      “Huh? Didn’t I warn you, Mr. Gong-Ja? I—”
    

    
      “Trauma,” I said.
    

    
      Amethyst tilted her head even more. “What?”
    

    
      “Viscountess, I’ve seen your trauma.”
    

    
      “I know. You’re still here, aren’t you?”
    

    
      I grabbed Amethyst by the wrist. “I’m not talking about this moment in particular. When you were given the title of baroness, when you married your wife... I’ve watched almost your entire life. If you were really happy, I wouldn’t have been able to see those moments. ”
    

    
      Amethyst tilted her head left and right. “Well, maybe I’ve started to become a little happier only recently. It may not look like it, but my life is a display of all kinds of hardships. Today is the beginning of true happiness.”
    

    
      “No,” I countered with a shake of my head.
    

    
      Even today, her smile was no different.
    

    
      “I even saw that you eventually received your dukedom.”
    

    
      Her smile was the same even after that. 
    

    
      “Every passing day will continue to be part of your trauma.”
    

    
      “That’s a strange thing to say, Death King,” Amethyst said, calling me by my title, something I had never told her; she wasn’t bluffing when she said she had looked into my past. “Are you saying that I’m actually unhappy and am just pretending to be the opposite? I’m a little offended. If I lied like that, there is no way my lovers wouldn’t find out, don’t you think? I—”
    

    
      I stepped a little closer to her. “You say you’re a goddess who never regresses for anyone. The reason your entire life is made up of only suffering is simple. Of course, being able to watch anyone’s life whenever you want is painful. You saw the past of Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit and Viscountess Great Prawn Pearl. Without my knowledge, you even saw mine, too. There’s never a single moment where you don’t watch someone die.”
    

    
      Amethyst looked at me, speechless.
    

    
      “There’s no way it wouldn’t be painful,” I added, getting even closer to her. “That’s why billions of traumas marred your life. But something is off. You acquired the Gold Dragon’s Gaze and Icewater Dragon’s Breath. You have been able to freely peek into other people’s lives, and yet, you’ve been suffering throughout your whole life.”
    

    
      I had also witnessed the days when Amethyst didn’t have her dragons. Even back then, she suffered as she saw other people’s pasts. How? Amethyst didn’t have the dragons’ power back then, so how did she feel the pain of others like she did now?
    

    
      There was only one answer.
    

    
      “You being a goddess who never returns for anyone is an absurd lie. You’re a goddess who keeps returning for everyone. You went back in time with the dragon’s power so you could see the trauma of others, from your childhood all the way up to now.”
    

    
      When she encountered the Unconditioned Duchess, Amethyst had instantly seen through the duchess’ life, as if she had always known the woman. When she had that audience with the Sun Queen, Amethyst already knew everything about the queen’s life as if she had been watching the queen for a long time.
    

    
      “You are constantly repeating your life,” I said with certainty. “You regress over and over, living the same life. Each time you go back, you know what you need to say and do. You repeat this life forever, eternally watching the suffering of others. So your whole life has been a trauma. How many times have you repeated your life, Tower master? Did you keep count at least?”
    

    
      She wasn’t laughing anymore, just looking at me expressionlessly. 
    

    
      As I glanced around, I realized time around us had frozen. Frustrated, Marchioness Tidefresh Crab had been crying with her head down. The Sun Queen had just been sitting on her throne without saying a word. Everyone else was also motionless as time stood still around them.
    

    
      With time broken all around us, Amethyst asked, “Mr. Gong-Ja, have you ever counted the number of sand particles in a river?”
    

    
      I didn’t reply.
    

    
      “I have already made up my mind.”
    

    
      Amethyst was still expressionless, as if she had been born that way. Her purple eyes indifferently reflected the world, and her lips no longer curled into a sneer. Blessings didn’t come out of her mouth either.
    

    
      “And I will never change my ways.”
    

    
      The world resembled a kaleidoscope as it cracked around us.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 222: The Goddess Standing At The Plaza (2)

    
      The world resembled a cracked mirror.
      
         
      
      Slowly, little by little, the grand assembly chamber crumbled. The surface of the Amniotic Fluid flowing under my feet fractured. Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit, trembling next to me, also cracked, followed by the other nobles.
    

    
      The world exuviated from the shards of the broken window. I could see different scenes from the cracks riddling the assembly chamber. While Snowhite Rabbit was swinging her whip, Viscountess Great Prawn Pearl was burning down a village. The world split into a hundred pieces. From every crack, screams leaked out.
    

    
      Amethyst’s world was a kaleidoscope. 
    

    
      “Yes, Mr. Gong-Ja. Your deduction is correct.”
    

    
      She walked to the center of the chamber, the Amniotic Fluid sloshing around her feet. With every step, the world cracked around her, revealing gaps that showcased events in people’s lives.
    

    
      “This isn’t the first time I lived this life.”
    

    
      I took a deep breath. “How many times have you done this?”
    

    
      “I don’t know. Well, I’m sure I can figure it out if I want to, but I’m not sure if it’ll be the answer you seek. Mr. Gong-Ja, are you worried about me collapsing from exhaustion after repeating my life trillions of times?”
    

    
      Pretty much, yeah. Raviel was strong, but even her heart had rotted when she was trapped in that eternal loop of ten days. So what would happen if someone did this for their entire life? What would pool up in their heart? What kind of stench would such a heart emit?
    

    
      “There’s this ability I was born with.”
    

    
      Amethyst reached the very center of the chamber. Even the throne in the center was cracked like a glass cabinet. The armrest of the chair was broken in the middle, sparsely showing Viscountess Pure Sacrednoir preying on another human. One of the throne’s legs was also broken. Through that crack, I saw someone draw their last breath. 
    

    
      “Many dragons have been around this world for a long time.”
    

    
      Amethyst sat down on the throne, pressing her arm over the murderer and lowering her leg over the victim. 
    

    
      “Some people have made a special contract with dragons to become the dragons’ guards, knights… Their titles vary greatly depending on the region, but they have one thing in common. Their descendants inherit Draconic Blood.”
    

    
      “Draconic Blood?”
    

    
      Amethyst stroked the armrests of the glass throne. “Yes, you can think of it as an inferior copy of a dragon’s power. Let’s say there is a dragon who built a vast library and kept all the records of the universe. That is the dragon’s power. On the other hand, those with Draconic Blood can, at most, enter the library and borrow books from time to time.”
    

    
      Amethyst was stern. Her lips no longer quirked at the corners in a smile.
    

    
      “The relationship between a dragon emperor and a dragon knight can be likened to that of a god and a believer. Therefore, those who have been given Draconic Blood are also called apostles.”
    

    
      It took me a while before I could speak. “Apostles?”
    

    
      “One of the apostles you know would be Lady Goldencup.”
    

    
      I remembered a young lady swinging a huge hammer and cursing the world. Goldencup’s ability made her almost invulnerable to physical attacks.
    

    
      “My ability is 
      
        Perfect Memories,
      
      ” Amethyst said. “I remember everything I’ve ever seen, heard, or felt. Not only can I remember, but I can also look back on the memories like I’m in a lucid dream. Haven’t you seen a person with a similar ability before, Mr. Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      I pursed my lips. 
    

    
      I had. He was close to me. The face of a now smiley part-time worker serving customers at a cafe crossed my mind. Before that, he used to be the owner of the Great Library of All Life, which stored all the records of the universe. 
    

    
      “Hamustra…”
    

    
      “Pond of Memories,” Amethyst said, referencing Hamustra’s true name. “I inherited his Authority. In ancient times, Hamustra’s apostle descended on this kingdom. The apostle was eventually defeated, but he left behind a descendant before he died. If you trace back my family, you will find the apostle at the top. Thanks to that, I can also do something like this.” 
    

    
      The moment she raised her finger, the glass window making up the entire world was broken once again. A piece of the broken glass fell and clinked against another one. When the two pieces of glass collided, they glowed brightly before turning into the wings of a purely white butterfly.
    

    
      The world shattered; millions of pieces of glass fell and met, and hundreds of thousands of butterflies flew away.
    

    
      
        Craaaack, craaack…
      
    

    
      The white butterflies danced like petals in the wind.
    

    
      Amethyst gestured toward me. “Come here, Mr.Gong-Ja.” 
    

    
      I took a deep breath and headed toward the throne of mirrors. White butterflies were already fluttering around me. One of them passed right by me, and a voice came from its wings.
    

    
      —Lord Tiger has passed away in battle, my lady.
    

    
      The butterfly was made of two pieces of glass. Each silver wing showed its own scenery, revealing Countess Towerfang Tiger. The young countess pursed her lips.
    

    
      —What about my oldest brother?
    

    
      —He was determined to retrieve Lord Tiger’s remains, so he headed out with a unit. But there hasn’t been any news. I’m fully aware of how rude I’m being, but perhaps…
    

    
      —
      
        Ah…
      
    

    
      —My lady, there is no other choice. You are also a proud member of the County of Tiger.  Misfortune comes to everyone, but a tiger tears it apart and devours it before spitting it back to the world for daring to challenge them. 
    

    
      —I know nothing about politics. I’m not ready.
    

    
      —Humans are born into this world unprepared, and face death they cannot prepare for. Life is not about preparing. It’s about enduring, my lady. Please take over the White Throne.
    

    
      The white butterfly lightly flew away, joining the others of its kind fluttering like petals in the wind. The wings of one butterfly showed Snowhite Rabbit holding back tears. Another one showed Pure Sacrednoir gritting her teeth.
    

    
      Suppressing her anger, Great Prawn Pearl muttered,  
    

    
      —These losers couldn’t do anything during the rebellion. When they come to the Noble Assembly, they all think they’re decorated generals, or generals at least. Fuck, should I teach them a lesson?
    

    
      Hundreds of thousands of butterflies were fluttering about, every single one making noise.
    

    
      When I arrived at the throne, Amethyst said, “As you can see, all my past is recorded here. Originally, I could only remember my life, but after obtaining the 
      
        Gold Dragon’s Gaze 
      
      and the 
      
        Icewater Dragon’s Breath
      
      , my memories started including other people’s lives as well. This world records my memories. You’re the only person other than me who has set foot here. You can consider this an honor, Mr. Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “Have I been invited into your subconsciousness?”
    

    
      “Yes, you have. According to your way of saying, you’re looking at my Skill.”
    

    
      Amethyst opened her palm. There, a golden, sparkling card—the Tower master’s last Skill Card—appeared.
    

    
      
        
          All Life 
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: EX
      
    

    
      
        Effect: This ability was originally limited to possessing photographic memory. However, as it overlapped with several Skills, it blossomed into a higher-level Skill.
      
    

    
      
        This is a glass garden where the people, objects, and events you have witnessed are being recorded. You can replay any memories stored here if you wish.
      
    

    
      
        That’s not all.
      
    

    
      
        …
      
    

    
      
        Flutter.
      
    

    
      Something landed on the back of my hand. It was the butterfly I saw earlier.
    

    
      —
      
        Aaaaaaah!
      
    

    
      Red spread on the transparent surface of the glass wings. I was a little familiar with the sight now. The moment playing out was Snowhite Rabbit whipping that child, but the face of the child suffering under the whip was different.
    

    
      —
      
        Uh, ugh! Ah, aaaaah!
      
    

    
      It was Amethyst, much younger than she was now. 
    

    
      I gasped. “Tower Master, what in the world is this?”
    

    
      “A scenario showing what would have happened if the person who ran into Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit at the time was me, not that commoner child.”
    

    
      
        Slap!
      
    

    
      The thick whip ate away young Amethyst’s back, staining the snow with crimson. 
    

    
      “This is what would happen in this what-if scenario. I can fully grasp the causal relationships of the past that lead to this moment, then construct what-if scenarios, such as a different person taking the place of someone else, causing something else to happen. I can do this as many times as I want.”
    

    
      A scream broke out.
    

    
      “Why are you looking at this scenario in particular?”
    

    
      “Because that’s how I can find out how much pain the child felt as Marchioness Snowhite Rabbit whipped her to death.”
    

    
      On the surface of the glass wings, Amethyst fell to the ground with foam at her mouth.
    

    
      “People don’t want to be easily understood. They don’t like it when others tell them that they know how much pain they are in. People generally don’t like it when others tell them that they understand them. Of course, we’re all strangers to each other.”
    

    
      
        Whip!
      
    

    
      The young Amethyst quivered. Whenever the whip made contact with her skin, she dug her fingers into the snow and squeezed it, as if she was holding onto her lifeline as death loomed over her. 
    

    
      “I will stand before those who have suffered in this kingdom and tell them ‘I know how much you have suffered.’”
    

    
      The snow in her grip melted because of her body temperature, turning into a puddle and mixing with the blood on the ground. 
    

    
      “I’m talking about all the pain of the past, present, and future. Only by knowing all the pain can I speak to the people without uttering a single lie. ‘I know how much you suffered, so take the pain out on me.’”
    

    
      “The Golden Rule…”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right. The people the kingdom sacrificed and neglected can finally be understood thanks to me. They couldn’t take out their grievances and resentment whenever they wanted, but they can do it on me now. Do you understand? I’m not comforting them with simple sympathy, nor am I doing it with just words. Thanks to my actions, they can truly be understood,” Amethyst said with her clear eyes. 
    

    
      I was speechless.
    

    
      “With me receiving my dukedom, not a single citizen will be neglected in the kingdom anymore. Of course, this won’t stop their misfortune. They will continue to suffer, but the kingdom can understand their pain through me. Their pain will be accepted and resolved.”
    

    
      I looked at the hell around me. 
    

    
      —Spare me! Please, General, please spare me!
    

    
      
        —Aaaaaaaah!
      
    

    
      
        —Ugh… Ugh, ah… 
      
    

    
      The pillars, the arches supporting the dome, the countless glass windows that made up the walls, the space around the pillars, under the dome, and the hundreds of thousands of butterflies fluttering next to the walls—everywhere I looked around this glass garden, Amethyst shed blood and screamed on behalf of someone else. 
    

    
      That wasn’t all.
    

    
      —M-My name is Snowhite Rabbit. I’m from the Marquisate of Rabbit. You’re just a commoner. Consider this an honor!
    

    
      On one glass wing, Lady Snowhite Rabbit came to apologize to Amethyst. In that what-if scenario, Amethyst didn’t die. She was healthier and had better endurance than the child who had died. Although it ruined her physically, Amethyst didn’t die.
    

    
      —My name is Amethyst.
    

    
      —Amethyst? That’s a strange name.
    

    
      —My lady…
    

    
      In this world, Amethyst and Snowhite Rabbit grew closer. Amethyst, who was born as a commoner, was smart enough to make up for Snowhite Rabbit’s lack of knowledge. Thanks to Amethyst’s secret lessons, Snowhite Rabbit was able to neatly complete her grandfather’s homework.
    

    
      —M-My grandfather complimented me for the first time! What should I do? I’m so happy that I can’t stop smiling. What should I really do?
    

    
      —Congratulations, my lady.
    

    
      —
      
        Haha
      
      ! It’s all thanks to you, Amethyst!
    

    
      Lady Snowhite Rabbit grabbed Amethyst’s hand and jumped up and down. In this scenario, the stubborn and prejudiced young noble lady was nowhere to be seen. 
    

    
      A small coincidence made a difference. The difference created an encounter. This one short encounter then made someone human.
    

    
      —I will live for you.
    

    
      Viscountess Pure Sacrednoir, who had met Amethyst a little earlier, smiled brightly. No, she was no longer a viscountess. She and Amethyst had joined the kingdom’s royal special task force together, becoming close friends and solving the kingdom’s crimes one by one. 
    

    
      —We must avoid massacring civilians, General.
    

    
      Viscountess Great Prawn Pearl, who had Amethyst as her advisor, pouted.
    

    
      —Why? It’s quicker to slaughter everyone, isn’t it?
    

    
      —It may be fast, but it isn’t correct. It becomes much more difficult to clean up afterward. Although this is now enemy territory, this will be part of the kingdom. General, you should make these people the kingdom’s citizens, not enemies.
    

    
      Countless glass pieces that made up the white butterflies, showing endless possibilities.
      
         
      
      On the butterflies’ left wings, Amethyst bled, screamed, and died. The other side showed a slightly better outcome. There were no victims or murderers on the right wing of the butterflies.
    

    
      There were so many butterflies in her world. So much death and life alike.
    

    
      “Because I wasn’t there…”
    

    
      Glass and butterflies. Blood and screams. Death and life.
    

    
      “Because I was born too late, all the tragedies in this world happened.”
    

    
      Under the melting white butterflies, the goddess clasped her small hands together as if she were praying.
    

    
      “If I had been by your side, your life would have had a happier ending. You would have lived a happier life. I couldn’t always be by your side. That is my fault and sin. Therefore, I’ll scream as much as all of you have. Forever.”
    

    
      I took one more look at the Skill Card to read the whole thing.
    

    
      
        
          All Life 
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: EX
      
    

    
      
        Effect: This ability was originally limited to possessing photographic memory. However, as it overlapped with several Skills, it blossomed into a higher-level Skill.
      
    

    
      
        This is a glass garden where the people, objects, and events you have witnessed are being recorded. You can replay any memories stored here if you wish.
      
    

    
      
        That’s not all.
      
    

    
      
        You know what causes each event, as well as its effects. The more precisely you identify the causes and effects, the more accurately you can construct what-if scenarios.
      
    

    
      
        You can simulate the world.
      
    

    
      
        ※This Skill can only be activated if you have the 
        
          Gold Dragon’s Gaze
        
         and 
        
          Icewater Dragon’s Breath
        
        .
      
    

    
      She had the power to create hell at her fingertips.
    

    
      The Master of All Life said, “Mr. Gong-Ja, you asked me how many times I’ve repeated this life. Giving a clear answer doesn’t hold much meaning because I’m not just repeating my own life. On behalf of the citizens of the kingdom, I’m living their lives for all eternity.”
    

    
      That was why Amethyst’s entire life was a trauma and why my trauma penalty showed me her entire life.
    

    
      I couldn’t think of what to say next. “Do you… always replay these moments in the corner of your mind? Even when we were sitting in the chamber earlier?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Even when you were smiling in front of your lovers?”
    

    
      With an expressionless face, Amethyst muttered, “Yes, I’m sorry. I’m sorry. I’m sorry for being born too late and not being able to live with you all. I’m sorry I couldn’t save you.”
    

    
      The butterflies flying in the glass garden uttered apologies in unison. 
    

    
      —I’m sorry.
    

    
      The happy what-if scenarios stopped playing as the silver wings now reflected reality. Snowhite Rabbit whipped a young free citizen, Pure Sacrednoir tore up human flesh to eat it, and Great Prawn Pearl burned down villages.
    

    
      “I’m sorry.”
    

    
      The young woman apologized to all the victims, murderers, humans, and inhumans for all the deaths, disasters, and catastrophes that had occurred in this kingdom so far. 
      
         
      
    

    
      “I’m sorry, everyone.”
    

    
      Those were the only words left in her heart.
    

    
      I couldn’t take it anymore, so I took a step forward. “Tower master…” 
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Mr. Gong-Ja.” 
    

    
      Amethyst took my hand. Something warm traveled from her hand to mine. When I looked down, I saw a white butterfly curled up in my hand, its wings folded.
    

    
      “Because I wasn’t by your side, Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha killed you.”
    

    
      I stopped breathing.
    

    
      “So you had no choice but to kill him back.”
    

    
      
        Swish. 
      
    

    
      The butterfly slowly opened its white wings, unfolding the world reflected in its glass wings.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 223. If (1)
Now that I look back on my memories, Amethyst had clearly warned me about this.
“Don’t try to stop me. I’m warning you.”
She told me this right before I opened her lock, already aware that I had the key in my hand. 
If she had been a ruthless person, she would have made it impossible to use the key at all and would have ignored my inquiries. However, she didn’t destroy the key and instead answered my questions honestly.
Amethyst was more than capable of doing that, but she didn’t. She just calmly warned me that the locked door would lead to a secret room and that I was going to get hurt in there.
“I have a habit of inadvertently destroying adorable children when I see them.”
I opened the lock and paid the price the goddess had warned me about.
***
“Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha.”
The dark bar was familiar. There were many expensive bars like this one on the Tower’s first floor. The proper ones, decorated to resemble those in the outside world, imported a lot of high-end liquor and sold them for prices that would make many customers’ eyes become as wide as saucers. 
Yes, these bars were ripping their customers off. However, there were always people who perceived rip-offs as shoulder massages. No matter how expensive the liquors were, customers lined up to buy them.
The outside world was the home they could no longer return to. Stopping by an average bar that seemed identical to the ones from the outside world and pretending it was the real deal was worth spending quite a good amount of money. 
“Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha.”
“Hm?”
The Korean bar where Yoo Soo-Ha woke up mostly sold beers. It was called a hof[1]. Even in the wide Babylon, there was only one bar that was furnished like a hof, with beer cans of familiar brands lined up in their large refrigerator. The cheap silver-colored beer cans flaunted their names in blue letters, trying to be cool. Despite their tackiness, some beer cans used their golden edges to advertise themselves as premium. 
Funny enough, none of the cans had Korean written on their labels. They were all in English[2]. 
“Oh, what the heck…”
To Yoo Soo-Ha, those beer cans were proof of his home country, where he had to say out loud that he loved the letters of mother tongue because they weren’t loved enough[3].
There was an epidemic of hatred over there. Everyone hated each other. People hated their children, who in turn hated their parents. Those who disliked each other gathered and built schools, where they continued their campaign of hatred.
“Why did you wake me up? Huh?”
The only thing Yoo Soo-Ha learned in that country was how to hate people, having grown up among people who only disliked each other. What else could he have learned? Math? Foreign languages? They were as useless as the ethics class[4].
How many parents could say out loud that they genuinely enjoyed the company of others? How many would be able to say they loved others? This didn’t apply just to parents, but to teachers, too. For over twelve years, numerous teachers wasted Yoo Soo-Ha’s time, their disappointed sighs having taken root in his lungs.
Yoo Soo-Ha had wanted to ask them at some point if they truly liked the company of others. The answer would have probably been no. However, the answer was easily predictable if he changed the question and asked if they hated humans. 
His parents would be the first to raise their hands and say yes. The parents standing behind his classmates would also raise their hands and give the same answer. After all the parents and the students raised their hands, the teachers standing beside the podium would nod.
“Of course, I also hate humans, so fuck all of you.”
A girl tapped his shoulder with a small hand. “Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha, you’re completely drunk, aren’t you? This isn’t a classroom. Can you see me?”
“Ah, fuuuuuuuuck… This sucks… Damn… What…? What? Where am I?”
“Well, this is actually a school. Yes, this is the classroom of the high school you attended, Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha.”
“You said this wasn’t a school earlier…!”
“What school would give cans of beer for lunch?”
Thump. 
The girl put down two huge beer cans on the table. Yoo Soo-Ha twitched. With intoxicated eyes, he looked and sniffed at the two gigantic can pillars in front of him.
“Um?”
“It’s beer. The Korean beer that you always say that you’ll die without, to be exact. If I had to pick the world’s worst beer, it would be this one on the table. But, well, the people from an island country[5] also love the food of their home country, so there’s definitely at least one or two Koreans who like Korean beer the most. Alright. Chug it down.”
“Ooooooo… Wow.” 
Yoo Soo-Ha held the beer cans in his hands, but he couldn’t really hold them properly due to how intoxicated he was. The beer cans had just been taken out of the refrigerator, so they were very cold. However, Yoo Soo-Ha didn’t care. He quickly opened one of them and gushed the beer down his throat.
“Pheeeeeew!”
“Do you like it?” 
“Wow, yeah. Gosh, it’s so good! Where are we?” Yoo Soo-Ha asked. 
“There are two possibilities.”
“Do tell, manager!”
“The first possibility is that you skipped the school’s nightly self-study session today.  You and your friends rode your scooters and headed to the bar district of Samcheong-dong. Because you were not really in the mood for soju today, you three came to a decent-looking hof and drank there until you got hammered.”
“Hammered! Haaaameeeered! Haaaaaaaaaameeeeeered!” 
Yoo Soo-Ha shook the beer can, feeling like an ancient warrior. Some of the can’s contents spilled on his clothes, yet he willingly accepted Dionysus’ holy water showering down on him. Yoo Soo-Ha didn’t care, the bar owner didn’t care, and the person who was talking to Yoo Soo-Ha didn’t care either.
“The second possibility is that you’re no longer a high school student. This isn’t the cheap bar district of Samcheong-dong, or even Korea. You’ve already become a Class S Hunter and stormed into a beer bar, hoping to experience some nostalgia related to your home country.”
“Um.”
“Which scenario do you like more, Mr. Soo-Ha?”
“What… What is the weather like in the outside world right now?”
“Korea is in its rainy season now. It rained yesterday, and not much has changed today. It’ll rain twice today. The entire region is unpleasantly humid. If you walk down the street, your stress level will automatically add up, like DoT damage.”
“Did I bring an umbrella?”
“You didn’t. I don’t have one either.”
“Fuck. Well then, let’s go with the second possibility! Fuck!” 
Yoo Soo-Ha emptied another can and turned around. “Ugh. I’ll have my check now!”
“Forget about the check. Please try to stay bipedal first.” 
The girl snatched Yoo Soo-Ha’s wallet and took out numerous bills from it. After counting the numbers on the bills, the girl asked, “How much is it, sir?”
“That mister over there ate a lot. Including the drinks, sixty thousand won.”
“I can’t believe it.” The girl turned around and glared at Yoo Soo-Ha. “Did you really shove that much down your throat?”
“Sorry. I think I’m going to throw up now...”
“Hell, why don’t you burp out the alcohol first? Then maybe you can get a discount. You had five dishes and eleven cans of beer all by yourself. How did all of them even fit in your stomach?”
“Ooh, uh… Ugh, huh, huh… Ugh! Blaaaaargh!”
The girl’s expression turned sour. “The heck. I’ll clean that up, sir.”
The bar owner shook his hand. “No, no, it’s okay. That’s all part of the service. Anyway, sixty thousand won.” 
The girl took out Korean bills from Yoo Soo-Ha’s wallet and handed them over to the bar owner, as if this was the actual currency of the Tower.
“One gold is equivalent to a hundred thousand won, right?”
“The price has gone up these days. It’s not easy to bring in Korean money. Chinese or Japanese bills can be easily imported, but Korean bills really aren't really used in the Babel Tower, except for collection purposes…” the bar owner whispered.
“I’ll give you two more gold. Please get plenty of bills. That way, customers can pay and get their change in won.”
“You’re Yoo Soo-Ha’s manager for a good reason. How can you be so smart and considerate about my bar?” the bar owner asked, bowing multiple times to the little girl. 
Yes, this was a place of magic in the Babel Tower. One could pretend this bar was in Korea since only Korean money was accepted. The customers could taste the beers commonly found in Korean beer bars, including Korean, Belgian, and Chinese beer[6]. They could also enjoy the bar chef’s boneless chicken, Korean seasoned chicken, and even pizza of questionable quality.
「Recently, military provocations in the Korean Strait have become more intense by the day…」
Even the bar’s television broadcasted news from the outside world, especially Korean news. 
It was a strange sight. In this Korean-style beer bar, there wasn’t much Korean alcohol on the menu. Even a few Korean alcohol brands were named in English. The food on the menu was fried chicken and pizza, neither of which were Korean dishes.
The customers paid in Korean currency. Behind the scenes, there were people who calculated the values of gold and won, trying not to run out of the “casino chips” known as won.
None of the people clinking their beer cups together and shouting “Geonbae![7]” were Korean. Those who abandoned their countries and entered the Tower had all been deprived of their nationalities, no matter what their reasoning was. 
Despite the Tower having no countries, the customers shouted their patriotism and got into heated discussions about politics. Sometimes, they even exchanged punches.
This was a city for people who had lost their homes.
“Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha, are you sober now?”
“Uh, yeah, somewhat… Wow, all I need to do is circulate my aura for a bit, and then ta-da! My hangover is gone, but because of the promise I made… I thought I was going to die drunk.”
“Yes, you promised me that you are not going to use your aura today,” the girl said with a calm tone.”
“Yeah, how… Ah, shit. How did I end up making such a promise? I don’t remember.”
“On the way back from clearing the stage, you made a bet with me whether the Black Dragon Master would send assassins after you or not. You bet on yes, and I bet on no.”
“Ah, ah. Aaaaah.” Yoo Soo-Ha frowned. “Oh, I remember now. Fuck. The Black Dragon Master. That fucking bitch. That bitchy fuck. Hey, Su-Jeong, you know what? If you look closely at the word bitch, it looks like it’s a drawing of a real dog lying down. “B” is the head, “I” and “T” are the arms, and “h” is the tail[8]. Wow. I’m a genius. A bitch is really a dog.”
“I see. Yoo Soo-Ha is also really a bastard.”
“Ugh?”
“Although you’ve come to your senses to some extent, this extent makes me uneasy. Don’t tell me you also forgot about the interview tomorrow. You didn’t, right?”
“Interview… tomorrow?”
The girl, a Hunter who looked like Amethyst, answered, “Yes, the interview that would choose your new manager.”
Yoo Soo-Ha grabbed Amethyst by her small shoulders. “I told you I don’t need a new manager!”
“That hurts.”
“Hey, Su-Jeong! Did I upset you with anything? If so, then please tell me. I will listen to any complaints you have. Am I too stingy with your salary? Shall I shower you with cash until your skin stings? Are people bullying you? Who? Fucking losers… I’ll cut off their limbs and throw them in a remote area of ​​the second floor’s hunting ground. Those bastards don’t know their place… Su-Jeong! I’m a guy with a big heart! Tell me!”
“Well…”
“Aha! What is it? I’ll do anything for you!”
“It’s hard for me to move things because I’m weak. I’m short, so it’s hard to get behind the wheel. Every time I drive you around, my butt, back, and neck hurt.”
“Uh…”
“We need to bring in a new manager, Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha. A star Hunter like you will inevitably need more manpower.”
“Can’t I just carry the luggage myself?”
“And are you also going to drive the car yourself?”
“Yeah.”
“Are you going to be okay doing that?”
“That will make me look so uncool. Sorry. It won’t work... Everything else is fine by me, but I can never stop looking cool…”
“I’m on the verge of dying from overwork. Pick a new manager or I’m quitting.”
“Aaaah! What?! Why are you even considering quitting, Senior Manager Ja Su-Jeong?”
“When did I become a senior manager?”
“Just now. It’s my guild, so I’m the boss and the king. From now on, you’re Senior Manager Ja Su-Jeong.”
Ja Su-Jeong, sighed. “Then I will attend the manager interview tomorrow as scheduled.”
“I’m going to attend it too, right?”
“Of course. You need to be there to select your new manager.”
When they returned to the guild building, a colorful banner welcomed them.
—We are recruiting a manager for Class S Hunter Yoo Soo-Ha, the Rank 1 Hunter and the Tyrant of the Babel Tower.

1. The word is German, but it means beer bar in Korean. 호프. There are many theories about the connection, but it’s believed that Korean beer bars started to name themselves hof after one of the first Korean beer companies named their beer bar OB Hof. ☜

2. The most famous Korean beer brands are called Cass(카스) and Terra(테라). ☜

3. There was once a nationwide campaign to promote using hangeul over English. ☜

4. Korean schools have classes about how to be ethical. ☜

5. Japan? ☜

6. There are some Korean hofs that made it their business strategy to import beers from various countries. Beers like Hoegaarden and Tsingtao are famous in Korea. ☜

7. It means cheers in Korean. ☜

8.  It makes a bit more sense in Korean, lol. The Fire Emperor says 개 is the head and the front legs, 새 is the torso and the legs, and 끼 is the bum and the tail.  ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 224: If (2)
—We are recruiting a manager for Class S Hunter Yoo Soo-Ha, the Rank 1 Hunter and the Tyrant of the Babel Tower.
Yoo Soo-Ha frowned when he saw the banner.
“Su-Jeong.”
“Yes.”
“Senior Manager Ja Su-Jeong.”
“Please go on.”
“That banner doesn’t fit the purpose of the event, does it?”
Ja Su-Jeong looked calm. “Is something wrong? You’re the attention seeker of the century, so I made sure the interview will be extravagant. Reporters will be here tomorrow, and an article about your new manager is scheduled to be published once you made your decision. For the next two weeks, your face will be on the cover of every web portal. That’s good. Congratulations!”
“How the heck did I get such a fucking talented manager like you? Dang it. Su-Jeong, you know I love you very much, right?”
“Your love is scorching hot, suffocating, and filthy. Please don’t come any closer. If you do, please stop breathing.”
“Hey! Why did you call me filthy?”
“Did you expect to be fragrant after vomiting while performing a triple axel three times in a row?”
“Fuck. I should have taken a shower...”
“So do you not like the banner?”
“No, it’s not that I don’t like it. Give me a second.” 
Yoo Soo-Ha went into the guild warehouse and returned with a can of paint. With a hand that showed he had some experience with graffiti, he painted over the banner. In the end, the banner lost its original meaning.
“Good. This is awesome.”
—We are recruiting a slave for the manager of Class S Hunter Yoo Soo-Ha, the Rank 1 Hunter and the Tyrant of the Babel Tower.
Ja Su-Jeong was speechless for a moment. “Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha.”
“Yeah.”
“Guild Leader Yoo Soo-Ha.”
“Go on.”
“The banner says something completely different now.”
“I told you you’re the senior manager. Since you had a promotion, you should have a subordinate as well,” Yoo Soo-Ha confidently answered as if he were reciting the absolute truth of the world. “A fresh young rookie can’t come in and expect to be treated the same as the manager who has been with me for a long time. Corporate life isn’t that easy, Senior Manager Ja Su-Jeong.”
“I see…”
“Our guild is strictly based on seniority. I’ll forever be the super almighty leader of this guild. Su-Jeong, you were the second to join, so you have the right to have some slaves. I don’t care what you call them. Feel free to get a slave of your own. Pick a strong one who knows how to drive. Anyway, get someone who knows what they need to do.”
“I understand.”
“Alright, then I… blaaaaaargh!”
On that day, an interview was held at the exact same spot where Yoo Soo-Ha had vomited for the fourth time. Of course, since Amethyst cleaned up with a mop, the tiles were sparkling clean. After all, they cost one hundred gold per piece, so they needed to look pristine.
“What motivated you to apply for this job?” Ja Su-Jeong asked from the interviewer’s seat as she looked at the applicant. 
The applicant’s eyes also sparkled, as if they were also freshly cleaned tiles.
“I’m a Hunter from East Asia, just like Mr. Fire Emperor! Here to prove that East Asians can do it, too! In the Tower, everyone starts from square one. Since that’s the case, East Asians have the advantage! I’m here to prove that—”
“You can cut the crap.”
“What? 
Ja Su-Jeong shook her head. “The guild leader hates his home country and the countries surrounding it. He hates the Earth, where his home country and the other countries exist, and the universe since that’s where the Earth is located.”
“What?”
“And I think he won’t like you either. Next.”
Rejected.
“What motivated you to apply for this job?” Ja Su-Jeong asked.
“I have always deeply admired the Fire Emperor.”
“What part of him you found admiring?”
“First of all, his well-defined beauty resembles that of an Apollo statue. I find him captivating,” the applicant answered in a dreamy voice.
“I’ve heard the analogy of the Apollo statue so many times that my eardrums will spasm just by hearing that word. Well, alright. This interview isn’t about checking your sensibility. Please go on.”
“Above all, he has a heart of gold. He cares about others—” 
“That is a beautiful load of bullcrap.”
Rejected.
“To be honest, I applied because I wanted to sleep with the Fire Emperor at least once.”
Ja Su-Jeong stared at the applicant. “Is that so?” 
“Yes.”
After a short moment of silence, Ja Su-Jeong handed the applicant a paper. “Here. Please sign this document.” 
“What is this? Is this, by any chance, an acceptance letter?”
“No, it’s an NDA. Six top-level hunters used their Skills to create it. If you tell anyone outside this room what you are about to hear, you’ll end up with about thirteen new holes in your body. They will serve as escape hatches for your life. Are you going to sign it?”
“Yes.”
“Wow, you really signed it.”
“That, I did.”
“Then let me tell you something. Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha is impotent,” Ja Su-Jeong whispered.
Silence prevailed for a long time. 
“What?” the applicant asked.
“He suffers from erectile dysfunction. Should I explain things using not only nouns and adjectives but also verbs? Would you understand better that way?” Ja Su-Jeong offered kindly. 
“Oh, no. So I… Um…”
“Remember the thirteen holes.”
“Right…”
“Please note that the thirteen holes don’t include your eye holes, nostrils, ears, navel button, and anus. These thirteen holes are in addition to the holes you already have. Aren’t you curious about how much evolutionary potential your body holds in terms of holes?”
The applicant saluted. “I won’t say anything even if I die.” 
“Next.”
Rejected. 
A scruffy man now sat in the interview chair. 
“I… I, so, um. Well, at least once, just once, I want to live in and breathe the same air as the person who made it to the highest place in this world[1].”
Ja Su-Jeong looked at the man. “Why?”
“I don’t know. I think there must be something more to this life than what I have going on for myself at the moment. There has to be.”
Ja Su-Jeong narrowed her eyes.
“I-I don’t have a gift, and my Skill is weird… I won’t be able to go to the top of the Tower myself, but I can help the one who is capable of doing that.” 
The man got up from the chair and bowed. “No! I want to help! Please allow me to work for you! I’ll do any chore! I’m fine with any salary if it’s enough to keep me from starving to death! Please, I’m begging you!”
Ja Su-Jeong looked at Kim Gong-Ja. “What do you think about Mr. Fire Emperor’s personality?”
He blinked. “Uh…”  
“Please be honest. Really honest. I need to understand your way of thinking as accurately as possible. If you lie to me right now, you might get accepted right away, but you’ll probably be kicked out a day or two later anyway. Let’s save each other time.”
“Um…”
“Yes?”
“His personality is pretty fucking awful.”
For the first time since the interview began, Amethyst rested her chin on the palm. “Hmm. In what way?”
“He says he doesn’t like being called Fire Emperor, but that isn’t true, right? He’s always trying to stay cool. If he calls his title stupid when people tell him he’s cool, amazing, the best...”
“Then?”
“... he turns all his fans into his inferiors just by hating his own title. His fans still love the title and say he’s cool. It’s a perfect virtuous cycle… No, is this a vicious cycle…?”
Amethyst clasped her hands together and rested her chin above them. This was also the first time she took the posture after the interviews began. “Hmm. Interesting.”
“What?”
“I understand what you’re saying, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja. Can you work for Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha regardless?”
“Ah, yes…”
“Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha may be a much worse person than you think. If you join the guild and work together with him, you’ll learn a lot about him, whether you like it or not. Depending on the incident, outcome, and his reaction, you could be killed to be silenced.”
Kim Gong-Ja didn’t reply.
“I’ll ask again. Can you still work for Yoo Soo-ha?”
He thought for a long time before he said, “I came to work for Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha, not to care about him.”
“Huh?”
“If Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha is much more evil than I thought... I don’t know. I’ll probably try to stop him. Still, I think I would give him one last chance to regain my trust. I tend to do that…”
“Hmm.”
“So, I’m sorry, ma’am, but it’s difficult to say yes to your question.”
Ja Su-Jeong tilted her head. “You’re even more interesting than I initially thought. Why should I choose you as the new manager?”
Kim Gong-Ja looked up at Ja Su-Jeong. “Because you’re probably the same as me. You don’t work for Mr. Fire Emperor but work under him. Since you became a manager, you’ve never tried to glorify Mr. Fire Emperor’s personality in any way. You never hired part-time workers to manipulate public opinion online, too, so…”
“I’m listening.”
“You’re looking for someone who will become your colleague, not Mr. Fire Emperor’s confidant.”
Ja Su-Jeong smiled. “You got the job.”
And…
“What? His Hunter Class is F? Su-Jeong, didn’t I tell you last night to get a strong slave? Why did you bring in trash? The recycling bin is over there. Throw him away,” Yoo Soo-Ha grumbled.
“Please note that recycling day is Wednesday. Today is Monday.”
“How would I know that?!”
“Just give him two days, Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha. Torment him for two days before you make your decision.”
“Do I have to? He doesn’t seem much younger than me…” 
Yoo Soo-Ha scowled at Kim Gong-Ja. 
“If his Hunter Class is still F, the answer is right there. He’s trash. Trash! He sometimes works part-time, goes for a stroll on the second floor’s hunting ground, picks up some items, and then buys groceries with the money he got from those items. Then he’ll coop himself in his room and write stuff on the internet. 
“Wow, I got goosebumps just from saying that. Hey, Ja Su-Jeong. I’m really supposed to hurt my eyes from seeing him for two days? Managing my eye health is also the manager’s role— Aaaaaah! Fuck, what is this?”
“It’s tangerine juice.”
“Why the fuck would you shoot tangerine juice into my eyes?”
“It’s said that tangerines are good for your eyes, Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha.”
“You bitch, would you open up my head and shove a ginseng in my brain since it’s so good for my health? Have I been too soft with you these days? Do you have a death wish? You think I can’t kill you?”
“Yes.”
“Fuck!”
And…
“Huff, huff, huff…”
“Still, this bastard gives the best reaction when I torment him. I told him that he didn’t have to follow me, but he still crawled all the way to the thirty-first floor. Why is he like that? Well, it’s fun to watch him struggle. Huh? Su-Jeong, did you hire this trash to entertain me?”
“Yes.”
“Senior Manager Ja Su-Jeong, I really made a great choice when I hired you. No, from now on, you’re the assistant guild leader! You have to try being an assistant leader at least once! I’ll dig up some Arimentalium and make you a very awesome nameplate. Assistant Leader Ja Su-Jeong… Do you know that “boss” in Korean reads as sajang? Sajang and Su-Jeong. They fit perfectly. You were born to be a leader.”
“Huff, huff, huff, huff, huff…”
“Mr. Gong-Ja is dying,” Ja Su-Jeong stated. 
“Tell him to die. That’s just his luck.”
“You’re right. Mr. Gong-Ja, good luck.”
Yoo Soo-Ha waved. “Good luck, Part-Timer.”
“Fuck…” Kim Gong-Ja mumbled. 
Time passed.

1.  The Tower’s highest cleared floor.  ☜
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    Chapter 225. If (3)

    
      A gentleman wearing a shirt with short sleeves walked around the square, ringing a handbell.
    

    
      “Everyone! Have faith in the Holy Tower! Why did the Tower come to be called the Babel Tower? Do you know? The answer is simple. Here, we humans can communicate freely. It’s God’s miracle! God once brought down the Babel Tower. However, after thousands of years passed, he mercifully allowed humans the opportunity to ascend to heaven once again! Let us be thankful for God’s mercy!’
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja was at Guild Yoo Soo-Ha that day. Not only did the guild have an atrociously awful name, it had only four members—Yoo Soo-Ha, Ja Su-Jeong, Kim Gong-Ja, and the slime, which was raised as the guild’s pet.
    

    
      Despite having only four members, the location of the guild base was pretty remarkable. Their three-story guild building was located at the Central Plaza Intersection in the heart of the main district of Babylon, the first floor city, also known as Ascension City. 
    

    
      Yes, building this had required a lot of money, but one person’s money could buy someone else’s happiness. Kim Gong-Ja sat elegantly at the guild terrace and looked down at the plaza, drinking a venti-sized white mocha frappuccino with four shots, which he had ordered through a delivery app. Half of the top was covered with java chips, and chocolate syrup was drizzled on the other half. When he heard the gentleman’s speech, he scoffed. 
    

    
      “What kind of bullshit is he spewing?” 
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong was also on the terrace next to him, drinking carrot juice through a straw while working on her laptop. “What can I say? It’s some cultist nonsense. Don’t listen to what people like that man say. Mr. Kim Gong-Ja, if curiosity gets the better of you and you approach them to ask them to elaborate on their nonsense, they snatch you and make you one of their own.”
    

    
      “Oh…”
    

    
      “Even the parts that don’t seem to make sense are all bait. They’re small losses for the ultimate victory. You go in thinking, ‘I’m smart, so I can see through all that nonsense!’ but then you get locked up and brainwashed. When you wake up one day, you find yourself spreading God’s word in the plaza.”
    

    
      “Do these people use such advanced strategies? Really?”
    

    
      “Religion sprouts from human guilt, and cults nest from human arrogance, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha came over and looked down from the terrace. “Wowza! I can’t believe people like that guy are still left in Babylon. I saw those guys quite often when I was outside, probably in Myeongdong. Hey, Part-Timer, have you ever been to Myeongdong?”
    

    
      “No, I haven’t.”
    

    
      “That place is a miniature of hell. Anyway, this is interesting. The Pantheon takes down every one of those cultists whenever they’re spotted. I don’t get how big their gut is to preach in the plaza.”
    

    
      Sure enough, a whistle sounded from across the plaza. Pantheon guild members dressed in their white uniforms came running out. 
    

    
      “What are you doing here? This is against the rules!”
    

    
      “Oooh, let me ask you what you are doing here. The Tower is the holiest miracle that has descended upon the Earth since the new millennium. You are standing in the midst of a miracle, brothers! Why aren’t you grateful?”
    

    
      “Sir, you really—”
    

    
      “Repent, everyone. Reflect on your pride and prejudice. The Tower isn’t just a hunting ground or a shabby playground! Brothers, you’ve received God’s miracle! Be humble! God is granting you a second chance!”
    

    
      “What are you doing? Hurry up and drag him away!”
    

    
      The Pantheon guild members pulled away the preacher. Even while being dragged away, the preacher was pious, shouting confidently “Repent! There is still time for you to repent. Everyone, repent!”
    

    
      After some time had passed, the commotion subsided. 
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong muttered, “Hmm. Suspicious.”
    

    
      “What?” Kim Gong-Ja asked. 
    

    
      “He’s too rational,” Ja Su-Jeong answered, tapping away on her laptop keyboard. “Usually, preachers are extremely hostile. They believe there is an evil enemy in the world and that said enemy gave birth to all sins, so it’s their duty to strike back at this source of evil. But this preacher in particular was a little different.”
    

    
      “How so?”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong looked down at her laptop expressionlessly. “I couldn’t sense any hostility from him. He only showed sincere concern and tried to win over the people. Only someone from a fairly big religious group can have this type of attitude. They don’t need to assume that there is an enemy because they have the conviction deep in their bones that they’re right…” 
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong kept typing on the keyboard. “I knew it. He got to the Tower today.”
    

    
      A couple of pictures of a man were displayed on her laptop screen. It was the same man who had been waving his handbell in the plaza just moments before.
    

    
      “The fuck?” Yoo Soo-Ha, who was watching the screen from over Ja Su-Jeong’s shoulder, exclaimed. “Assistant Leader Su-Jeong—um, Senior Manager Su-Jeong, what are you doing?”
    

    
      “Digging up the identity of the man who was taken to the Pantheon just now.”
    

    
      “I can see that. I have eyes, you know. The question is, which server did you hack into? Don’t tell me that it’s the Watchmen League’s. Su-Jeong, I’m not saying this because I’m scared, but the league can get very annoying if you mess with them.”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong closed her laptop, then went to the desk drawer and brought out another one. “Regardless of what grand fantasy you have about computer hacking, I didn’t hack any servers or mess with anything related to the Watchmen League.”
    

    
      “Hah? Then how did you find out who that guy is?”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong opened the second laptop and accessed another web page. “I simply viewed the data stored in the Tower Entrance Management Office using a legitimate ID. The basic personal information of people who come from the outside world is temporarily stored at the Tower Entrance Management Office until they are registered as official residents. 
    

    
      “It takes from one hour to one week, at most. Once resident registration is completed, the relevant data is destroyed and transferred to a management office under the Vigilante Guild’s management.”
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja didn’t have a single clue what Ja Su-Jeong was talking about. “Uhh… Is that data easily accessible?”
    

    
      “Yes, kinda. All you need is the management office ID.”
    

    
      “Where did you get that ID?”
    

    
      “Office workers are also human, Mr. Gong-Ja, and there are surprisingly many ways to persuade humans.” 
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja realized he had just glimpsed into the guild’s dark side.
    

    
      “Of course, since the security is lax, I can’t really get any meaningful information. The listed information is very basic, such as which country the newcomers are from, their academic background, yada yada. But, among that basic information, an SNS ID is sometimes included.”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong nodded when a blue screen showed up on the laptop. “There it is.” 
    

    
      She angled the laptop so Yoo Soo-Ha and Kim Gong-Ja could also see the screen. A picture of a familiar man was on the SNS account’s profile.
    

    
      —Number of following: 26.
    

    
      —Number of followers: 5,313,046.
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja’s eyes widened.. “Eek! Five million people? Isn’t that a lot?”
    

    
      “It is,” Ja Su-Jeong replied in a serious voice. “He’s the vice president of an organization called Blessing Tower Society. I did a quick search. As it turns out, this organization became very active seven years ago. It’s one of the internet religions that has recently become popular.”
    

    
      “Internet religion?”
    

    
      “These religions don't have actual chapels in the real world. Their SNS accounts or video websites act as their chapels as they only preach on the Internet. For example, when a religious leader uploads a specific video, the other members try to attract as many viewers and subscribers as possible. That’s what they call preaching.”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong even found the society’s official video account.
    

    
      “Look. This is the account where they upload charity work videos. The number of people active offline is limited to a few religious leaders or assistant leaders. Like…” 
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong played the video. In it, a neatly dressed gentleman was live-streaming the scene of a disaster in a certain country. Numerous other videos had been uploaded before this one.
    

    
      
        “Earthquake Scene Relief.”
      
    

    
      
        “This is how your donations are being used.”
      
    

    
      
        “Best 10 Cases of Preaching.”
      
    

    
      
        “Meet a Tibetan monk!”
      
    

    
      
        “I went to see whether the Himalayas are really melting.”
      
    

    
      
        “Is the Tower a proof of divinity?”
      
    

    
      “This is...”
    

    
      “The account can’t be taken down because it also has a lot of charity work videos. Besides, it’s not like they’re making particularly extreme claims in the video. When the leader or assistant leader posts a video, the followers spread it on social media. With each share, the followers make the content more radical and extreme.
    

    
      “Mr. Gong-Ja, you asked whether cults operate with advanced strategies, right? Well, that would be correct. Although not all of them are like this, some of them use such strategies.”
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja had a bad feeling about this. Yoo Soo-Ha frowned as if he also felt something was off. He asked, “So? Why did this self-proclaimed famous religious leader with over five million followers abandon the glory and honor of the outside world to crawl into the Tower?”
    

    
      “To be exact, he’s the assistant leader,” Ja Su-Jeong corrected him. “And here is his purpose for entering the Tower.”
    

    
      She pressed the enter key, starting a video showcasing the assistant leader.
    

    
      —I’m going to the Tower, brothers. As you all know, tomorrow is the day the Tower of Babel fell in ancient times. Just as He did thousands of years ago, God will decide tomorrow whether to bring down the Babel Tower again. To ask God for mercy and to prove that there is still hope for humanity, I will go into the Tower myself and raise awareness among the residents of that corrupt establishment.
    

    
      He continued preaching in a reverent manner.
    

    
      —I’ll probably get arrested. Perhaps I’ll even die. However, if I succeed, I’ll be able to prevent the collapse of the Tower. Even if I fail and die, God will know that there is at least one believer on this Earth who sacrificed himself for humanity. I’ll live and die for humanity. This is the way I serve God.
    

    
      The assistant leader made a triangle shape with his hands. It seemed that was the equivalent of a cross in his religion. 
    

    
      —We have been watching the Tower’s atrocities until now and have been waiting for them to repent and be purified on their own, but the collapse of the second Tower of Babel is just around the corner. We can no longer just sit back and watch. If my sacrifice is confirmed, all of you should enter the Tower, too.
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja’s jaw dropped to the floor.
    

    
      —Don’t be afraid of death. What we need to fear is not the death of one person, but the tragedy of humanity once again betraying God’s mercy. Prevent this tragedy with your blood, sweat and tears. Purify the Tower by eliminating as many of the corrupted as possible! Ah, I’ll go first. Even if I die, I’ll die first. Everyone! I…
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha reached out and paused the video with a frown. “These guys are batshit crazy.”
    

    
      A Korean baseball game was being broadcast on the television in the guild office. 
    

    
      「Ah, it’s out! Out! 」 the sportscaster shouted at the top of his lungs. Yoo Soo-Ha’s baseball cap was right next to the television.
    

    
      “This is a declaration of war,” Kim Gong-Ja muttered. “Something big might happen soon.”
    

    
      “Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha, you need to go to the Pantheon right now and tell them what we just uncovered.”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha appeared indifferent. “Meh. This isn’t the first time this has happened. Lunatics have been crawling into the Tower for a long time. If you want to do something about this, you should go tell them yourselves.”
    

    
      So, Kim Gong-Ja and Ja Su-Jeong did just that. The two ran out of the guild. 
    

    
      Fortunately, the Pantheon had also spent plenty of money on their temple, as they had built it on expensive land. Thanks to Ja Su-Jeong’s influence as Yoo Soo-Ha’s manager, she and Kim Gong-Ja were able to easily meet the Pantheon Master.
    

    
      “What a fine day it is, Miss Secretary! And you’re the newly selected part-timer! How are you?”
    

    
      “Long time no see, Pantheon Master. I’m sorry, but there’s something I need to tell you right away.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor’s hands were stained with blood. It seemed he got interrupted in the middle of work. 
    

    
      He offered a bright smile as he wiped his hands with a handkerchief. “Oh my. Is there an emergency?”
    

    
      “Didn’t your people just drag away a religious cult member who was preaching in the plaza?” Ja Su-Jeong asked.
    

    
      “Yes, we arrested him according to the rules!”
    

    
      “Is that preacher okay?” 
    

    
      The Inquisitor’s smile became even brighter. “Oh, he was just fine… until forty seconds ago!”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong pursed her lips. 
    

    
      “You said you had to meet me quickly because it was an emergency, so I wrapped things up quickly. Ah, you don’t need to worry! Everything was done according to proper procedures!”
    

    
      “Did you kill him?”
    

    
      “Yes!” the Inquisitor cheerfully responded.
    

    
      He didn’t even mention that the preacher had been too stubborn or that there was nothing else the Inquisitor could do. No excuse or explanation was provided. Only the calmness and confidence from doing what had to be done could be heard from his voice.
    

    
      “You…”
    

    
      It was unclear whether Ja Su-Seong or Kim Gong-Ja said that, but before they finished speaking, they heard a buzzing sound.
    

    
      “Hmm? Mr. Part-Timer, I think you got a call!”
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja lowered his head. Like the Inquisitor said, the smartphone in his pants pocket was vibrating. Kim Gong-Ja had followed the SNS accounts that Ja Su-Jeong had looked up earlier, so his phone was now buzzing with notifications from these accounts. 
    

    
      Once again, Kim Gong-Ja had a bad feeling. He took out his smartphone and investigated the notifications. “They started a livestream.”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong also took out her smartphone as well. The Inquisitor merely tilted his head, confused, watching the livestream play out on Ja Su-Jeong’s screen.
    

    
      The person on the screen was a stranger. Perhaps it was another member of the cult.
    

    
      —Brothers, the heretics just took away the assistant leader. As expected, there is no hope for them. The assistant leader didn’t throw a punch or resist in any other way. He simply preached out of concern for them.
    

    
      The young man spoke in a solemn voice. He was unfamiliar, but the background was not.
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja frowned. “This… This is Babylon Plaza, right?”
    

    
      “Yes, it is. This isn’t good. It’s very, very bad,” Ja Su-Jeong mumbled.
    

    
      The young man in the livestream put his hand inside his jacket.
    

    
      —From now on, I will begin the promised purification process. Brothers, I love you all! I love humanity! I love God! Everyone, please follow in my footsteps. Please do not betray God’s love. I love you!
    

    
      And then the footage was cut off. There was no need to wonder why that happened. A boom resonated from beyond the temple wall, from the direction of the square. Silence hung in the air for a moment.
    

    
      The Inquisitor nodded with a smile. “Aha, I understand. Looks like I fucked things up!”
    

    
      A siren started ringing.
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        Booooom!
      
    

    
      The whole building shook when the next bomb exploded a little closer. In response, the Pantheon priests unleashed their auras and created a barrier. The Inquisitor, Kim Gong-Ja, and Ja Su-Jeong stood up with some difficulty after stumbling from the explosion.
    

    
      Even though the guild was under a terror attack, the Inquisitor was cheerful. 
    

    
      “American products are definitely high quality! It appears it was worth spending so much money on the building’s structure. It’s sturdy enough to withstand the destruction!”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong brushed the dust off her face. She was calm, like she always was. “Thank you, Mr. Inquisitor. But this isn’t the end. The organization that is performing these terror attacks is made up of about five million people. An endless number of explosions may follow afterward.”
    

    
      “I see! Five million! How many of them are actual believers, and how many can actually take action? Hahaha. Faith is abstract, but death isn’t.”
    

    
      “Again, even if only one in a thousand, or even one in ten thousand takes action, that’s five hundred people, so five hundred explosions.”
    

    
      The man in charge of the Tower’s religion adjusted his hat. “Yes, and five hundred is a number we can handle. It would have been nice if we could have identified and prevented the potential terror attack in advance, but it’s already too late. I’ll take responsibility for my mistakes and clean up!”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong hesitated for a moment, which was unusual for her. “When you say clean up…”
    

    
      “I’m going to kill all the suspects, of course. It’s difficult to reduce five million to two million, let alone half a million. But it isn’t really difficult to reduce five hundred to two hundred and then to fifty, and so on.”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong blinked at him.
    

    
      “I have to ask the Black Dragon Master to declare martial law!” the Inquisitor went on. “It’s probably been seven years since the last time she did that. Ah, this peace lasted for quite a while, let me tell ya!”
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja was at a loss for words.
    

    
      The wall of the guild building trembled after yet another explosion.
    

    
      “How?” Kim Gong-Ja blurted out. “How can you say something like that?”
    

    
      The Inquisitor turned to him. “Hmm?” 
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja looked at the Inquisitor’s eyes, which were seemingly innocent despite resembling a snake’s. 
    

    
      Retaining the innocence of a beast, the Inquisitor smiled. “Why shouldn’t I say that? If I think, speak, and act this way, I can reach conclusions quickly. Why shouldn’t I discuss matters this way? Is it because it offends you, Mr. Part-Timer?“
    

    
      “That isn’t the point—”
    

    
      “No, that is the point. Someone has to do it. If it needs to be done anyway, it’s quicker to solve it without formalities. Caring about the public’s feelings is a politician’s virtue, but the others and I promised a long time ago that we would leave those things to the Black Dragon Master!”
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja gritted his teeth, getting ready to shout at the Inquisitor in his face. However, Ja- Su-Jeong stopped him with a small hand on his shoulder.
    

    
      “Mr. Gong-Ja, don’t try to change him. We don’t have time right now. You should use him instead.”
    

    
      “Use him?”
    

    
      “Surprisingly, the person in front of you is also a human who can be persuaded with words.”
    

    
      With some difficulty, Kim Gong-Ja thought, The number of victims from the bombings should be reduced as much as possible. Sacrificing innocent people just because they are suspicious should also be minimized. What should I do? What should I do to persuade the Inquisitor and use him like Su-Jeong says?
    

    
      He realized something.
    

    
      “The Pantheon.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor stopped walking. “What?”
    

    
      “The Pantheon,” Kim Gong-Ja repeated, the tone of his voice going up an octave. “You said that the assistant leader your guild captured is dead. You killed him yourself, so he must have died within the Pantheon!”
    

    
      Just a little while ago, some leftover blood from the assistant leader’s blood stained the Inquisitor’s hand. He tilted his head.
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right. So?”
    

    
      “But how did the man in the square know that the assistant leader was killed? It’s not like he’s clairvoyant and able to peer into the torture chamber inside the Pantheon.”
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja finally saw the Inquisitor’s brow furrowing slightly.
    

    
      “There’s a traitor among the Pantheon who told the cultists about the assistant leader’s death!”
    

    
      The Inquisitor was about to make the sign of cross, though it was unclear if he was trying to cast another barrier or kill his associates, the Pantheon executives. It was impossible to tell for sure. After yet another boom, Kim Gong-Ja’s world turned upside down. He managed to stand back up only to stumble and fall once more.
    

    
      Back on the ground, Kim Gong-Ja didn’t feel much of anything, except something very warm covering his back. Somewhere in the distance, he could swear he heard cicadas crying a painfully long tune. 
    

    
      Despite his muffled hearing, he heard someone mutter, “The fucker had an unnecessarily quick-witted bastard by his side, huh?”
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja didn’t know who it was, but the voice didn’t belong to the Inquisitor nor Ja Su-Jeong. That meant he had to be one of the Pantheon priests. The owner of the voice walked away with loud footsteps. “Poor thing. We had a long plan for you.”
    

    
      Who was he talking to?
    

    
      “All you had to do was act like the puppet you are, Pantheon Master, but we have no business with a marionette whose threads are snapped. You’re out. Fortunately, today is the big day, so I’ll make the time loss minima—”
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja forever lost the chance to see the traitor’s face. After a flash of light, a scream followed. The man who was enjoying the success of his betrayal could no longer make a sound. 
    

    
      As much as he could betray his boss, his boss didn’t completely trust him either. Actually, his boss had never fully trusted anyone else in the first place. The traitor had overlooked this fact until the very end.
    

    
      “Ahaha…” 
    

    
      Someone with a small hand tapped Kim Gong-Ja’s cheek.
    

    
      “Are you okay? Still breathing?”
    

    
      “Ugh… Fuck…” Kim Gong-Ja mumbled. 
    

    
      “The first word you say is a swear word. You truly are Mr. Fire Emperor’s subordinate. What’s your name?”
    

    
      “Kim Gong-Ja…”
    

    
      “If you can swear and say your name, you’re at least half alive. Can you open your eyes, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      He could. Blood kept staining his vision red. It took some time to realize that the blood wasn’t solely his. The Inquisitor was also drenched in it. Reeking of it, too. 
    

    
      “That’s good,” the Inquisitor said. “Fantastic. It seems I’m not alone in this predicament.”
    

    
      “Pantheon… Master…”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “How is Manager Ja Su-Jeong?” Kim Gong-Ja said with some difficulty. 
    

    
      What had happened to her? Kim Gong-Ja desperately hoped that the Inquisitor had made an error in his calculation.
    

    
      “Now isn’t the time to worry about others,” the Inquisitor said before throwing up blood. 
    

    
      The blood was too vivid. A few pieces of flesh were mixed in it, too.
    

    
      “Find a doctor…” Kim Gong-Ja muttered.
    

    
      The Inquisitor raised a hand to stop him. “No need. We don’t have enough time. I won’t be able to survive.”
    

    
      “If you don’t...”
    

    
      “I know. It’s rather more efficient to do what I can for the time being.”
    

    
      He hunched over, vomiting more blood. Crimson splashed on Kim Gong-Ja’s cheek.
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      Without fully realizing it, Kim Gong-Ja stood up. When he was very young, he and his orphanage director had gone to an amusement park. It felt like he was back in that damn teacup, having trouble maintaining his balance in this dark red world. 
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja somehow managed to regain his balance to stand up properly. Something that had been covering his back slipped and fell to the floor. He desperately tried not to think about that as he looked at the Inquisitor, who was sitting right in front of him. However, Kim Gong-Ja wasn’t sure he could call it sitting.
    

    
      The Inquisitor’s body was missing from the waist down. “As you have pointed out, it seems that this terror attack was prepared more thoroughly than I expected. My bad on that one.”
    

    
      “Stop talking… Your body—”
    

    
      “That is precisely why I have to say something at least. That way—” he coughed blood again. “Ah, the proud American product is helpless when it comes to an explosion from the inside. The damage is... If the Pantheon ended up like this, I can’t tell what state the other guilds are in.”
    

    
      “Pantheon Master, please stop talking. I’ll bring—”
    

    
      “Instead of bringing help, take these.” 
    

    
      The Inquisitor took two things out of his pocket, a small doll and a hand mirror decorated with a pitch-black dragon on the rim. Without knowing what they were, Kim Gong-Ja accepted them. 
    

    
      The Inquisitor smiled. “The doll is called Idol. It means you are my agent. The Pantheon is now yours for the time being.”
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja froze. “Mine? Why?”
    

    
      “Like I said before, you’re the only one who can move here right now.”
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja gritted his teeth, but he didn’t look around.
    

    
      The Inquisitor continued. “However, honestly, I don’t know if that Idol will mean anything… It’s the system I built, so I’m not sure if it’ll work after I die. Still, it'll be better than nothing for now… More important than that is this second item, the mirror.”
    

    
      “Mirror…”
    

    
      “It’s called the Black Dragon Mirror. To communicate with the other guild leaders… This is one of the communication devices that the Black Dragon Master gave us. Tell them you are my agent...”
    

    
      The Inquisitor stopped talking. Kim Gong-Ja waited for his next words. It took time to realize that waiting was fruitless.
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja asked, “Pantheon Master?”
    

    
      The answer would never come.
    

    
      “Pantheon Master.”
    

    
      Life had a tenacious way of moving forward, but it also had a tendency to disappear without warning. 
    

    
      Dazed and with debris falling all around him, Kim Gong-Ja looked down at the two keepsakes in his hands. It didn’t take long for determination to show up on his face.
    

    
      “I have to do something...”
    

    
      But what? And where would he even go? He was just a Class E Hunter. Fortunately, the Inquisitor was not the only one who died, and Kim Gong-Ja wasn’t the only survivor. 
    

    
      “Fuck…”
    

    
      People were trying their hardest to get up. A voice came from the mirror in his hand. 
    

    
      —Hey, is anyone alive? If so, please answer.
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja knew the owner of this voice. Probably everyone in the Tower knew it.
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master?”
    

    
      —Huh? What? Who are you?
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja took a deep breath and briefly explained the situation. After a brief silence, the Black Dragon Master replied.
    

    
      —Okay. Well, he was the one most likely to die before his time.
    

    
      “Do you believe me?”
    

    
      —Yeah, there is a Skill I received from the Paladin a while ago, so I can kinda tell… Ah, shit.
    

    
      The Black Witch groaned for a long time. She seemed to be in very rough shape.
    

    
      “Are you hurt?”
    

    
      —A little. It’s been a long time since an assassin managed to stab me…
    

    
      She was the Rank 2 Hunter and led the strongest guild in the Tower. Even though such a person of interest had become the victim of an assassination attempt, Kim Gong-Ja maintained his rationality. Or maybe he was just paralyzed by this series of major incidents that just took place. 
    

    
      Whichever the answer was, only the Black Witch’s voice could be heard from the Black Dragon Mirror. Although quite a while passed until Kim Gong-Ja explained the entire situation, no one else joined their chat.  
    

    
      —This is quite big. It may be the second largest attack since the Tower was built. Well, we’ve made a lot of enemies…
    

    
      She coughed.
    

    
      —The guy who stabbed me was a section chief, or maybe a deputy chief from the U.S. Ministry of States. I thought he was just an ordinary cigarette addict who got fired from his position.  Ah, fuck… I can’t believe those CIA motherfuckers. Now they’re using cultists to fuck us over...?
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master, where are you? I’ll find you.”
    

    
      She laughed, but there was coughing mixed in.
    

    
      —It might be different if Miss Secretary or your boss gets here, but what can you do even if you make it here? 
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja knew better than anyone else that he wasn’t strong. “Still, I have to do something.”
    

    
      —You’re young…
    

    
      There was sadness in the Black Witch’s voice. It was a very brief, sorrowful sigh, but it immediately disappeared before the cold calculation that had to be made.
    

    
      —But you’re weak, so you aren’t needed. Usually, in situations like this, the guild leaders hold a meeting and decide a commander-in-chief but, due to the circumstances, we can’t.
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master…”
    

    
      —I will take command.
    

    
      The Black Witch’s breath quickened as the master of the city spoke. Her voice did not come only from the Black Dragon Mirror. The Babylon Plaza, which was already in ruins, led to many streets and the slums. On every street, there were streetlights with speakers attached, blasting her voice in every corner of the city.
    

    
      —From this moment onward, I declare martial law. I’m the Black Dragon Guild Master. I repeat. I declare martial law.
    

    
      She paused to cough some more blood.
    

    
      —The outside world has mobilized unidentified enemies to cause several explosions inside the Tower. All the communication to the other Five Guild leaders has been lost. The casualties may be in the thousands, perhaps tens of thousands.
    

    
      There was another cough.
    

    
      —When the Tower was built, it belonged to no one. Now, intruders are slaughtering us, claiming the Tower belongs to God. Some claim that the Tower belongs to the United States and that they are here to kill their enemies. Some thugs who only know violence say the Tower belongs to them.
    

    
      The voice of the person with the highest authority in the Tower echoed through the speakers until it reached the Babylon Plaza.
    

    
      —Ten years have passed, and we can finally say with conviction that this Tower is ours, and that we are its residents. The Tower’s sky, waterways, and land are our airspace, territorial waters, and land. And what we call those who pollute our sky, water, and land are enemies.
    

    
      The Black Witch swallowed her saliva. Or perhaps it was blood. Holding back another cough, a single declaration rang out from the speakers.
    

    
      —This is war.
    

    
      Every speaker from every alley in the city carried out the same message. 
    

    
      —This is war.
    

    
      A mother who wrapped herself around her child heard the echoing message.
    

    
      —The Tower’s security has failed. We, the Black Dragon Guild, declare martial law and say that we will achieve victory in this war as quickly as possible. We also promise that we’ll show zero tolerance and retaliate against the enemies who dared to try to bring down our Tower.
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      As soon as martial law was declared, Hunters poured out onto Babylon's streets.
    

    
      “Kill all intruders!”
    

    
      The Hunters were wearing black uniforms, the symbol of the Black Dragon Guild, but they weren’t the guild’s reconnaissance or stage clear team. The Hunters that lined up in the plaza were from teams that specialized in resolving conflicts and exterminating threats. They were Hunters of the Tower, but not trained to actually climb the Tower.
    

    
      “Anyone who cannot present a resident card will be killed, regardless of their reasoning! Those whose resident cards were issued less than a week ago will also be killed!”
    

    
      “Our guild leader was attacked!”
    

    
      “This is war!”
    

    
      “All defiants will be exterminated!”
    

    
      Gunshots rang out all over the plaza. At the Babel Tower, the production and storage of firearms was strictly controlled. Making a gun without authorization was a crime punishable by death. However, major guilds were excepted from this rule and were always prepared to pick up their weapons and wage war.
    

    
      The Watchmen League also pulled out their guns and aimed them at the Black Dragon Guild’s suppression team.
    

    
      “Did the Black Dragon go nuts?! What do those guys think they’re doing?”
    

    
      “Get out of the way! We must carry out the guild leader’s order!”
    

    
      “You call a random massacre an order?!”
    

    
      “This is a necessary measure to protect the Tower! Didn’t your assistant leader also get attacked and killed?”
    

    
      “Still, she wouldn’t want this!”
    

    
      “Our guild leader would! So get out of the fucking way!”
    

    
      The Watchmen Guild didn’t do as they were told. The Black Dragon Guild also didn’t try to persuade them any further, so they took up arms, with the other Five Guilds that lost their leaders joining them. Since it was pretty much impossible to tell who was an ally and who was an enemy, they devoured each other like starving dogs.
    

    
      That was the hell that Kim Gong-Ja witnessed after escaping from the Pantheon’s half-destroyed building. He wiped his face. More and more people around him dropped dead. 
    

    
      “
      
        Urgh…
      
       Fuck.”
    

    
      People showed no hesitation as they aimed their weapons at each other. Every time a gun spewed fire, people were injured or died. Life vanished from their eyes so fast. 
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja couldn’t wrap his head around this chaos.
    

    
      
        All these guilds are the pillars of this Tower.
      
    

    
      Every now and then, he had heard rumors about the Five Guilds not getting along well. It was unclear what had happened in the past, but old resentment had piled up among the guild leaders. Still, he never thought it would be this bad.
    

    
      
        Were things so bad that they’re ready to kill each other if they get the chance to do so?
      
    

    
      The High Rankers were heroes who had written their own legends. Why couldn’t such heroes resolve this resentment that had been piling up for years? Was there really no one who could mediate among them? Kim Gong-Ja didn’t know the answers to these questions, but he knew that imagining a what-if mediator was meaningless.
    

    
      He felt like his insides were going to explode. The dam at the center of his mind suddenly collapsed. Just then, Ja Su-Jeong’s body, which he had been carrying on his back, slid on the ground. When he glanced down, Kim Gong-Ja finally realized he was looking at a corpse. 
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh…
      
       Senior Manager.”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong was torn apart. Her left leg, arm, chest, and even half of her face were missing. Still, she kept her lips tightly shut even after she met death, which did not allow her to retain any trace of humanity. Only her lifeless, jewel-like purple eyes looked up at the sky.
    

    
      Silence reigned. 
    

    
      When Kim Gong-Ja lowered his head further, he noticed the Inquisitor’s lower half coming into view as well. He gritted his teeth as he took one last glance at the remains of the man who had tried to solve this crisis until his last moment.
    

    
      “No. Okay. First of all.”
    

    
      He had to do what needed to be done.
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      He had to do something. Anything.
    

    
      “What 
      
        can 
      
      I do?”
    

    
      His eyes scanned the belongings he had on him. 
    

    
      Idol seemed to be an object that allowed him to supervise the Pantheon on behalf of the Inquisitor, but the guild had collapsed. Even if Kim Gong-Ja found the Pantheon priests outside the guild building, it was unclear whether they would obey him.
    

    
      The Black Dragon Mirror was the communication device used to talk directly to the Black Witch and the other Five Guild leaders. However, ever since the Black Witch’s declaration of war, it had been silent.
    

    
      Lastly, Kim Gong-Ja had himself, but he was only a Class E Hunter. He had no power.
    

    
      “Power…”
    

    
      He knew one person who had that very power he needed. Kim Gong-Ja turned on his heels. Babylon, the Babel Tower’s first floor, was a vast city. Even here, the land in the central plaza cost piles of gold. 
    

    
      A three-story building was standing right at the central plaza. It was relatively intact, despite the bomb that had gone off nearby. Kim Gong-Ja wasn’t sure how much mana the building was coated in. 
    

    
      The face of a man who always seemed fine also popped up in his mind.
    

    
      “Guild Leader Yoo Soo-Ha…”
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja started running.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha looked irritated after getting interrupted from his nap. “Fuck. What is it? Why do you look so fucked up?” 
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja felt a violent swirl of emotions in his heart once again. Ja Su-Jeong, the Inquisitor, and countless others had died. Kim Gong-Ja had wanted to help, had said he wanted to help, but the Black Dragon Master had flatly refused.
    

    
      
        “You’re young… But you’re weak, so you aren’t needed.”
      
    

    
      If it had been Yoo Soo-Ha instead of him, if only he had a power comparable to that of the Fire Emperor…
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja gritted his teeth. Wallowing in self-pity was a waste of time right now. He forced himself to say, “Chairman Yoo Soo-Ha, there’s an emergency.”
    

    
      “Martial law has been declared, I know, but I also know that I have the ability to not give a damn. Gong-Ja, you should have been working for my guild. Why did you come back looking like a beggar? Where is Vice-Chairman Su-Jeong?”
    

    
      “Here.” 
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja put down Ja Su-Jeong’s body and what remained of the Inquisitor. It took a moment for Yoo Soo-Ha to break his silence. 
    

    
      “When?”
    

    
      His eyes were calm, but it was difficult for Kim Gong-Ja to surmise what expression was actually behind them.
    

    
      “Right after we entered the Pantheon, we found out that there was a traitor within the guild. A bomb went off, killing the Inquisitor and Su-Jeong noona…”
    

    
      “Why are you in one piece?” Yoo Soo-Ha asked.
    

    
      “She protected me from the explosion with her own body.”
    

    
      
        Thump!
      
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja kneeled after Yoo Soo-Ha kicked him in the shin.
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh.
      
      ”
    

    
      He looked up, feeling pain flare around his body. Yoo Soo-Ha was still calmly looking down at his subordinate.
    

    
      “Do you still call yourself a man? 
      
        Su-Jeong noona
      
      ? When did you two become so close that you started calling her noona? Hey, Kim Gong-Ja, look at me. Su-Jeong is much younger than you. She seems older because of the way she speaks and acts, but she’s much younger than you. What… No, forget it. Did Su-Jeong leave any last word for you to deliver? ‘Please do your best to fix this,’ ‘Save everyone,’ or something like that?”
    

    
      “That… sounds like something Secretary Su-Jeong would say.”
    

    
      “Of course. That’s why she cared about trash like you until the end.”
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja couldn’t bring himself to look up at Yoo Soo-Ha. He had lost Ja Su-Jeong because he had no power. 
    

    
      On the other hand, Ja Su-Jeong had the power to save the life of a person in front of her if she disregarded her own. Kim Gong-Ja didn’t know if this was thanks to her innate reflexes or because she happened to spot the location of the criminal faster than him.  
    

    
      However, the conclusion was simple. Kim Gong-Ja couldn’t do it, but Ja Su-Jeong could. Knowing this made him feel wronged and sad. He hated it. Because he felt pathetic, Kim Gong-Ja couldn’t bear to look at Yoo Soo-Ha, so he ended up staring into space. Thanks to that, he was able to see something different.
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha started rambling. “Shit. Okay, I have a roooough idea of what kind of guy you are. Of course, you guys would have hit it off perfectly, so—”
    

    
      A flash of light was coming toward them very quickly.
    

    
      “Duck!” Kim Gong-Ja screamed.
    

    
      A blue spear flew out of thin air.
    

    
      
        Swoosh—!
      
    

    
      The power of the spear wrapped in blue aura was formidable. Yoo Soo-Ha immediately raised his aura to protect himself, but he probably missed the moment by a split-second. His blazing barrier was torn apart by the spear of blue fire.
    

    
      “
      
        Ah.
      
      ”
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja, who was closest to the Fire Emperor, reacted at that very moment. He stood up, leaned forward, and stretched out his fist, hitting the spear.
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh!
      
      ”
    

    
      The blue aura vehemently swirled around the spear. When Kim Gong-Ja’s fist collided with it, the storm of aura ground it as if he had stuck it in a blender. 
    

    
      “
      
        Aaaaaaaaah!
      
      ”
    

    
      With his arm fully gone, Kim Gong-Ja kneeled to the floor. A few pieces of flesh fell to the ground, and finely ground bone dust scattered on the floor like snow furries.
    

    
      “Damn it! You avoided it?”
    

    
      A Hunter landed from the sky. For a moment, Yoo Soo-Ha looked at Kim Gong-Ja before shifting his gaze toward the new Hunter.
    

    
      “Who are you?”
    

    
      “I’m the Saintess!”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha once again glanced at Kim Gong-Ja, who was bleeding, before snapping his attention back at the Saintess. “Fucking hell, girl. You almost turned this dude into shredded cheese. Saintess, my ass.”
    

    
      “That is the title the Tower gave me.”
    

    
      “The Tower is an imbecile when it comes to naming people. So? What made the Saintess come all the way over here to give me this treatment?”
    

    
      The Saintess took a deep breath. It seemed she had been waiting for this moment for a long time. “Yoo Soo-Ha, you murdered my one and only grandfather!”
    

    
      The Saintess’ blond hair was radiant. Yoo Soo-Ha had seen such blond hair only a couple of times before, but those blond men weren’t old enough for the Saintess to call them Grandfather.
    

    
      “More than a couple of rascals lost their family members because of me, so I’m not sure what you’re talking about. Who was your grandfather anyway?”
    

    
      “Marcus Carlenbery!” the Saintess yelled, her eyes burning. 
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha slightly raised his eyebrows. “Sword Star?”
    

    
      “Yes! That is the name of my grandfather!”
    

    
      “Wow, it’s been ages since I heard that boomer’s name. You’re his granddaughter? Well, he looked like he didn’t have much time left in his life, so it’s quite possible that he would have a granddaughter as old as you.”
    

    
      “You devil...!”
    

    
      “Yeah, people tend to call me that. But speak of the devil…”  Yoo Soo Ha glanced at his subordinate’s corpse, and then at his other subordinate who would soon turn into a corpse as well. “Is it your fault that the Tower has become a flaming piece of shit?”
    

    
      The Saintess clenched her fists. She wanted to talk about the Carlenbery family’s wealth and the power that wealth had brought. Some fools from the outside world were fascinated by the mysterious Tower, so she manipulated and ordered them to do her bidding.
    

    
      That was why she wanted to tell him that the Pantheon Master had been predictable and easy to use because anyone could persuade him if they followed the rules. And despite the Black Dragon Master’s hatred toward the outside world, she had desperately wanted to be on good terms with powerful people who remained outside the Tower. 
    

    
      The Saintess had found those loose gaps and gripped them, crumbling them. However, she didn’t mention them. With the Tower set ablaze behind her, she just said, “You killed my grandfather in the Tower. So, I will kill the Tower 
      
        and 
      
      you.”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha smiled crookedly. “If you think about it that way, it’s technically your old man’s fault. He killed me for no reason, making a damn fuss about how he could see the number of people I killed. Actually, he probably killed himself. I had nothing to do with it.”
    

    
      “Nonsense!”
    

    
      “That is what you’ve been sputtering since you got here. I guess an apple doesn’t fall far from the tree, killer granddaughter.”
    

    
      “
      
        You’re 
      
      the killer, Fire Emperor. No, it’s useless to talk to you about it. Just die!” 
    

    
      The Saintess lunged, her blonde hair flying.
    

    
      “
      
        Hah.
      
      ” 
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha glanced down at the white speckles that had flown into his palm. He didn’t know whether he was looking at dust from a collapsed building or pieces of bone from when Kim Gong-Ja got shredded. But…
    

    
      “... it feels like shit.”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha always felt bad when something happened that he didn’t know about.
    

    
      “I don’t really want to waste my time right now, but you should die here.”
    

    
      Red and blue auras collided, causing an explosion. A moment later, a scream escaped through the blue and red smoke.
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha closed his eyes and opened them again. “Okay, I kind of remember now. You two have similar eyes. You look at me and immediately see me as a trash serial killer
      
        . Ah
      
      , did you get your eyes from your grandfather? You two are so full of yourselves. Did your grandfather teach your entire family that if you see a killer, you should slit their throat first and ask questions later?”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah, argh… urgh…!
      
      ”
    

    
      “Seriously, this world teaches you so many interesting things. It teaches you to hate, trash-talk, and kill others. What’s really amazing is that after teaching people these things, it expects them to love and cherish each other. Let’s not forget having children and raising them well.”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha went on even as the screams coming from the smoke stung his ears. 
    

    
      “There’s just something I can’t understand. When I look into your eyes, I get even more confused.”
    

    
      He glared down at the Hunter, who now looked like a lump of charcoal, and bent down to match her eye level.
    

    
      “How can humans like each other? How?"
    

    
      What was left of the Saintess burned. Despite working tirelessly for years to avenge her grandfather, her demise had been swift and ruthless. 
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha slowly stood up. “
      
        Ah
      
      , my back hurts.”
    

    
      After stretching his neck a few times, he looked around. 
    

    
      “What a disaster.”
    

    
      The outside of the building was on fire. The ruins he saw scattered around could make for a pretty neat historical site in a few days. The world had become a sea of ash and smoke as screams and gunfire were carried by the wind.
    

    
      “This is an absolute fucking disaster. Don’t you think so too, Part-Timer?” Yoo Soo-Ha asked, looking down at Kim Gong-Ja.
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja had lost too much blood after his arm was shredded away. Because he was so dizzy, he couldn’t even look up at Yoo Soo-Ha, who also didn’t bother asking Kim Gong-Ja to look up at him.
    

    
      “I just don’t get it. How can you and Su-Jeong like humans that much? I really don’t get it.”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha then turned his attention toward the sky. “Well, that’s why you two idiots work for me.”
    

    
      “Chairman, I…” Kim Gong-Ja said in a feeble voice.
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha waved his hand, stopping Kim Gong-Ja. It looked like he didn’t want to bother listening because he already knew what his subordinate was going to say.
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , forget it. Stop talking. Don’t worry. Your big bro will take care of everything.”
    

    
      Even though he was dazed from losing so much blood, Kim Gong-Ja muttered, “How…?”
    

    
      “I have my ways.” 
    

    
      The Fire Emperor made the shape of a gun with his hand, then wrapped his red aura around it. At the tip of his index finger, a sphere that looked like a bullet appeared. 
    

    
      “Even if I told you, you wouldn’t remember.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “My Skill is a bit fucked up.”
    

    
      
        Bang!
      
    

    
      A bullet of his fiery aura pierced Yoo Soo-Ha’s head. Bewildered, Kim Gong-Ja looked at Yoo Soo-Ha’s corpse as it fell on the ground. Under normal circumstances, he would not have known the meaning of this death.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      But 
      
        I
      
       knew.
    

    
      
        [Returning to 24 hours ago.]
      
    

    
      The world shattered. I opened my eyes.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 228: Hatred (1)

    
      I… looked around.
    

    
      「Home run!  Home run!」
    

    
      「It’s a home run! Ah, the ball flies over the fence!」
    

    
      On the second-floor terrace of Guild Yoo Soo-Ha, the building located in the most expensive region of Babylon, a Korean baseball game was being broadcast on the television in the guild office. The sportscasters’ voices resembled cicadas chirping in the summer as their conversation felt more like background noise than actual commentary.
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha was sitting on the sofa, scratching his head right where he just shot himself. “
      
        Ah
      
      , the game is super boring today. Guys, I’m going out for a drink.” 
    

    
      With a yawn, he got up from the sofa. “I feel like drinking alone, so don’t follow me. I’m also gonna stay there overnight, so don’t call me either. If you do, I’m not going to pick up. ”
    

    
      “Don’t drink too much, Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha, unless you want me to ransack all of Babylon to find you again,” Ja Su-Jeong said as she was typing on her laptop. The early summer wind from Babylon Plaza swayed her hair.
    

    
      “Alright.” 
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha didn’t even spare us a glance. He just waved a hand as he walked down the stairs.
    

    
      I clenched my teeth for a moment before I said, “Manager Ja Su-Jeong.”
    

    
      “Yes, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “Viscountess Amethyst.”
    

    
      “Yes, Advisor.”
    

    
      “Tower Master.”
    

    
      “Yes, Death King.”
    

    
      “Is this a scenario you are showing me?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      The plaza beyond the terrace was crowded with people. This scenario was showcasing a different variation of my life, built on the assumption that Amethyst, posing as Ja Su-Jeong, lived in this world.
    

    
      I glared at her. “The world I created is much more peaceful than this! It's a mess! Anastasha is still lonely, and the Inquisitor—I mean, Bambolina—is still the same! He’s just living on without knowing that he’s broken!”
    

    
      But….
    

    
      “I mended the relationships between the guild leaders!”
    

    
      In my world, the Sword Star abandoned his arrogance and prejudice, and the Black Witch came to think of the Paladin as a friend again. The Paladin also put aside her disbelief that originated from the past purges, while the Inquisitor acknowledged his shortcomings and bowed to me. They now talked to each other and acknowledged what the others were capable of.
    

    
      “Nothing has changed in this world! The guild leaders are still bound to their thrones. The Tower is still a mess and helpless when the outside world sways them. This is…”
    

    
      The wind was blowing, making the wind chimes on the terrace window cling. Amethyst looked up, her purple eyes looking straight into mine. “But you killed Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha. You couldn’t change him.”
    

    
      “Well…”
    

    
      “Was it because Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha was an irredeemably evil person?”
    

    
      The baseball game broadcast in the background became louder.
    

    
      “Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha was the villain of villains and the psychopath of psychopaths, so you had no choice but to kill him. Since you had no choice in the first place, it wasn’t your fault, nor did it make you incompetent. But look, Mr. Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      The early summer wind stopped caressing the chime, as if time had paused.
    

    
      “In this world, Yoo Soo-Ha is working for others.”
    

    
      Because Amethyst and I died, the Fire Emperor had voluntarily chosen to regress. At the cost of killing himself, he got twenty-four hours back. And now he disappeared, supposedly “going out for a drink.”
    

    
      Amethyst impassively looked in the distant plaza. “Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha is trying to eliminate all the culprits—the guy who set off the first bomb, the traitor who infiltrated the Pantheon, the assassin who stabbed the Black Dragon Master in the back and, above all, the Saintess who attacked him. He’s more evil, less active, and less responsible than you. He doesn’t have the will to change the world and has influenced the world less than you have. He’s much worse than you.”
    

    
      I spotted his black ponytail swaying as he made his way through a crowd.
    

    
      “But he is now taking action for the sake of someone else. 
      
        That 
      
      is who he could have become.”
    

    
      
        Ah.
      
    

    
      “When you killed Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha—if I use your term, when you 
      
        hunted 
      
      him—he wasn’t the same person as the Fire Emperor who killed you. He was just Yoo Soo-Ha, a young Class F Hunter who might have become the Fire Emperor. Perhaps he could have become the Fire Emperor of this world.”
    

    
      I closed my eyes tightly and clenched my jaw.
    

    
      “I also gave him a chance.”
    

    
      To not kill him, I…
    

    
      “I did a play. I didn’t kill him out of nowhere. I gave him a chance. A chance to show that he could feel compassion for the wounded. Maybe he would have asked for something in return. If he would have demanded payment for help and not tried to harm the injured person…”
    

    
      “You sound like a god toying with humans by proposing such a difficult test,” Amethyst said calmly.
    

    
      “What do you mean difficult? If only he had helped me and not tried to kill me—”
    

    
      “Is that really a special deed?” Amethyst looked at me. “In the absence of witnesses, someone strapped for cash killed an injured person and took away their property. Is that really something that only someone unforgivably and irredeemably evil can do?”
    

    
      “Anyone—”
    

    
      “Anyone could have passed your test?”
    

    
      I didn’t reply.
    

    
      “Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha’s death was forgotten. It didn’t even make the news. After all, low-class Hunters disappearing is pretty common. You know what that means, right? You were also a low-class Hunter yourself. How many people would actually be able to pass your test, Mr. Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      The air carried by the wind of early summer was humid. It felt as if I was breathing someone else’s air, the oxygen in my lungs just a residue from what the summer had already swept away. A good portion of this oxygen was purple.
    

    
      “Yes, Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha didn’t help you. When you collapsed in the hunting ground, he didn’t save you and instead tried to harm you. But what about Miss Preta? The Demon King of Autumn Rain tried to kill you too. You died at her sword dozens, hundreds of times. The blood rain she poured out destroyed a continent. Yet you allowed her one more chance in life.
    

    
      “What about Lady Goldencup? The Constellation Murderer? The Inquisitor? The Black Dragon Master? The Sword Star? Is there a single one of them who isn’t a murderer? Is there anyone who has killed fewer people than the young Yoo Soo-Ha? You changed all these people, Death King, except for Yoo Soo-Ha.”
    

    
      But… he… 
    

    
      “Because, Death King, you have no choice but to remain in the dark forever.”
    

    
      That son of a bitch…
    

    
      “When the Demon King killed you, you got a glimpse of her past. The doppelganger became a saintess, who was later accused of being a witch. The witch ended up becoming the Demon King. You’ve seen how it all happened, and realized why she had become evil. 
    

    
      “After the Constellation Murderer killed you, you also saw Mr. Kim Yul’s past. You’ve watched the sunset on the rooftop and what happened after it fell onto the school yard. You also saw the cell phone with the broken screen and the forgotten text messages.”
    

    
      Not very long ago, the Ranked 1 Hunter had been my hero. I had witnessed the very Hunter killing the Saintess in some dark alley, and that Hunter had killed me too.
    

    
      “You heard the stories of Mr. Sword Star and Miss Black Dragon Master. You learned why your killers and the people around you became who they are. That’s why you can’t abandon them. Only Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha’s past remains in the dark to you.”
    

    
      Son of a bitch.
    

    
      “You’ll never be able to watch Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha’s trauma.”
    

    
      He didn’t have to kill me.
    

    
      “And you didn’t try to see it either.”
    

    
      Why? He could have explained it. He could have told me his side of the story.
    

    
      “You didn’t want to know.”
    

    
      He was my hero, so why did that son of a bitch…
    

    
      “Mr. Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      How could he… 
    

    
      When I shut my eyes, the world around me darkened. Amethyst’s voice was quiet. 
    

    
      “You felt betrayed by Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha. That’s why you hate him.”
    

    
      Silence. The Korean baseball broadcast, the wind, and the wind chime hanging by the window were now quiet. Time passed as the sunset seeped through the crowds in the plaza. Just like every person in this city, the sunset also had no nationality.
    

    
      I shook my head several times and muttered, “No. He would have become a monster no matter what.”
    

    
      I kept on rambling as if I had a fever.
    

    
      “No matter where he was born, how he grew up, or what he experienced, that bastard would have become a monster. He had to be killed. Not for my sake. This is not a matter of my feelings. It’s not because I can’t accept it. For the Tower and the world, I can’t allow him to exist, so I…”
    

    
      
        You.
      
    

    
      “I had to…”
    

    
      
        You were my hero.
      
    

    
      “You were weak,” Amethyst said with a quiet voice. “You were weak at the time.”
    

    
      My heart thumped.
    

    
      “It would have been different if I were there.”
    

    
      My heart thumped even harder.
    

    
      “You couldn’t possibly forgive Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha or tolerate what he had done. Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha had a past and reasons of his own, but you didn’t have the ability to find out and could not afford to try. You were simply weak at the time. You were angry because you were weak, right?”
    

    
      I didn’t deny that. 
    

    
      “You felt a sense of inferiority and betrayal toward Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha. Your own murder made you angry. How you couldn’t change anything left you feeling helpless. Despite how much you admired and respected him, you never caught his eye in any way. Feeling absolutely worthless made you think you could be abandoned at any time. You have to mean something to others…”
    

    
      
        Yes.
      
    

    
      “...  so you don’t become helpless. You’re different from Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha. You 
      
        have 
      
      to be different. The people you save, your subordinates, and your colleagues are by no means evil people like Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha. They shouldn’t be.”
    

    
      
        No.
      
    

    
      “That is why you saved the children from the burning mansion.”
    

    
      
        No.
      
    

    
      “Contrary to Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha’s choice to kill Mr. Sword Star, you decided not to kill him. Instead of abandoning people, you chose to save them. You accepted Mr. Inquisitor as a subordinate and Miss Black Dragon Master as a friend.”
    

    
      
        I—
      
    

    
      “Mr. Kim Yul’s pain, your orphanage director’s regrets, your devotion to Lady Heavenly Demon, your love for the Duke of Ivansia—everything you’ve done since your return was so dictated by your desire to not be abandoned or become weak. You did it to prove that you and everyone else are different from Mr. Yoo Soo—”
    

    
      “No!”
    

    
      No, that wasn’t it. I glared at Amethyst. She wouldn’t dare… She wouldn’t dare to describe it like that.
    

    
      “Why?” The master of the Tower spread her arms, her sleeves fluttering like butterfly wings. 
    

    
      I… 
    

    
      “Yoo Soo-Ha… doesn’t mean anything to me anymore.”
    

    
      I was weak. I had also been weak before. There had been days when I thought I shouldn’t become a psychopath. No matter how successful I became, I shouldn’t turn a blind eye to the children burning in the mansion. I told myself repeatedly that I shouldn’t become like Yoo Soo-Ha.
    

    
      “I have already overcome Yoo Soo-Ha.”
    

    
      But not anymore.
    

    
      “Yoo Soo-Ha is like a speck of dust in my life, so now I can look down on him and laugh!”
    

    
      I had met the Guardian, Teacher, Raviel, and the orphanage director. They were beautiful people, and I chose to stay by their side.
    

    
      “I decide who means something to me! I choose who will be the reason I live on.”
    

    
      The people close to me were the only reason I tried to become stronger. This had nothing to do with Yoo Soo-Ha. A sense of betrayal or anxiety caused by others was no longer my drive. I wasn’t going to let that be the case. I was stronger than yesterday.
    

    
      Amethyst looked at me. “Are you saying that Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha is no longer your reason to keep going?”
    

    
      “Yes,” I replied with confidence. “I don’t even think about that bastard anymore. He can go fuck himself.”
    

    
      “But you still hate him.”
    

    
      “Fuck.”
    

    
      “He still means so much to you, Mr. Gong-Ja. To the extent that you can never forgive him. No, you feel like you should 
      
        never 
      
      forgive him. That’s why you’re treating Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha as the most heinous psychopath in the universe.”
    

    
      I gritted my teeth. “Fine. Thank you so much for proving that Yoo Soo-Ha is a bastard who can change. Now I’ll prove to you that that bastard means nothing to me.”
    

    
      
        That son of a bitch.
      
    

    
      “Viscountess Amethyst, you’re showing off that you changed Yoo Soo-Ha and that only you can change him.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “I won’t be able to change the fact that I’ll forever hate Yoo Soo-Ha. That’s how weak I am, and I’m weaker than you. You’re the only one who can fix all the misfortunes in this universe. That’s what you want me to admit, right?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      I stood up. “Like I said, he can go fuck himself. I won't even waste my hatred and contempt for someone like Yoo Soo-Ha anymore.”
    

    
      I looked down at Amethyst. The sun was setting just behind her head.
    

    
      “He doesn’t mean anything to me anymore.”
    

    
      I wasn’t going to let him affect me anymore. I was sick of even hating that bastard!
    

    
      “I’ve become stronger.”
    

    
      I took out the Skill Card of the first Skill I received. It was my starting point.
    

    
      
        
          I Want To Be Like You
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: S+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Will automatically activate after an enemy kills you. You will be able to copy and turn one of their Skills into yours. The Skill you copy will be chosen at random, but you can’t copy your enemies’ Skills more than once. 
      
    

    
      
        ※ However, you will die!
      
    

    
      I glared at the Master of All Life. “I will change Yoo Soo-Ha. Preta destroyed the continent, but I changed her. Mr. Sword Star, the Black Dragon Master, the Inquisitor… They all changed. Yoo Soo-Ha… Do you think I won’t be able to change that motherfucker? 
      
        Me
      
      ?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      My throat stung as if I had swallowed a ball of fire. “I don’t need your what-if scenario. I changed Preta, Mr. Carlenbery, Anatasha, Bambolina, and Raviel. I’ll make them the happiest they’ve ever been. There is no need for your what-ifs. The reality where I’m with them is the best possibility for them. You can’t make Teacher and Raviel as happy as I can.”
    

    
      I didn’t need her salvation. There was no reason to make up for our weaknesses with her. Because we were no longer weak, we didn’t need her golden cards.
    

    
      “And you. You won’t be able to change that bastard Yoo Soo-Ha like I can,” I told her. “Yes, the Yoo Soo-Ha of this world is just a guy who drinks soju to pass the time, but I won’t accept him even if you ask me to. The son of a bitch I’ll change will be much better and happier than yours because I’m stronger and more capable than you.”
    

    
      Amethyst laughed. “Can you prove that? Anyone can say they will build heaven.”
    

    
      “I always keep my word.”
    

    
      “I see. You’re right. Then, are you challenging me, Mr. Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      “It’s a duel.”
    

    
      The goddess hummed. “I always welcome a duel. Those who duel are warriors. Only a warrior can carry their life on their shoulders. I love all humans, praise every drop of blood as beautiful, and take pleasure in defeating anyone who challenges me. I’m strong.”
    

    
      “I’m strong too.”
    

    
      Amethyst seemed to be having fun. “I’m the strongest person in all of heaven. I melted the heart of the Sun Queen, who had incarcerated herself for over sixty years. I consoled the Unconditioned Duchess, who had been rotting away for over a thousand years. I thawed the dragon emperor’s frozen time, which had been in that state for seven thousand years. This is just my prologue.”
    

    
      The Tower master tilted her head. “I built the Tower so I can embrace and let all the weak and evil—the unfortunate, unhappy, mass-killers, cannibals—live again. My heart will beat infinitely, and my life will go on eternally. I can comfort all the victims of the universe. Even you felt like you breathed properly for the first time when you set foot in my Tower, so how dare you challenge me to a duel? ”
    

    
      I said, “Then try to make Raviel happier than I can.”
    

    
      Just like how her life proved her strength, so did mine.
    

    
      “Try to make Teacher smile brighter than I can.”
    

    
      The people who were with me proved who I was.
    

    
      “Try it.”
    

    
      Amethyst laughed boisterously. It was entirely possible that the whole street heard her. “Good. Very good.”
    

    
      Her purple eyes lit up, and her purple scent blended with the early summer air. It had the strong scent of a rotten, poisonous flower.
    

    
      “So, how are you gonna do that? By what means?” she asked. The flower came closer, and the fragrance became much more intense. “How in the world are you going to change Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha more than I did? 
      
        Hmm
      
      ? Do you have a means to do that? A plan, at least?” 
    

    
      The purple flower caressed my cheeks. “I have 
      
        All Life
      
      . I staked my gifts and life to get this ability. I even went ahead and improved it, giving it the ultimate form. Do you have the same means as I do, Mr. Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      The courtesan of the capital whispered in my ear with the same sweet voice that had captivated countless nobles, royals, and even dragon emperors. 
    

    
      “You already killed Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha. 
      
        Ah
      
      , would you like to go back in time before killing him? You’ve already done it more than four thousand times, so a few hundred days isn’t that impossible. Though the relationships with the Black Dragon Master, the Sword Star, the Heavenly Demon, the Constellation Murderer, and many other people will all be lost.
    

    
      “In order to change Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha, you have to give up on others. Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha means nothing to you, right? He’s so meaningless that you’d much rather look forward to a new possibility than the past hundreds of days.”
    

    
      
        Fuck.
      
    

    
      I could feel my blood boil. Instead of suppressing my anger, I spat it out. “Reward.”
    

    
      Amethyst tilted her head. “What do you mean, reward?”
    

    
      “Give me a reward. You still owe me.” 
    

    
      I didn’t take out the card for nothing. I turned the back of the card over where the Skill description was written.
    

    
      
        It will automatically activate after an enemy kills you. You will be able to copy and turn one of their Skills into yours. 
      
    

    
      “It’s the rule you made.”
    

    
      She was the one who had built the Tower.
    

    
      “This is the means I have rightfully earned.”
    

    
      It was the dagger that I kept in the Tower.
    

    
      “Because of this, I demand a reward from you.”
    

    
      Amethyst smiled. “You want to take away my Skill and become stronger than me?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Are you planning on taking away
      
         All Life
      
      ? What a pity. That’s a Skill that requires a combination of several Skills to be of some use. If you have
      
         
      
      the 
      
        Gold Dragon’s Gaze
      
       and 
      
        Icewater Dragon’s Breath
      
      , you’ll pull off the magic I do, but… 
      
        Uh-oh.
      
      ” Amethyst hummed. “Mr. Gong-Ja, you can take away only one Skill, right?”
    

    
      Her smile became wider. 
    

    
      “Forget about becoming stronger than me. Can you really change Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha even if you copy one of my Skills? You need a lot of elements to become overpowered like me, Mr. Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “Are you chickening out?”
    

    
      I couldn’t let the goddess be the only one to have fun.
    

    
      “
      
        Ha
      
      ?”
    

    
      “Nevermind. You’re chickening out. If so, you can go ahead and admit that you lost. I had to see your whole life as the Skill penalty, but I don’t receive my reward? The Tower management system is truly messed up.”
    

    
      Amethyst was still smiling. “Cute. Very cute. How can I ignore your adorable taunting?”
    

    
      She moved her fingers in the air, as if she was playing an invisible instrument.
    

    
      “Okay, Death King. Take whatever you can.”
    

    
      
        [It has been determined that your death has met the requirement.]
      
    

    
      
        [Duplicating the Master of All Life’s Skills at random.]
      
    

    
      Amethyst snapped her fingers. “Take away a piece of my life and prove what you just said, Death King, Advisor, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      
        Swooosh. 
      
    

    
      Golden cards lined up in the air.
    

    
      
        [Creating Skill Cards!]
      
    

    
      The sunset had already left, and the night arrived on the terrace. In the dark night sky, the Tower master’s golden Skill Cards sparkled like multiple North Stars.
    

    
      
        
          The Shackle of Madness
        
      
    

    
      
        
          The Three Evils of the Royal Road.
        
      
    

    
      
        
          Dice’s Loved One.
        
      
    

    
      
        
          Royal Teacher.
        
      
    

    
      
        
          Protector of Demi-Humans.
        
      
    

    
      
        
          Gold Dragon's Gaze
        
      
    

    
      
        
          Earthbone Dragon's Skull
        
      
    

    
      
        
          Icewater Dragon's Breath.
        
      
    

    
      
        
          All Life
        
      
    

    
      Each and every one of those stars shone, connecting with one another and becoming a star sign named the Master of All Life. That was the life of the Tower master and of the Tower itself.
    

    
      I stretched out my hand toward the stars in the night sky, and then I grabbed the golden light.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 229: Hatred (2)

    
      
        [Choose a Skill Card.]
      
    

    
      The moment I stretched out my hand to snatch a card, fingers much shorter than mine intertwined with my own, stopping me.
    

    
      “You can’t do that, Mr. Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “That’s no fun. You’ve provoked me this far, so you can’t embarrass yourself like this.”
    

    
      Goosebumps crawled down my spine. Her fingers felt weightless, just like air. A warm, cool, fog-like sensation gnawed at my hand.
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “Haha.” 
    

    
      Amethyst’s breath was just as weightless as her fingers. Every time she came closer to whisper, her breath gently nibbled on my ear.
    

    
      “You showed me your first Skill Card and told me to give you a reward. But see, it says right there on the card.” 
    

    
      Amethyst tapped the card in my hand with her fingernails. The golden card trembled as if electrified by her.
    

    
      
        
          I Want To Be Like You
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: S+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Will automatically activate after an enemy kills you. You will be able to copy and turn one of their Skills into yours. The Skill you copy will be chosen at random, but you can’t copy your enemies’ Skills more than once. 
      
    

    
      
        ※ However, you will die!
      
    

    
      Amethyst giggled like a girl playing a naughty prank. “Look, Mr. Gong-Ja. It’s written here pretty clearly, isn’t it? Here… No, not there. Here. At the very end, it clearly says, ‘The Skill you copy will be chosen at random.’ Mr. Gong-Ja, you told me to give you my Skill according to the Tower’s rules.”
    

    
      Perhaps this was the most innocent side of Amethyst she could show.
    

    
      “Please follow the rules.” 
    

    
      She snapped her fingers. LIke fireflies startled by the sound of firecrackers, the golden cards scattered, then blended into flames. Amethyst leaned onto my arm and whispered, “Random. I don’t mind if you take a piece of my flesh, but please follow the Tower’s fair laws and randomly decide which part of my flesh you’re going to take.”
    

    
      I looked up. In the night sky, nine golden fireflies were constantly flying around. Now that the star sign was gone, each card became a comet as it flew across the night sky, leaving behind long trails.
    

    
      “It’s been smooth sailing until now, hasn’t it? You met Mr. Sword Emperor, and he read you all the cards, telling you which Skill Cards you should pick. All you did was choose one as if you were asked by an ice cream vendor what flavor you wanted. But all good moments must come to an end someday.” 
    

    
      Her purple eyes stared back at me. No mirror was probably as clear as her eyes. I could only see the veils of her purple eyes at best. 
    

    
      Beyond them, there were endless reflections of her eyes. A mirror reflected another mirror, which reflected the mirror in the first mirror. The mirror reflected in the first mirror reflected back the second mirror… Purple mirrors... 
    

    
      “Now let’s leave it up to your luck.”
    

    
      Before I knew it, I was stuck staring. Once I faced Amethyst’s eyes, it became impossible to turn my head anywhere else, as if I had been caught in a cleverly set trap. The purple eyes reflected my eyes, and my eyes reflected those purple eyes, which once again reflected my eyes back at me…
    

    
      
        Snap out of it!
      
    

    
      If I stayed like this, I would become like a statue who could only stare into Amethyst’s eyes indefinitely.
    

    
      I nodded. “All right. I’ll do as you say, but I’ll choose whatever Skill I want.”
    

    
      “Hahaha.”
    

    
      “But let’s set the rules first.”
    

    
      “What are they going to be?” Amethyst inquired.
    

    
      “First of all, I’ll never look at the front of the cards unless you show them to me.”
    

    
      “Yes, well. That’s a given but commendable.”
    

    
      I stared at Amethyst as I strengthened my vision with my aura. “But, when I grab a card, please don’t treat it like I chose it.”
    

    
      “Hmm? What do you mean?”
    

    
      “I would like you to allow me time to look at the back of the card, touch it, and examine it a bit. Oh, I’ll never see the front anyway. Still, if I turn the card over and see the description, you can just cancel this whole thing.”
    

    
      Amethyst smiled coquettishly. “Hmm… I’m curious. What are you planning to do? Alright, Mr. Gong-Ja, I can wait for you to make a choice as long as you want. If needed, I’ll use Icewater Dragon’s Breath to stop time.”
    

    
      “There is no need to go that far.”
    

    
      “Okay. Then let’s give it a try!”
    

    
      First, I collected all the nine golden cards. They were bouncing around like that golden ball from the sports game of a very famous fantasy novel. 
    

    
      
        But kids, I use aura. You’re nothing more than fireflies.
      
    

    
      I took a deep breath and drew the cards from the deck one by one very carefully. Then, I looked at Amethyst, who was sitting across from me. We exchanged glances, the stack of cards spread out between us.
    

    
      Amethyst tilted her head, confused. I made a decision right away and put down the first card.
    

    
      
        No, this isn’t the Skill I want. 
      
    

    
      Amethyst’s laugh was mixed with ridicule. “Huh? Are you trying to guess the card by looking at my facial expression? Do you think you’re playing poker, Mr. Gong-Ja? No one can read my facial expressions. The only thing you’ll get from paying attention to my face is admiration for my perfect beauty, astonishment for my noble elegance, and infinite joy for my very existence.”
    

    
      “Tower Master.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Do people never tell you to stop spouting bullshit?”
    

    
      “My vassals usually do. Aren’t they cruel? There is no better matriarch that loves and cares for her vassals as much as I do.”
    

    
      Even while Amethyst was talking nonsense, I carefully and calmly took out the cards one by one. No, it wasn’t this one, neither was it this one. 
    

    
      Next, next, next, next… When the nine cards were reduced to three, Amethyst noticed something was off.
    

    
      “Mr. Gong-Ja, you….”
    

    
      It seemed the suspicion belatedly crossed her mind that perhaps I wasn’t just guessing the cards from her facial expression. I probably had a clear method of distinguishing the cards. 
    

    
      “What are you doing? How are you doing that?”
    

    
      I looked at her. “Well, I might be resorting to some kind of Skill again.”
    

    
      “You don’t have a Skill that gives you X-ray vision. Even if you do, it would be impossible to see through the Skill Cards. A spell was used to create a truly special material for these cards. How in the world can you…”
    

    
      Amethyst narrowed her eyes. I discarded one more card. Now, I was down to my last two cards. 
    

    
      Once again, I looked up at her. “I’ve got some interesting cards left.”
    

    
      I was still only looking at the back of the golden cards. They had some sort of a pattern. What that pattern meant had been a subject of controversy among Hunters for a long time. I didn’t know if it was a dice or something, but there was a polyhedron in the center with two snakes wrapped around it. Leaves and flowers of an unknown plant brightly decorated the edges.
    

    
      Hunters had argued on this countless times.
    

    
      —Why are these symbols engraved on a Skill Card?
    

    
      —The polyhedron represents the Holy Grail. The two snakes refer to Satan. The Tower is telling us that demons are surrounding the Holy Grail!
    

    
      —So what are the leaves and flowers?
    

    
      —Does this mean the demons are interested in environmental issues?
    

    
      —You guys are smoking some wild crack.
    

    
      However, no Hunter could give a clear answer. The most popular guess was that there would be a hint if they went up to the hundredth floor. This rumor prevailed for eleven years.
    

    
      I suddenly couldn’t help but laugh. 
    

    
      Amethyst tilted her head. “What’s so funny?”
    

    
      “The pattern on the back of the cards reminded me of the guys at my Tower. They keep having these nonsensical theories about it.”
    

    
      But…
    

    
      “... this is just your family crest.”
    

    
      Amethyst blinked. “Yes. So?”
    

    
      “Hahahaha.”
    

    
      In the kingdom, a snake symbolized magic and wizards. This was because snakes were thought to have inherited draconic blood. Dragons were also the ones who had developed magic, which was treated as the miracle they gave out.
    

    
      It was only natural for snakes to symbolize magic and wizards. Therefore, when the family’s ancestor was a wizard, or the family’s ancestor killed a wizard, the family crest always included a snake. Amethyst’s distant ancestor was said to have killed a fairly famous wizard. That was why the wizard’s corpse had been placed in her family crest.
    

    
      The place where the great wizard lived was a very vast forest known as the Crystal Forest. A few pieces of leaves and petals of flowers were part of the pattern because the archwizard had been killed in this forest.
    

    
      Amethyst’s ancestor then devoured the archwizard’s territory, so that was how her family name became Crystal. The unknown polyhedron drawn in the center of a Skill Card was a crystal.
    

    
      —The ancestor of this family found a wizard who lived in a forest and tore them apart. In recognition of their deed, the family was given nobility and the name Crystal.
    

    
      This was the meaning behind the pattern engraved on the back of the card. That was it. The end.
    

    
      “Tower Master, you really are a psycho. Why would you slap your family crest on the back of the card?”
    

    
      “I don’t get why you’re suddenly insulting me. Why not? I created the Tower and I’m a noble of the kingdom. I signed my own work. Do you have a problem with that?”
    

    
      “Hundreds of thousands of priests in the outside world are on a wild goose chase about this pattern, saying it’s God’s will, a warning, blah, blah, blah…”
    

    
      “Since I’m also a god, isn’t my will also that of a god?”
    

    
      Everyone I had ever met was somehow a psycho. “Well, this isn’t the card either. This one is out.”
    

    
      I discarded one of the last two cards.
    

    
      Amethyst narrowed her eyebrows. “Do you know what card you just discarded?”
    

    
      “Yes. It’s an incredibly good Skill.”
    

    
      “Tell me.”
    

    
      Amethyst asked me for proof, so I readily went along.
    

    
      “Dice’s Loved One. The class is SSS, and the effect is simple.”
    

    
      This Skill was explained with only one sentence.
    

    
      
        
          Dice’s Loved One.
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: SSS
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Heavenly Luck.
      
    

    
      “In short, it’s a Skill that makes you lucky. We can forget about Gold Dragon’s Gaze and all that. This is the most OP Skill you have. When you’re lucky, it doesn’t matter how difficult a floor’s quest is. Who cares? Your luck will solve it somehow.”
    

    
      That was why I mulled over the last two cards.
    

    
      “I thought a lot about it.”
    

    
      “How did you…?”
    

    
      “I really thought a lot about whether to take this one or the other one. If you hadn’t provoked me, Manager Ja Su-Jeong… ah, let’s forget the manager bit. Anyhow, if you hadn’t provoked me, I would have gone all-in with Dice’s Loved One.”
    

    
      The longtime belief in the Tower was that a Hunter’s Skills decided their class. In that case, Dice’s Loved One was one of the strongest Skills.
    

    
      “But I won’t take Dice’s Loved One. I’m going to choose something else.”
    

    
      From beginning to end as I sorted through the cards, I stared straight into Amethyst’s purple eyes.
    

    
      Amethyst finally realized what I did and laughed. “Aha. I see, Mr. Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “You do?”
    

    
      “You looked into my eyes.”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      It was simple.
    

    
      “I just looked at the reflections in your eyes.”
    

    
      Amethyst smiled as she watched me for a while.
    

    
      “You could see the reflection that clearly?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes.”
    

    
      Her eyes were so transparent. Even though purple was probably the last color one would expect to reflect something, her eyes were like mirrors that endlessly reflected each other.
    

    
      “Can you read the Skill to me?”
    

    
      I looked into her eyes. Amethyst beckoned. 
    

    
      “Look a little closer.”
    

    
      We were already close enough. I picked up the remaining card and peered into her eyes until my aura-enhanced vision became trapped in her maze of mirrors.
    

    
      “Read it out loud,” Amethyst whispered.
    

    
      There was a considerable gap between my vision and hearing. Due to the misalignment between my two senses, I took a deep breath and then read what would soon become my trophy.
    

    
      “Earthbone Dragon’s Skull.”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “Class SSS+.”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s how I rated it.”
    

    
      “Effect: You can store memories of the living in a Box. This Box can only be destroyed by you, the person who possesses the Skill…”
    

    
      “Keep talking.” 
    

    
      Amethyst got closer, but maybe I was mistaken. Because of my abnormally enhanced vision, all I could see were the round purple letters on the mirrors.
    

    
      I went on. “As long as the Box is not destroyed, you can create a vessel carrying the same memories over and over again.
    

    
      “In short, if you put the original memory in a Box, you can create a vessel to contain these memories as many times as you want. It can be done hundreds, thousands, or tens of thousands of times. However, you can’t create multiple vessels at once. Only one vessel can be made for one Box of memories. Only when the vessel is destroyed can you create the next one.”
    

    
      I paused.
    

    
      “What are you doing, Mr. Gong-Ja? Go on,” Amethyst urged me.
    

    
      “This new vessel can travel the universe, form new memories, and update those in the Box. Of course, they need your permission to do so.”
    

    
      “Think of that game with those famous Italian plumbers,” Amethyst said with a giggle. Her laughter sounded closer than before. “Even if they die in the game, they come back. They don’t stay dead. Their lives are game coins, and the Boxes are save points. When you die, you simply return to that save point. Of course, your progress after the save point will be gone, but… you still need to return so that you can save again at the save point.
    

    
      “How many people would want to have save points throughout their lives? The answer would probably be ‘as many as people who wish for life regression.’ When people learned about the Earthbone Dragon’s existence, they crossed the desert, swam across the Great Sea, and traversed the jungle crawling with monsters.”
    

    
      This story couldn’t be summarized into just a Skill.
    

    
      “Many died in the process. But a hundred and seventy-eight people made it to her lair.”
    

    
      Those humans now had save points. They successfully converted their lives into coins, without having to worry about premature death or the inevitable end of their time.
    

    
      “Thus, the scariest army was created.”
    

    
      The army made up of one hundred and seventy-eight people traveled the world.
    

    
      “They wore flags on their backs to show where they belonged before they had their save point. That was how they earned the name of Fallen Flag Soldiers.
    

    
      “A thousand years ago, Foundation Archer was praised as the strongest archer. The Seventh Conchline Sect Master led the strongest assassin unit of the Mountain Tribe. The Great Thief turned the entire capital into a sea of ​​fire and then escaped leisurely. The Master Pirate from six hundred years ago controlled half of the kingdom’s rivers and commanded dozens of warships. There was also a promising wizard who was expected to become the best wizard in the kingdom a thousand and three hundred years ago.”
    

    
      In the long history of the kingdom, each of the Fallen Flag Soldiers was a prominent figure of an era, just like Teacher, who dominated the last era of her murim.
    

    
      “They became an immortal army. When the army approached from across the desert, dozens of their flags waving, everyone fell to the ground in fear. Children cried, and soldiers lost their morale and fled. Fallen Flag Soldiers were no different from human disasters.” 
    

    
      Still trapped in the mirror maze, I asked, “What happened to them?”
    

    
      Amethyst laughed. “They became my private soldiers. You’ll immediately understand why the nobles of the kingdom don’t declare a war against my family, despite seeing me as a bitch. If they do, they’ll get their asses kicked.”
    

    
      The card in my hand melted, shining brightly.
    

    
      
        [You have chosen a Skill Card.]
      
    

    
      
        [Copying the Skill.]
      
    

    
      Since the purple mirrors no longer had any cards to show, I was released from the mirror maze. Amethyst’s eyes became normal again. Once again, I was facing the maze of mirrors. 
    

    
      “Death King, what you’ve acquired is very powerful. It has caused many deaths and left many scars. What do you plan to do with the card, Mr. Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      I could feel her breath on my skin. This was the best distance for a viper to bite off their prey’s neck. 
    

    
      “I’m curious. Very curious. No matter how great it is, the Skill belongs to a dragon emperor and her army that I have already defeated.”
    

    
      The noble who had a snake killer for an ancestor grinned at me.
    

    
      “How are you going to beat me with that?”
    

    
      I grinned back. “Get ready to cry, Tower Master.”
    

    
      I had drawn the strongest card. There was no doubt about it. 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 230: Hatred (3)

    
      Now that the sun had set, Amethyst and I went out into the street under the red and orange sky. 
    

    
      Since the city of Babylon was founded by people who had lost their nationalities, the air was a mixture of all kinds of scents, such as Indian spices and Chinese incense. Each person that passed us by had a different skin color and air about them.
    

    
      “Where are you going?” Amethyst asked. “I can send you back to your world at any time. You also have your reward. Is there still anything left for you to do in this world?”
    

    
      “Just follow me.”
    

    
      Amethyst continued walking by my side with a soft smile. “
      
        Hmm.
      
       Guide me as you wish.”
    

    
      The scent of the streets thinned out. Poverty had the same smell no matter where you were. It was the smell of murky and stale water after rotting under the sunlight. 
    

    
      In an alley, some water that had pooled up was now in the shade. A plastic bottle with its head stuck in this muddy pool showed the level of poverty in this area.
    

    
      We kept on walking. The more muddy water we splashed around, the less scents we felt from the crowded scents as the stench of murky, stale water became too intense to be ignored. Now that the sun was tucked behind the horizon, it became darker and darker.
    

    
      Finally, we entered a familiar alley. Amethyst seemed to recognize it.
    

    
      “
      
        Ah.
      
       Mr. Gong-Ja. This is—”
    

    
      
        “Shhh
      
      . They’ll hear us.”
    

    
      Amethyst shut her mouth. That way, we could hear a distant, familiar conversation.
    

    
      “M-Mr. Fire Emperor, why are you doing—”
    

    
      “It’s useless. No one is around.”
    

    
      The Ranked 1 Hunter of the Tower was the Fire Emperor. Yoo Soo-Ha sounded as if he had swallowed up the sunset and cast the veil of the night over the city. 
    

    
      “I never thought that the witch was hiding a pretty girl like you. Wow, if I hadn’t known about it, it would have been a really big problem.”
    

    
      “W-Witch? What in the world are you talking about…?”
    

    
      “
      
        Gosh
      
      , you’re also a great actress.”
    

    
      In the dark alley, the Fire Emperor tilted his head, cornering the Saintess to a wall. 
    

    
      “You’re different from your boomer grandpa.”
    

    
      The Saintess’ expression darkened. “What?”
    

    
      “Your grandfather. The Sword Star or something. You came to the Tower to get revenge for him. Did you really think I didn’t know?”
    

    
      In truth, he hadn’t, but he had 
      
        Returner’s Clockwork. 
      
      The Skill allowed him to go back a day by dying. Thanks to it, Yoo Soo-Ha knew the Saintess would attack him.
    

    
      “How? How do you know that?”
    

    
      Of course, the Saintess didn’t know he had this Skill, just like she didn’t in my world.
    

    
      “That’s because I’m awesome. There’s nothing I don’t know.”
    

    
      “
      
        Urgh!
      
      ”  
    

    
      The Saintess’ hand briefly sparkled white, probably because she was trying to shoot out her aura. However, the spark was extinguished before it could become any brighter when the Fire Emperor grabbed the Saintess by the neck.
    

    
      “Man, you’re aggressive, ain’tcha?”
    

    
      “
      
        Aaaaah!
      
      ”
    

    
      “You definitely have a considerable body count of your own. I wonder how your grandfather would have reacted if he saw you right now. 
      
        Hmm. 
      
      Maybe he would have cried like when Zhuge Liang killed Ma Su,
      
        [1]
      
       but would probably still kill you… 
      
        Oh
      
      , the Tower can’t properly translate a saying like this, can it?”
    

    
      The Saintess gasped and struggled. She tried kicking at the Fire Emperor as he lifted her up, but it was all in vain.
    

    
      “You know, I fucking love people like you. No matter how many of you I kill, it won’t leave a scratch on my heart.”
    

    
      It was just like before.
    

    
      “It gets annoying when I live with good guys because it makes me wonder, ‘Wow, is it really possible that there are people in this world who aren’t scumbags?’”
    

    
      Back then, I couldn’t do anything.
    

    
      “That can’t be possible. Under a single layer, everyone is trash, but it takes a lot of work to peel that layer, right? It’s freaking tiring. Even when you peel a tangerine, you end up with a bunch of pith under your fingernails.”
    

    
      The Saintess kept struggling to breathe.
    

    
      “I feel very comfortable when I meet people like you. It’s not tiring at all. I just feel refreshed, as if I poured detergent into my brain. Thanks to you guys, I can live on. Really, it’s all thanks to you guys.”
    

    
      In the past, I had no choice but to watch. I had been at a loss for words, so it was difficult just to hold my breath with all my might.
    

    
      “Thank you.”
    

    
      But not anymore.
    

    
      “Goodbye, Saintess Isabel.”
    

    
      The moment the Fire Emperor was about to shoot fire from his hand, I launched my aura. He reflexively released the Saintess’ neck and nimbly took a step back as the Saintess collapsed down on the floor.
    

    
      The Fire Emperor looked back at me with shock. “What?” 
    

    
      In one breath, I got to him, determined not to let him catch a break. “Salvation.” 
    

    
      In response, a Skill that had already become one with me answered.
    

    
      
        [
        
          A Torn Goddess’s Salvation
        
         answers you.]
      
    

    
      It was the Skill that the Constellation Murderer possessed. Just like the Tower master’s nine golden Skills, two Skills made up who the Constellation Murderer was. 
    

    
      One was 
      
        Puppet Master’s Parade
      
      . Thanks to this, the Constellation Murderer came back with a new body even when his old one was destroyed.
    

    
      The other one was 
      
        A Torn Goddess’s Salvation.
      
       With it, the Constellation Murderer discarded yesterday’s memories to achieve today’s victory.
    

    
      When he killed me, I could choose one of these Skills.
    

    
      “Part-Timer?! What are you—”
    

    
      
        “The cafe we ​​order from during our work hours is freaking horrible. Guild Leader, it’s about time we change the cafe we frequent.”
      
    

    
      Using Aura Transmission, I compressed my aura and fired it, rushing into the Fire Emperor’s arms. His eyes became comically large.
    

    
      “I don’t really want to remember the taste of the coffee I drank today,” I said as I swung my fist. “
      
        I’ll throw those memories away.
      
      ”
    

    
      
        [
        
          A Torn Goddess’ Salvation
        
         is active, enhancing your physical attack.]
      
    

    
      My aura, as red as the Fire Emperor’s, struck him in the abdomen, making him groan. The Fire Emperor flew like a stick toward the alley wall, unable to negate the shock I inflicted. Upon contact, the wall crumbled.
    

    
      “
      
        Huff, huff… Urgh… Ah?
      
      ”
    

    
      After my second breath, I got to the Saintess, who had regained some strength and looked up at me in confusion. “
      
        Uh, uh
      
      , aren’t you… from Guild Yoo Soo-Ha?” 
    

    
      It seemed she wasn’t totally unscathed. There were red burns on her neck where the Fire Emperor had grabbed her. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but please get some sleep,” I said.
    

    
      In the past, I used to think the Saintess was an innocent victim. Now that I thought of her, she was just another human. 
    

    
      I touched her forehead and reversed the flow of her aura. The Saintess let out a groan and fainted. It would have been unimaginable for me to do this before, but now I could do it very easily. 
    

    
      After my third breath, I made it to the Fire Emperor, who just got up from the collapsed wall. Pebbles slipped out from his long ponytail.
    

    
      “What. The. Fuck?! Are you nuts? Hey, you! What are you doing? Are you really my part-timer?”
    

    
      “I am,” I answered.
    

    
      “Fuck, are you the witch’s… No, you can’t be. When the terror attack broke out, you—”
    

    
      The Fire Emperor had a hard time figuring out what was going on. Of course he did. In his eyes, I was just a weak Class E Hunter who was working for him.
    

    
      “You want to know what’s going on, don’t you, Guild Leader?” I asked. 
    

    
      Just like how the Saintess had no idea that the Fire Emperor had regressed one day, he also had no idea what kind of person I was.
    

    
      “If you want to know, beat me. I need to know that I’m stronger than you.”
    

    
      The Fire Emperor scoffed, his eyes burning. “I don’t know what could have made you this strong overnight. But I’m going to beat the shit out of you first.”
    

    
      My bloody red aura hovered around my hand. I lunged at him with all my strength. “I will beat you just enough to keep you alive.”
    

    
      “Don’t fuck with me! I’m the Ranked 1 Hunter of this Tower!”
    

    
      “My Demonic Heaven is the will of the person who stood in a snowfield in anguish.”
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        First Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Starvation Death.
      
    

    
      I threw a punch toward the Fire Emperor. Determined not to be caught off guard twice, he tried to block my fist. Well, yeah, I was a swordsman, not a boxer. Unlike him, I wasn’t fighting on my terms.
    

    
      However, Teacher had sliced through the snowy mountain without a single sword. To follow in her footsteps, I should be able to pierce through a blaze of fire at least.
    

    
      
        
          Demonic Heaven Arts
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: A+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: The Heavenly Demon Cult curses the laws of nature. Instead of stopping at loathing, they created a cult and formed doctrines of their own. The Demonic Heaven Art contains the essence of the doctrines.
      
    

    
      
        Those who learn the Demonic Heaven Art can tear apart the heavens and crush Mount Tai! However, they must fully comprehend the hatred and curses contained in the forms of the arts. The greater their hatred of the world, the less the heavens will hold sway over them.
      
    

    
      
        The one who masters the Demonic Heaven Arts will soon overthrow the heavens, becoming the Heavenly Demon.
      
    

    
      
        ※However, it becomes difficult to maintain your rationality when using the Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      A piece of my life made it through the blaze, piercing it.
    

    
      “
      
        Huh
      
      ?”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha’s jaw gave out at my punch. Time seemed to slow around me, so the Fire Emperor was unable to hit me as I was one step ahead of him.
    

    
      “
      
        I give up the memories of the puddle I stepped on when I entered the alley.
      
      ”
    

    
      I unleashed my aura.
    

    
      
        
          A Torn Goddess’s Salvation
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: A+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: There was a goddess who devoted herself to a certain hero. Even though the hero tore her apart, she still wanted to stand by his side. During her fall, she sealed herself in a Skill Card.
      
    

    
      
        The goddess’s ability is to convert memories into power. You can enhance your abilities and combat prowess by offering memories to her. The more the offered memories matter to you, the more powerful the buff will be.
      
    

    
      
        ※However, the buff doesn’t last for a long time.
      
    

    
      The wind howled. My fist struck the Fire Emperor right in the abdomen again.
    

    
      He gagged, groaning as a few drops of gastric juice dripped from his mouth, then stumbled a bit before he fell to his knees.
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh… Ah, 
      
      fuck!
      
         Ugh…
      
      ”
    

    
      “Guild Leader, I know you’re upset that the manager and I got killed. Still, it’s true that you killed her grandfather.”
    

    
      “The fuck? What?”
    

    
      “You should apologize for killing her grandfather.”
    

    
      It took me five breaths to get here.
    

    
      “You have to explain why you were left with no choice but to kill him. The Sword Star tried to kill you without listening to your reason. Still, you’re sorry. That is what you should tell the Saintess—that you’re sorry.”
    

    
      It took many days to get here.
    

    
      “That is what you should do. Why are you just trying to kill her?”
    

    
      The alley reeked, the smell of poverty matching that of stale water. No matter how strong the sun was, light never reached the shadows, so the puddle in the shade would never evaporate. When night fell and it rained again, the puddle would overflow, its excess being the only one capable of evaporating. Other than that, it remained a pool of stale, murky water.
    

    
      It took a lot of sunlight to get back to my stale puddle.
    

    
      “Why? Why would you kill someone you don’t know? You’re strong, Guild Leader, the strongest person in this Tower. Unlike others, you can let them kill you once. You have so little to lose, so why would you kill people without hesitation?”
    

    
      I looked down at the man who had set ablaze the anger in my heart. He was so strong that, way back then, I had to defeat him by going back over four thousand days in the past.
    

    
      Yes, I had run away. I hadn’t known what to say, nor had the strength to persuade him. How to get him on my side was a problem I hadn’t been able to figure out. I didn’t even have the confidence to face him, so I had instead run away and killed him before he could become who he was. I had killed Yoo Soo-Ha, not the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      “For god’s sake, stop living like that, you fucking son of a bitch.”
    

    
      He was silent. 
    

    
      I was stronger than him now, incomparably stronger, so now I could fight him. I didn’t have to hold my breath and try to flee after the Saintess was killed. There was no reason to fear death or someone abandoning me. I didn’t need to worry about meaning nothing to other people. 
    

    
      I now did my hardest to live.
    

    
      The Fire Emperor continued spitting out gastric juice. He wiped his mouth with the back of his hand and muttered, “Don’t give me that crap, you shithead. Why can’t I live a nicer life, you say? Why would you ask me that shit? Fuck, look around you. Where the hell did you grow up to say that bullshit to my face?” 
    

    
      The Fire Emperor’s eyes were bloodshot. 
    

    
      “Su-Jeong lectures me, and now you’re doing it too. Seriously, you guys aren’t humans. You’re more like stray dogs, little shits who pant happily because someone nice picked you up and raised you. Fuck. How…”
    

    
      He was now spitting blood.
    

    
      “How do you like others so much?”
    

    
      The blood became thicker.
    

    
      “How can you like other people?” the Fire Emperor asked, glaring at me. “You pushovers. Go kill yourselves. Both Ja Su-Jeong and you. Both of you, just die. Die! Get lost. Fuck, seriously, what the hell?”
    

    
      Yes, this was his scream.
    

    
      I—the Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult, the Moon of Ivansia, and the master of the monster legion—simply nodded. “Not all the people in the world are assholes like you. And I’m going to make sure you won’t be an asshole for much longer. I can, and I will. I’m stronger than you.”
    

    
      I touched the Fire Emperor’s forehead, reversing his aura flow. He slid down the wall, leaving behind a final curse.
    

    
      “Fuck… you…”
    

    
      The Fire Emperor lost consciousness and fell to the ground. 
    

    
      The alley was silent, save for some small footsteps from behind me. When I turned around, I saw Amethyst looking up at me, her purple eyes silently asking me what I was going to do.
    

    
      I nodded. “
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation.
      
      ”
    

    
      My shadow spread into the dark alley in the night sky, moving like slime until it took the form of a person.
    

    
      
        
          Monster Legion Reincarnation
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: SSS
      
    

    
      
        Effects: You are able to summon those you killed as monsters. The deceased won’t have their original abilities. However, if you wish, the deceased will retain their memory and appearance. If not, they are summoned as monsters like goblins, orcs, zombies, and skeletons.
      
    

    
      
        ※You can summon your legion only once a week.
      
    

    
      The figure emerging from the shadows looked identical to the man who had just fallen to the ground.
    

    
      “What? What the fuck?” Where is this? What kind of fucked-up place did you call me again?”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha, dressed as a part-time worker at Cafe Planetarium, scowled at me. In this world, I was a part-time worker, but in my world, that was 
      
        his
      
       job, not mine.
    

    
      “Yoo Soo-Ha.”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh
      
      ? What the shit! Who is that guy on the floor?”
    

    
      “Pay attention, Yoo Soo-ha.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Do you feel shitty because I killed you?”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha looked at me as if I was an idiot. “Are you high?”
    

    
      “Answer me.”
    

    
      “Yeah, I feel shitty. Don’t you think you would feel the same if I were you? Some random fuck looked like he was going to die alone in the hunting ground, but he suddenly attacked me from behind. Even after I died, you call me whenever you’re bored. I’m supposed to dance or teach others how to swear. Damn it. Talking about it pisses me off again. Just die, you crazy son of a bitch.”
    

    
      I sighed. “Yeah, I’m also an asshole…”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “It’s just that my spouse is always right…”
    

    
      It was time to admit it.
    

    
      “Sorry,” I said.
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha stared at me. “
      
        Huh
      
      ?”
    

    
      “I’m sorry that I killed you, you son of a bitch.”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha closed his mouth. It would be nice and commendable if he did that because he was touched by my apology. But, of course, he never did anything that would please others, let alone do anything commendable. After all, he was a son of a bitch. Instead, he looked at me like I was the biggest idiot of this century.
    

    
      “You’re sorry that you killed me?” Yoo Soo-Ha asked again in disbelief. 
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Fuck, I first thought my ears were malfunctioning, but it’s actually your brain. Did someone threaten to shoot you in the head if you didn’t apologize to me? 
      
        Oh
      
      , yeah. You don’t stay dead even if you get shot, right? Then, I hope someone hits you with as many bullets as they can. Wowza, I never knew someone would apologize for killing me. 
    

    
      “Fuuuuuuuck, I’m probably the first person in human history to hear an apology like this, you sick fuck. Even when you apologize, you fucked up bastard manage to become the first in history of the universe at doing something. When are you going to go ahead and kill yourself, you motherfucker?”
    

    
      
        Ah…. He’s also an asshole…
      
    

    
      If this guy didn’t swear when he opened his mouth, did he get pimples on his lips? I was trying to apologize, jeez. 
    

    
      I looked back at Amethyst, who had a wide smile on her face, and asked her, “Are you having fun?” 
    

    
      “You bet I do, Mr. Gong-Ja. I’m sure it’s not just me. Everyone in the universe would agree if they witnessed this. It’s so fun that all the corn in the universe would know that this is the time to turn into popcorn
      
        [2]
      
      . Do they sell popcorn in the slums? I’m craving it like crazy, Mr. Gong-Ja. Well, don’t mind me. Please keep talking to Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha.”
    

    
      
        Ah… She’s also an asshole…
      
    

    
      Why was it that I was surrounded by only fucked-up wackos? Gods, demons, and humans were all harmoniously crazy. I held my head in my hands, pondering on the meaning of this world.
    

    
      “Hey,” I said.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I can’t make up for what I did… Actually, I can. I’m sorry, and I’ll make it up to you. I’ll continue paying you back. Would that be good enough?”
    

    
      “Do you dumb fuck really have to prove that you’re fucked up in the head? What the fuck are you talking about? Talk in a way I can understand you.”
    

    
      “Consider yourself lucky that I’m really strong. I’m serious. You’re very lucky.”
    

    
      I pulled out the most recent piece of my life, the one I had taken from the Tower master.
    

    
      
        
          Earthbone Dragon’s Skull 
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: SSS+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: You can store memories of the living in a Box. 
      
    

    
      
        This Box can only be destroyed by you, the person who possesses the Skill. As long as the Box is not destroyed, you can create a vessel carrying the same memories over and over again. 
      
    

    
      
        This new vessel can travel around the universe, form new memories, and update those in the Box. Of course, they need your permission to do so. Even if the vessel perishes, the Box will not take any damage. 
      
    

    
      
        Grant the privilege of immortality to those around you.
      
    

    
      
        ※The memories of the perished being cannot be updated in the Box.
      
    

    
      “Tower master.”
    

    
      “Yes, Mr. Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      “I’ll revive that bastard.”
    

    
      And I would do it with the 
      
        Earthbone Dragon’s Skull,
      
       the Skill that stored one’s memories and gave them a vessel. 
    

    
      “I’ll give his body back.”
    

    
      With the strongest card I could have possibly drawn, I declared that I was going to save a single human.
    

    

    
      1. The raw is 읍참마속. It’s a four-letter idiom that refers to the time when Zhuge Liang had to kill Masu for disobeying his order. The idiom means that even the closest people to you should be treated strictly to enforce the rules. ☜

    

    
      2. This is wordplay on the Korean expression "꿀잼(Literal: It's honey fun.) It means it's really fun. Some adjustments have been made. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 231: My Legion (1)

    
      Silence fell in the dark alley.
    

    
      Viscountess Amethyst looked around, her very clear purple mirrors embracing the entire alley. “So you want to revive Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha. Interesting. The ambience here isn’t really fit for resurrection. Are you aware of that, Mr. Gong-Ja? 
    

    
      Amethyst stepped in the puddle. The plastic bottle floating on the surface got caught in her feet, so she picked it up with her white fingers. 
    

    
      “Think about this bottle. It was probably imported from the outside world. Although it’s nothing more than a cheap drink, someone wanted to have it imported so they could drink it in this place, even if it meant spending a fortune. They drank every drop sparingly… Oh, no. The last drop is gone now.”
    

    
      She hummed. 
    

    
      “They cherished the drink very much, so it would have felt like a waste to just throw it away. Maybe they used it as a water bottle for a while. Perhaps it became a pencil case. Still, this kind of affection has its limits.”
    

    
      Amethyst threw the plastic bottle back into the muddy water, where it was slowly submerged until it stopped moving.  
    

    
      “So the trash was thrown back to where it belonged.”
    

    
      Before I knew it, Amethyst was standing between Yoo Soo-Ha and me. The two of us looked at her, not saying a word. Yoo Soo-Ha was probably quiet because he instinctively felt that he would be screwed if he provoked her rashly.
    

    
      “In this place, everything that was once abandoned has been abandoned once again.”
    

    
      The people abandoned from that vast outside world had flocked to the Tower and founded Babylon. Those abandoned by Babylon crawled back into the corner alleys and built the slums. Now, even here, there were ugly, abandoned houses among other eyesores. 
    

    
      Eerie silence fell around us. 
    

    
      “You said you want to revive him here, of all places.”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes.”
    

    
      Amethyst smiled. “Okay. Do you mind if you explain to me how you’re going to do that?” 
    

    
      I looked at her. Yes, I wasn’t just doing it for her. I had to prove this to everyone who had been abandoned multiple times.
    

    
      “As you know, I already have the Skill that summons the dead.”
    

    
      
        Fwoosh. 
      
    

    
      A golden card glowed in my hand.
    

    
      
        
          Monster Legion Reincarnation
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: SSS
      
    

    
      
        Effects: You are able to summon those you killed as monsters. The deceased won’t have their original abilities. However, if you wish, the deceased will have their memory and appearance. If not, they are summoned as monsters like goblins, orcs, zombies, and skeletons.
      
    

    
      
        ※However, you can summon your legion only once a week.
      
    

    
      I took out another card. “And I also have the Skill that gives them a vessel if I have their memories.”
    

    
      
        
          The Earthbone Dragon’s Skull 
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: SSS+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: You can store memories of the living in a Box. 
      
    

    
      
        This Box can only be destroyed by you, the person who possesses the Skill. As long as the Box is not destroyed, you can create a vessel carrying the same memories over and over again. 
      
    

    
      
        This new vessel can travel around the universe, form new memories, and update those in the Box. Of course, they need your permission to do so. Even if the vessel perishes, the Box will not take any damage. 
      
    

    
      
        Grant the privilege of immortality to those around you.
      
    

    
      
        ※The memories of the perished being cannot be updated in the Box.
      
    

    
      I showed her the two cards.
    

    
      “Tower Master.”
    

    
      “Yes, Mr. Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      “If I use both Skills in unison, I can revive Yoo Soo-Ha.”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha’s shoulders hunched, slightly overwhelmed with what was going on.
    

    
      “Please let me,” I said again.
    

    
      Amethyst’s eyes narrowed. 
    

    
      “Hmm. Interesting and extremely witty. Sure, you have permission to go ahead with what you have in mind.” She lifted her finger and swiped it across my card. “But please read the description of the skill carefully. Let’s start with Monster Legion Reincarnation.”
    

    
      
        You are able to summon those you killed as monsters. The deceased won’t have their original abilities. 
      
    

    
      “Look,” Amethyst said. “It clearly says this only works on deceased people. Just because a person was summoned through Monster Legion Reincarnation, it doesn’t mean that the person came back to life. Look at Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha over there, for example.”
    

    
      He flinched.
    

    
      “He’s not alive. He’s a summon. So to speak, he’s a doll that looks exactly like the real Yoo Soo-Ha did before he died, and his memories from before death are overlaid on that doll.” Amethyst smiled. “Well then. Let’s look at the next card.”
    

    
      
        You can store memories of the living in a Box. 
      
    

    
      
        As long as the Box is not destroyed, you can create a vessel carrying the same memories over and over again. 
      
    

    
      She snapped her fingers and tapped the card. “It’s very clearly stated that the Skill stores the memories of the living. It doesn’t work on people who have already died. A spirit or a summon who was brought back through a Skill doesn’t count either. Only the memory of someone who is still alive can be stored in a Box.”
    

    
      Amethyst tilted her head. “It’s a shame. If Mr. Yoo Soo-ha were still alive, he would have been able to store the memories in the Box without any problems. A Skill is very strict, so no matter how unfortunate the circumstance is, I can’t allow an exception. I’m sorry.”
    

    
      I shook my head. “No, there’s no need to be sorry, Tower Master.”
    

    
      “Hmm? What are you saying?”
    

    
      “For me, the process of collecting memories, regardless if I do it from the living or dead, is unnecessary.”
    

    
      From the moment I saw Earthbone Dragon’s Skull, I already planned out the whole thing.
    

    
      Amethyst closed her mouth. The tension in the alley became much thicker. As I stared into her purple eyes, I stated, “Monster Legion Reincarnation already stores all the memories of the dead. This skill can technically act as a Box since it contains the memories of Yoo Soo-Ha, the Constellation Murderer, Goldencup, Preta, and the followers of the Heavenly Demon Cult.”
    

    
      Under my feet, from the very shadow that had already created Yoo Soo-Ha, more monsters were summoned. 
    

    
      The shadow grew wider and wider, shrouding the plastic bottle at Amethyst’s feet in darkness, then the entire dirt puddle. The ruined alleys were next, then the slum filled with abandoned houses, and finally everything that had been abandoned not once, but twice in this world.
    

    
      Preta, the cultists, Goldencup, the Constellation Murderer—all the people I had taken under my shadow slowly raised their heads one by one. With all of them rallied behind me, I continued talking to Amethyst. 
    

    
      “My Monster Legion Reincarnation is already a Box. Since I already have access to all of these people’s memories, there is no need to find the timelines when they are alive and retrieve their memories. Tower Master, that process is unnecessary to me. All I need is vessels for them.
    

    
      “They’re bound to my Skill. When I call, they’re summoned immediately. They don’t get to keep any of the abilities they had before their death. Instead of being moveable dolls that have memories, I want them to have bodies of their own. That’s all I want. 
    

    
      Rather than being dolls chained to me, they would be able to go anywhere and do whatever they wanted, like average humans.
    

    
      Amethyst pressed her lips tightly. The monsters that had risen from my shadow looked at her, their shadows indistinguishable from the puddle. It looked as if countless stars were looking up at her. 
    

    
      “Death King, I take it you won’t stop just at Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha, will you?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes, I hope that all of them can be revived here.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      After who knew how long, Amethyst broke the silence with her laughter. “Aha… Hmm. I see.”
    

    
      I didn’t know what she saw exactly. The only thing I could tell was that she was having a lot of fun. Judging by her expression, she was very satisfied with my new way of using the Skills.
    

    
      Amethyst tapped the puddle with the tip of her foot, sending mud flying around. Just before the filthy water droplets got on her socks and calves, they stopped in mid-air.
    

    
      “Everyone should be allowed to have a second chance in life. That’s why I built the Tower.”
    

    
      Time stopped. Amethyst playfully tapped the puddle once more. The hem of her skirt fluttered like the dome of a circus tent ravaged by strong winds as she clapped along with a bright smile.
    

    
      “Mr. Gong-Ja, you’re trying to build your own Tower within my own Tower.”
    

    
      She simply clapped but, since time stopped, her clapping sounded like a bell ringing in the night. If there were beings around unaffected by the paused time, they would have undoubtedly heard the clap just now.
    

    
      Amethyst beamed. I had never seen her smile as brightly as she did now. Like a singer on stage or a conductor facing an orchestra, she stood in the middle of the ruined slum area with her arms wide open.
    

    
      “Okay, everyone. To the newbie who dares to challenge me, I’ll show you how someone much more experienced does it. Everyone! Please come here!” 
    

    
      The night sky was torn apart—there was no other way to express it. A long wound opened in the sky, as if some giant god had cut it in half with a sword, or as if an invisible zipper was hanging in the night sky and someone had pulled it down from the outside.
    

    
      The full moon, the stars, the moonlight, the starlight, and finally, the entire sky split in two. Only the darkness breathed in that crack in the sky.
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Master of All Life has appeared.]
      
    

    
      White butterflies poured out from the gap of darkness.
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Master of All Life has appeared.]
      
    

    
      It was just one at first. 
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Master of All Life has appeared.]
      
    

    
      Then four more showed up.
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Master of All Life has appeared.]
      
    

    
      They soon multiplied until there were dozens of them.
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Master of All Life has appeared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Master of All Life has appeared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Master of All Life has appeared.]
      
    

    
      Hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands… Countless white butterflies poured down until they took over the entire sky. Each and every one of them was an apostle comparable to Lady Goldencup. Perhaps it was rude to compare them to her because they served the one and only master of the Tower, and not an ordinary Constellation. 
    

    
      Preta was astounded by the number of apostles overspreading the night sky, so she trembled slightly. Still, she came to my side to protect me. “Master, what are those?”
    

    
      It wasn’t just Preta.
    

    
      “Lord Young Heaven, what lunatic have you made into your enemy this time?”
    

    
      “I’m not saying this because I’m intimidated, but there is quite a difference between our numbers and theirs. Well, it’s not like I’m intimidated. I’m just pointing it out.”
    

    
      “Oh my god…”
    

    
      The followers of the Heavenly Demon Cult surrounded me, leaving no room for me to breathe. They looked ready to protect me even if they had to throw their lives away in the process. 
    

    
      Seeing me and my legion, Amethyst smiled. “Hahaha, Death King. If you and I had been born in the same world and you had been a little older than me, our positions might have been reversed right now.” 
    

    
      Amethyst smiled and raised her index finger, gently pressing it to her lips. “But I was a little faster.”
    

    
      Butterflies formed a galaxy in the night sky. Regardless of the time and place, the lives that Amethyst had saved embroidered the sky in a brilliant manner.
    

    
      “As a late runner, you will have to work a lot harder to catch up with me.”
    

    
      “I’m glad. I don’t know about anything else, but I’m confident in my diligence.”
    

    
      “I look forward to it,” Amethyst said with a smile. “As a token of my anticipation, I’ll give you another small gift.”
    

    
      Amethyst raised her hand. Dozens of butterflies flapped their wings. The moment they touched the back of her hand, a small burst of light erupted until it became as big as a child.
    

    
      The child wrapped their arms around Amethyst’s waist. “Goddess, you’re real! It’s really you, Goddess!”
    

    
      “Goddess, please call us more often!”
    

    
      “I feel like you haven’t called for us in almost thirty years!”
    

    
      More children showed up, chattering loudly and clinging to Amethyst, as if she was an idol singer and they were her fans. The children talked non-stop while Amethyst smiled and stroked their heads one by one.
    

    
      Among them, one of them made eye contact with me.
    

    
      “Mister?”
    

    
      My heart pounded hard.
    

    
      “It’s him!”
    

    
      “Mister? Which mister?”
    

    
      “Half of the people in the universe are misters to us.”
    

    
      “The mister who played with us!”
    

    
      I had only seen their faces sculpted into dolls.
    

    
      “Where? How?”
    

    
      “The mansion we were trapped in!”
    

    
      “That was so long ago.”
    

    
      “That mister came and played with us!”
    

    
      “That wasn’t us.”
    

    
      “It was us judging by the memories we gave to the Goddess, right?”
    

    
      “That’s right! Goddess said she would decorate the Tower with our memories!”
    

    
      “Oh, I remember. That was six hundred years ago.”
    

    
      “It was really fun back then!”
    

    
      The children of the burning mansion were chatting as themselves, not dolls. 
    

    
      It took me a while for me to be able to speak. “D-did you guys not die?”
    

    
      “No, they died,” Amethyst answered, gently touching the first child’s forehead. “These children are like Yoo Soo-Ha of this world. They’re from one of the what-if worlds that are based on what would have happened if they had me. With my help, they managed to escape the mansion and became my apostles. Just like you decided to revive people with Monster Legion Reincarnation and The Earthbone Dragon’s Skull, I embraced them with my All Life.”
    

    
      “Just like what I’m going to do to Yoo Soo-Ha…”
    

    
      Amethyst laughed softly. “Yes, I try to give a second chance in life to all those in the universe who died too early. And yes, I tried to take in Mr. Yoo Soo-Ha through this world. But I’ll leave him to you. Miss Preta, the Demonic Heaven warriors, Lady Goldencup, and the Constellation Murderer, too. They may only be a handful compared to my countless stars, but I’ll trust that handful to you, Death King. Someday, a handful of water may form a river.”
    

    
      Under the countless stars in the night sky, the Master of All Life clasped her hands together.
    

    
      “You try to take a similar yet different path from me.”
    

    
      It looked as if she was praying.
    

    
      “May luck be with you.”
    

    
      
        [The trauma recreation has been completed.]
      
    

    
      
        [It has been confirmed that the ego of the subject under the Skill penalty is intact.]
      
    

    
      
        [Ending the Skill penalty.]
      
    

    
      And… There was light.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 232: My Legion (2)
What would be the most luxurious sight a person could see when they opened their eyes? Some people would say the peaceful, clear sky. Others would say a ceiling that was unfamiliar to them[1]. However, I had the wisest answer to this question.
“Gong-Ja, can you hear me?”
For me, it was seeing Raviel. With her delicate and small fingers, she gently touched and rhythmically tapped my forehead.
“Raviel…”
“Yes?”
“It was really hard…”
I felt like I was about to cry. 
I woke up in The Story of the City of Ascension: Side Story of the Spire Realm. This was where the Kim Yul and Ja Su-Jeong of this world had attended the schools under the same foundation. Uburka, Raviel, and I were staying at Ja Su-Jeong’s house for the time being.
“I just decided to dream… The goddess, the Tower Master… Ah, hell. Her whole life is a trauma…”
Uburka and Ja Su-Jeong were watching us, but I couldn’t stop clinging to Raviel. Right now, my heart needed the soft scent of blue lilies.
“Huh? Her whole life is a trauma? How is that possible?” Raviel asked. 
“She always replays the moments of someone else’s death in her mind. She even immerses herself in them. ‘If I were on that battlefield, I would also have been shot to death by the cavalry before I could do anything.’ Something like that…”
“Isn’t that just a delusion?”
“It would be great if it was, but she’s simply just out of her mind. That psycho really made it possible. She has a Skill that allows her to time travel, she remembers everything that happened to her, and she can figure out the causes and effects of everything in the universe. With those… ” I tightened my arms around Raviel. 
She patted my back, smiling bitterly. “It looks like my consort has seen something truly terrible. You rarely act like this. But that’s okay. Uburka and I were safe here, and nothing happened to us. You can lean on me a little more.”
“Raviel…!”
“Actually, you should take a long vacation. You told me that the Mirage-Walking Princess said the time flow of this city is completely isolated from that of the outside world. Gong-Ja, take as many days off as you want—maybe even a few weeks or an entire month. It would make me happy if you could give me time to console you.”
I ended up shedding some tears in the end. How was my spouse this strong?
“This is my first time seeing Daddy weeping, ugor…”
“Is that so?” Ja Su-Jeong asked.
“Uger, I was wondering why this was my first time seeing it, but if I see it a second time, I don’t think I’ll be able to call him Daddy anymore. He made a good choice to hold back until now. I think I’ll go to sleep…”
“Oh, I’ll straighten out the bedding for you, Mr. Uburka.”
“Thank you, Landlord.”
Uburka and Ja Su-Jeong went out to the living room, their footsteps showing the difference in mass. Now, only Raviel and I were left in the daecheongmaru.
“Raviel…”
“Yes, talk to me, Gong-Ja.”
Now that we were alone, Raviel hugged me tighter. After kissing my forehead gently, she spread her legs slightly and tapped on her knees so I could lay my head on her lap.
“What you saw had to have been horrible if it made you cry, Gong-Ja, but I can't visualize it properly based only on what you've already told me. Try explaining it in a little more detail.”
“Okay.” 
I laid my head on Raviel’s lap. Initially, I was worried that my head would be too heavy, so I channeled my aura in my neck to reduce the pressure on Raviel. Of course, I did the same whenever a hair designer shampooed my hair! 
I could hear Raviel chuckling.
“Gong-Ja, your consideration is adorable, but I don't find myself grateful for it. I doubt the weight of your small head would be too much for me. I want to take on all the weight you carry, so relax.”
“Ha...”
“Yes, good. Well done. You need to relax first before solving anything.”
The dark summer sky brought shadows to the daecheongmaru. A cool and refreshing breeze passed through the roof, soothing me. I dropped my head against Raviel’s lap, feeling as if I was hiding from the world.
Raviel giggled. “Good. My lover went on a long trip and returned safely. Very good. I already knew this, but moments of pure happiness are always followed by equivalent sadness. Anyway, what made you so sad?”
“Amethyst… The Tower master plans to comfort all the people who have been abandoned in this universe.”
In the shabby yard of the hanok, grass bugs cried.
“If there is a child who is dying in a fire right now, she shows that child another world, one where life would have been different because the Tower master was by the child’s side. After creating such a world, she lives happily with the child, even if it takes hundreds of thousands, millions, or tens of millions of attempts.”
“It sounds like something a goddess would do. So what’s the issue?”
I hid my face in Raviel’s embrace as the summer wind blew around us. “Some people only want revenge. For some, their world is just hell. All the pain they suffer is caused by living in this hell. It can’t be solved, and there is no hope of any change in their life. The only solution is—”
“Give worse pain to those who made them like that,” Raviel said with a nod. 
I leaned against Raviel a little more. “Yes, the Tower master watches that person going through hell from beginning to end with her Skill. She doesn’t help them or stop their misfortune, even though she can. She just keeps watching them.”
Raviel paused for a moment and then resumed slowly stroking the back of my head. It seemed she understood everything. 
“I see. She’s trying to tell people that she’s the cause of everyone’s misfortune and that no one or nothing else is to blame.”
“Yes,” I replied.
“The victims will naturally direct their resentment toward the Tower master, even if she’s a goddess. No, it’ll give them more reason to drag her down, tear her apart, and trample over her to take out their anger and resentment. Why?”
“She says she wants people to blame her. She wants all the people who feel like they’ve been wrongfully sacrificed to come to her so they can return all their pain and wounds in life back to her.”
“That’s…”
“On top of that, the Tower master can see the entire lives of the people who return the pain. She knows when they’re lying or telling the truth. Instead of just sympathizing with them on some level, she truly understands their pain so she can embrace it.”
Cicadas cried in the grass.
“In her head, someone is always stabbed, burned, or trampled to death. Every second of every day. Only memories of this kind are playing in the corner of her mind. She puts herself in that person’s shoes and gets stabbed, burned, and trampled to death herself. Raviel, in the Tower master’s mind, there are only screams…”
Raviel sighed. “Is that so? So that’s our goddess. If you want happiness, she’ll give you happiness. If you want pain, she’ll take the pain. The simpler a proposition, the more weight is placed on whoever said it. It can become as heavy as piles of gold. Yet the Tower master intends to carry everyone on her shoulders.”
“Yes.”
“That’s terrible.” Raviel just kept stroking the side of my head. Her red eyes were so close to mine. “But that means the solution is also simple, Gong-Ja.”
“Yeah.”
“A person that finds happiness within themselves, not from someone else, won’t need the Tower master. Those who overcome their pain on their own don’t need the Tower master.”
“Yes.”
“Everyone has no choice but to carry their own misfortune. The absolute truth doesn’t help us in any way, so very few people manage to live with it. Not many people get to live a righteous life. Saying the truth, doing what is supposed to be done… It’s difficult,“ Raviel muttered, looking up at the evening sky. Perhaps she was just reminded of a difficult moment in her life. 
“You said she had a habit of saying ‘You didn’t do anything wrong.’ Is that correct, Gong-Ja?”
“Yes, the Tower master said no one was born wrong.”
“That’s sad.” Raviel skillfully opened a can of soda and held it against her lips, quenching her thirst with a sip before she continued, “That means her birth was the only thing wrong in this universe.”
“I’m sorry. It’s my fault. I’m sorry.”
Silence enveloped us.
“Gong-Ja, is the Tower master strong?”
I thought of the galaxy I had seen up from the ruined slum, the countless white butterflies fluttering their wings. 
“Yes, very.”
“Can you win?”
“I’ll try to.”
Raviel looked straight down into my eyes. “I want my man to give me a clearer answer than that.”
I stayed silent. 
“I didn’t choose to fall in love with you, I just did. I also didn’t vow to spend my life with someone who might die. I love you just because I do, and I made my vow because I’m going to die with you. Gong-Ja, as the Moon of Ivansia, you would have to give me a little more than that.”
I nodded. “Yes, Raviel. I’ll win.”
Raviel cupped my face. “Yes. Win. The reason I chose you as my life partner is that you will win, not fail. You don’t forget happiness. While the Tower master uses the misfortune of the universe as her winning condition, you will win with your happiness.”
Raviel leaned in, her face getting closer and closer. “Make everyone around you happy. Make them feel happy to be with you. Discipline and train them so that they learn how to be happy and can be happy with you. Fill this Tower with happy people.”
I smiled. “It’ll definitely be difficult, but I can give it a shot.”
“That’s the man I fell in love with,” Raviel replied, mirroring my smile. “But, first and foremost, you’ll have to make me the happiest.”
We locked lips.
“The landlord and Uburka will hear us…”
“The landlord doesn’t seem to care about such things. I already asked.”
“What about Uburka? He really thinks of me as his father.”
Raviel chuckled. “Indeed. If his daddy makes unsightly moans or screams, you may leave a scratch on the boy’s pure heart. So you better keep quiet.”
“Hmm. Raviel?”
“What is it, my love?”
“What are you trying to do with that thin towel?”
“I’m trying to be considerate and help you not moan.”
“That isn’t for Uburka’s sake, is it? You’re just doing it because you want to, right?”
“Shh.” Raviel playfully covered my mouth, her eyes sparkling like rubies. “The child is asleep. Be quiet.”
What was I supposed to do? I had no choice but to let my spouse gag me. 
Gosh, I love you, Raviel. I’ll love you forever.
***
The next morning, I came out of the living room and ran into Uburka. I waved at him with a yawn. “Good morning, Son. Um, why do you look like a Shellmount who chewed on a chunk of rock salt? Oh, you had to sleep on the floor because of your size, right? Was it uncomfortable? I guess that’s inevitable.”
Uburka trembled. “Daddy, y-you…”
“Huh?”
“You’re a shameless loser!”
[The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig is experiencing despair!]
Thump, thump, thump, thump. 
Uburka ran out into the yard. His footsteps were so loud and heavy that I was worried the old hanok would come crashing down. After checking the state of the hanok floor, I clicked my tongue.
“What’s wrong with him? He’s not a kid anymore.”
Was he going through puberty? Raising a child was really hard.

1. The author is probably referencing reincarnation/isekai scenarios. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 233: My Legion (3)

    
      After I woke up from 
      
        All Life, 
      
      I stayed under Ja Su-Jeong’s care. She wasn’t the viscountess of a kingdom nor the goddess who used her 
      
        All Life, 
      
      but a simple student from Shinseo Middle School who lived in the world of 
      
        The Story of the City of Ascension: Side Story.
      
    

    
      “Miss Ja Su-Jeong, you’re really good at cooking.”
    

    
      “Yes. It’s the exact recipe I followed before.” 
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong slowly put down her tray while Uburka helped her and served the
      
         banchan
      
       for dinner. She looked down at the table. “Have you achieved your goal, Mr. Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      I was paralyzed for a moment. 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Did you get what you wanted?”
    

    
      Her voice sounded like a dandelion leaf falling to the ground. If I didn’t pay attention, the summer wind would easily carry it away.
    

    
      “I’m a little worried about the way you feel right now,” she said quietly. 
    

    
      “You’re worried about me?”
    

    
      “Yes, I’m your host, of course I’m worried. But, in addition to that, I’m also very curious about you.”
    

    
      “Let me help you move the dishes first.”
    

    
      We cleared the table, then carefully arranged the soup bowls and grilled fish on the tray. A bowl of 
      
        jiggae
      
      
        [1]
      
      
         
      
      was in the center, with seasoned bean sprouts and peeled cucumbers to the left. The 
      
        gyeranjjim
      
      
        [2]
      
       was placed behind them. 
    

    
      As the food that would soon disappear into our stomachs was laid out on the table, my arm brushed by Ja Su-Jeong’s multiple times.
    

    
      She said, “You wanted to meet the original version of myself. That’s what I heard, Mr. Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Did you get what you wanted?” 
    

    
      That was the question she had asked me earlier, but there was a secret layer under it.
    

    
      “You wanted to be successful even if I had to kill you. Did you get what you wanted?”
    

    
      After a brief silence, I said, “Yes, my initial goal was to meet the Tower master face to face since I won’t be able to meet her even if I make it to the top floor of the Tower. If I put it that way, then yes, I really achieved my goal. I learned a lot about the Tower.”
    

    
      “I see.” 
    

    
      The student smiling faintly in front of me wasn’t an expressive noble from a kingdom, but I knew that faint smile meant she was really happy.
    

    
      “You did a great job. It wasn’t easy, but you did it. You must have been through a lot, Mr. Gong-Ja.” 
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong held my hands.
    

    
      
        This is… 
      
    

    
      Feeling her warmth around my hands made my heart feel heavy.
    

    
      
        This is who you are. 
      
    

    
      She cared for everyone, praised them when they did a good job, and became saddened when others went through tough times. It was just that she went to extreme lengths to do this.
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.] 
      
    

    
      In her eyes, all the humans in the universe were children. When a child went outside, their guardians often told them “Be careful of cars and motorcycles!” out of fear that the child would wander off onto a dangerous road. 
    

    
      The guardians’ hearts pounded with anxiety while their child was away, but when they came back, the guardians wrapped their arms around their child, telling them “well done” and “good job.” The child had come back safely, so that was all that mattered. 
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      
        “Please be careful.”
      
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      
        “Look out for the motorcycles
      
      
        [3]
      
       
      
        on the way back.”
      
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      
        “Don’t let misfortune consume you when you climb the Tower.”
      
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      
        “Please come back safely.“
      
    

    
      Amethyst was a goddess who wanted to be everyone’s guardian. With a smile, I looked at the avatar of that goddess standing before me. “Do you want me to show you what I got from meeting the Tower master?” 
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong nodded. “If you wish.”
    

    
      She was pretty much telling me to do whatever I wanted. I was now quite experienced when it came to interpreting the goddess’ words. 
    

    
      “Well then, please follow me for a moment. I need to show you something.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah, 
      
      wait.” Ja Su-Jeong pointed to the table. “Before that, please eat first. If you don’t eat on time, it’ll be bad for your health, Mr. Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      This could also be translated to “eat before you do anything.” I smiled bitterly and obeyed the goddess’ command.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The place I headed to was the old 
      
        hanok
      
      ’s backyard, where the warehouse with the sleeping ghosts was. I took one careful step at a time and opened the door to the warehouse. 
    

    
      “I never thought I would come back to this ghost lair.”
    

    
      I held onto the doorknob as I checked the inside of the warehouse. Fortunately, there was no strange festival of ghosts or anything that would drastically deteriorate the sanity of whoever was watching. The interior was quiet. Just a bunch of junk was peacefully taking in the dust.
    

    
      “I-Is there no one here anymore?”
    

    
      Something clung to my foot.
    

    
      
        Meow!
      
    

    
      “
      
        Eeeeek
      
      !”
    

    
      “That’s Meowy. Don’t be too surprised, Mr. Gong-Ja.” 
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong bent down and skillfully picked up the dog doll clinging to my foot. 
    

    
      Even as it got carried away, the dog doll kept meowing, reminding itself of its existential problem. I tried my best not to approach it.
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm.
      
       Is this one dead? Is it like a vengeful ghost possessing the doll?”
    

    
      “No, Mr. Gong-Ja. Meowy is just a child who is forever thinking about who it is. That is all,” Ja Su-Jeong said softly, hugging the doll. “Meowy thinks that it should never stop thinking about this.”
    

    
      “Why?” 
    

    
      The dog doll jumped up and down.
    

    
      
        Nyaa! Meow, meow! Nyaaaaa!
      
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong nodded. “Meowy says that if it stops worrying, the world will end.”
    

    
      
        I see.
      
    

    
      No, I didn’t actually see anything, but anyway…
    

    
      “So this doll is alive, yes?”
    

    
      “Of course. Meowy is alive and will live on. If it dies, it’ll be when the world ends,” she answered.
    

    
      It was clearly the most dangerous dog… cat… dog doll that sounded like a cat… 
    

    
      
        Ah, forget it.
      
       
    

    
      I summoned the Skill Card right in front of Meowy.
    

    
      
        Whoosh!
      
    

    
      
        
          Earthbone Dragon’s Skull 
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: SSS+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: You can store memories of the living in a Box. 
      
    

    
      
        This Box can only be destroyed by you, the person who possesses the Skill. As long as the Box is not destroyed, you can create a vessel carrying the same memories over and over again. 
      
    

    
      
        This new vessel can travel around the universe, form new memories, and update those in the Box. Of course, they need your permission to do so. Even if the vessel perishes, the Box will not take any damage. 
      
    

    
      
        Grant the privilege of immortality to those around you.
      
    

    
      
        ※The memories of the perished being cannot be updated in the Box.
      
    

    
      
        ※The Skill has been copied from the Master of All Life.
      
    

    
      “Miss Su-Jeong.”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong tilted her head. “Yes?” 
    

    
      The dog doll wiggled in her arms.
    

    
      
        Meowwwwww.
      
    

    
      It sounded like Meowy was yawning. The doll was supposed to be an apocalypse-level doll, so why was it cute?
    

    
      “I can give a vessel to that doll.”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong paused. She still looked calm, but the color of her eyes became a little darker. Carefully and quietly, she looked at my Skill Card.
    

    
      “When you say that—”
    

    
      “I can give these children actual bodies. What do you think, Miss Su-Jeong? Would you please trust me and allow me to use my Skill on these children?”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong thought for a while. The student from Year 3 Class A of Shinseo Middle School wasn’t a noble of a kingdom nor the Sun Queen’s mistress. She simply held onto the goddess’ mercy. 
    

    
      She bowed. “I’m very, very grateful for the offer, but I think this should be the children’s decision.”
    

    
      I knew it. 
    

    
      “I would be happy if these children could have bodies of their own and live a little more freely than they do now, but they may think differently.”
    

    
      When the layers of a noble, hero, and the Tower master were peeled off one by one, the person in front of me became fully exposed. 
    

    
      “If possible, I want these children to make their own decisions.”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes. I want that too.”
    

    
      Although I wasn’t sure whether the strange beings gathered in the ghost warehouse were really alive, I went around asking them questions. One of the ghosts was the mirror that made me feel as if an invisible force was holding me by the nape when I looked at it.
    

    
      “
      
        Uh…
      
      ”
    

    
      As I was looking in the mirror from afar, I felt long fingers gripping the back of my neck. It wasn’t an illusion since I could really feel every inch of those fingers quite vividly. I tried to get rid of them using my aura, but it didn’t work.
    

    
      I held out my Skill Card in front of the mirror. “If you wish, I can give you a body—”
    

    
      The fingers paused.
    

    
      “Of course, there are some conditions. First, your memories will be stored in a Box, which will become my property. When your physical body dies and you want to recreate it, you will need my permission to do so since I own the Box.”
    

    
      The fingers pressed harder.
    

    
      “But I have no intention of exploiting this! Really! I’m not the type of guy to create something like a joint army of monsters and ghosts to conquer the universe—”
    

    
      The fingers pressed much harder than before.
    

    
      “Miss Su-Jeong, help! This idiot has no sense of humor!”
    

    
      
        Save me! No one would let a ghost kill Confucius, right?!
      
    

    
      “You have good communication skills, Mr. Gong-Ja,” Ja Su-Jeong said. She seemed impressed despite her blank face. “Other than me, this is the first time anyone has ever talked to the mirror like that. You’re doing great.”
    

    
      “No, don’t just praise me from afar! Please help me. I feel like I’m about to die!”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong walked up to the mirror and stroked its surface. “Mirror, from what I’ve seen, Mr. Gong-Ja is a very kind person.”
    

    
      As soon as she started speaking, the mysterious fingers around my neck disappeared.
    

    
      “You think he looks like a phony prince? No, he’s very upright and is strong enough not to give up on his uprightness. What? You know how old he is, yet it creeps you out because he sounds like a boomer? Well, yes, I can see why you’d think that way…”
    

    
      What the heck was that freaking mirror gossiping about?
    

    
      “But he’s not the type to exploit you. You’ll have a physical body that will belong only to you. The decision to recreate or destroy it will be entirely up to you. You can trust Mr. Gong-Ja on this.”
    

    
      The mirror trembled.
    

    
      “Really? Do I favor Mr. Gong-Ja? Unfortunately, I don’t do favoritism. Honestly, I would have to say I favor all of you.”
    

    
      The mirror twinkled. 
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong turned to me and said, “Yes, Mirror says it’ll accept your offer, but it’ll need its own butler, someone who will be around it at all moments and be in charge of wiping it. The butler must be a dark-haired young man wearing Victorian-style clothes and a monocle.
    

    
      “And, if possible, Mirror would like the butler to have a strong British accent when speaking in English. It would be better if the butler has an interesting background, like the second son of a fallen marquisate.”
    

    
      
        I… see. Yes, I definitely understand what’s going on.
      
    

    
      “If we go up the Tower a little, there are two part-time workers at a cafe that can shame all men with their looks. One has silver hair, the other black hair. Making them wear butler cosplay is a bit exaggerated though. How about we make do with a barista outfit? I’ll treat you using the mirror in the cafe.
      
        [4]
      
      ”
    

    
      Wait a minute. Why in the world was I desperately trying to convince a mirror that gave people high blood pressure? Shouldn’t I have the upper hand in this negotiation? 
    

    
      I did have one reason for doing this. One by one, I was going to reduce the number of lives that the Tower master was responsible for. The first step would be helping out Ja Su-Jeong, one of the Tower master’s avatars, by reviving the mysterious beings in her ghost warehouse.
    

    
      
        Because that’s the only way to beat the Tower master.
      
    

    
      As I was reflecting on my resolve, Ja Su-Jeong told me, “Mirror says it’ll generously accept your offer, Mr. Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      After that, I collected the mysterious beings one by one into the 
      
        Earthbone Dragon’s Skull.
      
       The  Box was small and pitch-black. As soon as I saw it, I knew what I had to do. Following my instincts, I swallowed it.
    

    
      The Box then melted in my mouth, traveled down to my esophagus, and then dropped into my stomach. It was as if it never existed in the first place.
    

    
      My heart became a little darker.
    

    
      “
      
        Earthbone Dragon’s Skull.
      
      ”
    

    
      Bright light flashed in front of me.
    

    
      
        [Activating the Skill.]
      
    

    
      The light slowly faded, and there stood a mirror that looked no different from before. Well, actually, it was standing on its own legs.
    

    
      “Those are legs,” I said.
    

    
      “Yes, those are legs,” Ja Su-Jeong answered calmly. “Maybe that’s what Mirror used to look like originally.”
    

    
      The four-legged mirror excitedly ran around the warehouse. Even the greatest poet in the universe would describe it as a cockroach since it crawled around so energetically.
    

    
      “Still, that’s—”
    

    
      “Thank you, Mr. Gong-Ja,” Ja Su-Jeong said sincerely. “You really are a good person.”
    

    
      I gave all the other beings in the warehouse physical bodies. As a result, we now had a poodle that meowed, a painter who worked on a portrait within a portrait, a mythological red dragon that was fortunately only the size of a fifteen centimeter figurine, and many more strange creatures. 
    

    
      
        —What the fuck? What an absolute mess, 
      
      the Guardian said. 
    

    
      “Let’s be optimistic. Doesn’t this remind you of 
      
        chimimoryo
      
      
        [5]
      
       or 
      
        hyakki yagyo
      
      
        [6]
      
       in a way?”
    

    
      
        —If curry tastes like poop, does that mean it’s still curry? No matter what you call it, it’s shit. Stop saying dumb stuff.
      
    

    
      “I don’t know how my life got so complicated, but I think I know exactly when it started. It was when I met you, Mr. Sword Emperor. Because of you, all the wackos, ghosts, and all sorts of things in the universe are attracted to me.”
    

    
      
        —Gong-Ja, if your life took a ten-degree turn when we met, my life took a one hundred-degree turn. So, if both of our lives are gonna be flipped upside down anyway, let’s put thirty-six degrees between us. Shiny, you think so too, right? 
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny points out that spinning around at your every movement feels like being on a roller coaster.]
      
    

    
      
        —Shiny…
      
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      “
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation.
      
      ”
    

    
      
        [Activating the Skill.]
      
    

    
      Now that I had taken care of some of the lives that the Tower master’s avatar had been carrying, it was time to finish my work.
    

    
      “Yes, Master.”
    

    
      Preta was wearing a skull mask to partly cover her face. She had once been known as Estelle and even been worshiped. In the past, she had once been feared as a Demon King. 
    

    
      Now, as my vassal, she went down on her knee.
    

    
      “Preta.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Live.”
    

    
      Preta looked up and met my eyes. “I killed a lot of people.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “I’m a sinner.”
    

    
      “You are.”
    

    
      “Is it okay for someone like me to live?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Live. Live and take your life into your own hands.”
    

    
      Preta was silent. 
    

    
      “I’ll be with you. You may feel like you’re going to crumble while being on your own. When the time comes, I’ll carry you.”
    

    
      Silence fell. Slowly, very slowly, Preta said with a quivering voice, “Yes, I'll live.”
    

    
      That was how it all started.
    

    

    
      1. Korean stew. image. ☜

    

    
      2. Korean steamed egg. image ☜

    

    
      3. Motorcycles and pedestrians often use the same road if the alley is too small. ☜

    

    
      4. Perhaps Mirror can use other mirrors to travel around? ☜

    

    
      5. The Chinese term refers to the monsters of rivers and mountains. ☜

    

    
      6. Referring to the Japanese night parade of demons. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 234: The Death King (1)

    
      I put my hand on Preta’s shoulder.
    

    
      
        Swish!
      
    

    
      A vortex wrapped around her, strong at first, then gradually losing its intensity until it shrunk to the size of a marble.
    

    
      This small marble was the Box of the 
      
        Earthbone Dragon’s Skull
      
      . Preta’s memories were inside. A nameless doppelganger had swallowed a village girl, become the saintess, been condemned to a witch, and then her paradise had disappeared without a trace. Every single memory of Preta’s was stored inside this little box. One could describe this box as her soul. 
    

    
      I looked down at Preta’s soul in my palm. “Preta, can you hear me?”
    

    
      The marble trembled very slightly. 
    

    
      “From now on, I will eat your memories. I don’t know how it works, but it seems your memories aren’t going to be stored as a Box within me. They’re going to turn into black water and pool in my heart.”
    

    
      From afar, somewhere in the neighborhood, it sounded like rain was splattering against the ground. Dark clouds would pass through these poor alleys and soon reach this old 
      
        hanok
      
      . The jet black marble looked radiant by comparison.
    

    
      “Preta, a little while ago, Miss Ja Su-Jeong said something important.”
    

    
      The marble didn’t even move.
    

    
      “Even if I were to give someone a body using my Skill, they’re still in control of their bodies.”
    

    
      Inside the black marble, the vortex kept swirling.
    

    
      “No one in this world chooses to be born or picks who their parents are going to be. This doesn’t just apply to people who are generally considered unhappy. Even unparalleled geniuses, unprecedented beauties, and great saints have no say in their birth. Everyone in the universe is unfortunate because they can’t choose how they are born. That’s why I think this moment, the one when you can decide you want to restart your life, is very, very special.”
    

    
      The swirling marble seemed to be looking up right at me.
    

    
      “Preta, will you be my daughter?”
    

    
      Silence prevailed. The summer rain that had passed through the neighborhood reached the street where this 
      
        hanok
      
       was. The street’s drainage system was from the Japanese colonial period, so when it rained, the residents could only hope that the street wouldn’t flood.
    

    
      Rain poured down on the old, worn-out street, even splashing on my palm. Rainwater pooled along the grain of the old wooden floor. Despite some deserters, a little bit of rainwater welled up in my palm, drowning half of the small, jet black marble.
    

    
      “Preta, will you be my daughter?” I asked again.
    

    
      The marble spun forward like it was swimming. Communicating beyond that was impossible, but I could still tell that Preta nodded.
    

    
      “Okay.” 
    

    
      I slowly grasped the marble in my palm. Slowly, I put Preta’s soul in my mouth and swallowed it. The marble turned into black liquid and flowed down my throat, spreading out into hundreds of strands and permeating my every organ.
    

    
      It was like a shadow, slowly eroding my internal organs until it finally found its target—my heart. 
    

    
      Hundreds of shadowy strands tightened around my heart, covering it in soot. The heart had no problem functioning, but it was as if a veil fell over it. Each of the shadows depicted someone’s memory.
    

    
      “
      
        Earthbone Dragon’s Skull.
      
      ”
    

    
      
        [Activating the Skill.]
      
    

    
      
        Swoosh!
      
    

    
      The shades that had been binding my heart until now were released. Thousands of black remnants poured out into the esophagus, then in my mouth, onto my tongue, then finally escaped from within me. 
    

    
      When they came out, they were just a bead at best. The bead bounced down the 
      
        daecheongmaru, 
      
      where the rain kept splashing. Every time it bounced, the marble became exponentially bigger. Eventually, it became large enough to take up the entire space
      
        . 
      
      In the end, it cracked. 
    

    
      
        Meow! Nyaa! Nyaaaaa! Meowww! 
      
    

    
      Meowy, a cat with the body of a dog, cried for a long time. The shell of the marble melted and became a shadow. In that shadow, Estelle stepped foot.
    

    
      She looked like a country girl and was wearing a typical yet comfortable outfit. A small basket for the vegetables that she would have picked on the farm for the day would have suited her perfectly. A girl who should have been in the middle of a rice paddy had just been reborn from a shadowy egg.
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      ?” 
    

    
      Preta looked around, confused. Certain memories washed over me as I looked at her.
    

    
      
        Ah, yes.
      
    

    
      Those who entered the Tower couldn’t bring anything with them, not money, not their ID card, not clothes, not even their socks. Everyone entered the Tower completely naked, as if they had just been born. They passed through a long tunnel until they reached Babylon Plaza. Afterward, they receive a title, a new name. 
    

    
      All of this was a metaphor for birth. This was the Tower master’s way of saying that everyone who entered the Tower was her new child.
    

    
      It was the same thing now.
    

    
      “What name do you want to be called?” 
    

    
      The Demon King of Autumn Rain didn’t respond for a long time. However, it wasn’t because she had no answer. She had an answer ready, but  she wasn’t sure if she could dare to say it aloud. The hesitation came from not knowing whether she was allowed this luxurious miracle.
    

    
      She started crying. “Es… telle. Estelle. Please name me Estelle. Estelle, please.”
    

    
      I nodded. I had an idea why she chose the name of the first human she killed as the name of her newly born self. It seemed that she had decided to live on behalf of the person.
    

    
      “Okay, Estelle.”
    

    
      “Yes. Yes… Master,” she answered.
    

    
      “I’m also your father now.”
    

    
      As the avatar of a goddess who sought to be the mother of all watched me, I also watched the life I had created.
    

    
      “You will encounter many difficulties in life. Always treat others with respect. You have the strength from your Constellation days back now, so you can achieve almost everything with your sword. But you still lack so much life experience.”
    

    
      “Yes, yes. Yes…” she sobbed.
    

    
      “For the time being, work part-time at Cafe Planetarium. Meet people, serve customers, calculate money, feel financially pressured, talk to coworkers, fight with them, and take responsibility. I hope you will learn what it means to be a human while working  there.”
    

    
      She tried to hold back her sobs. “Yes.” 
    

    
      “Estelle,” I said. “Do your best to learn.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It was raining when it opened its eyes. It didn’t have a form or a name—just calling it a shadow was fitting. When the shadow opened its eyes, the first thing it saw was a creature.
    

    
      
        Croak.
      
    

    
      At first, it didn’t understand what the creature was. It didn’t know many things, but it could hear sounds. Rainwater splashing all around, as well as croaking surrounded it. The rain even carried over a sweet scent. 
    

    
      Now, when the nameless monster became Estelle, an ordinary human life was granted to her. The time Estelle had been called a saintess, it seemed she had an honorable and divine future ahead of her. After the saintess fell as a witch, she became a Demon King and destroyed her world.
    

    
      Yet she never felt as if she was truly alive. Life was just something she was given, so she lived it as it was. She became a saintess not because she was divine but because she could replace a dead child. That was why the people used to call her an angel or a saintess. No, she just lived her life because she had to.
    

    
      But now, she truly wanted to live.
    

    
      “Estelle, do your best to learn.”
    

    
      Estelle was born holding a huge, jet-black sword which had rolled down from the bead. The sword slowly turned red; it was the weapon that had made her the invincible Demon King. 
    

    
      She held up her sword. Compared to her small size, it was excessively large. However, to Estelle, this sword was part of her soul. Holding her soul so high in the air seemed simple.
    

    
      “I shall prove myself in this poor life.” 
    

    
      Estelle’s voice turned solemn, as if she were reciting a prayer of her own. The red sword slowly cut through the air.
    

    
      “Today, I look up to the sky and let out a cry of birth as loud as possible.”
    

    
      Her sword howled, releasing a red ray that split apart the whole world. Raindrops parted at once, the dark clouds dispersed, and the sunset hidden behind them was shattered. 
    

    
      When the brilliant sunset was revealed, raindrops followed. Each drop contained a golden light, shrouding the old 
      
        hanok
      
       with it. 
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain has appeared.]
      
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong looked blankly at the golden shower in the middle of the yard. Raviel and Uburka, who were sitting on the 
      
        daecheongmaru
      
      , quietly looked up at this mythical shower.
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong looked at me and smiled. “It’s beautiful. Mr. Gong-Ja, the people around you are beautiful in many ways.”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes. Today is Estelle’s birthday.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It wasn’t just Estelle’s. In the old yard of the 
      
        hanok
      
      , numerous followers of the Heavenly Demon Cult prostrated. Due to the lack of space, many bowed down on the shoulders of their fellow cultists.
    

    
      There was one person missing from the cult—their old leader. Still, their feelings were the same as ever.
    

    
      I called the name of the most robust man among them. “Blood Demon King.” 
    

    
      “Yes, Lord Young Heaven!”
    

    
      “You served Lady Heavenly Demon and took care of all kinds of chores. If there was evil that needed to be vanquished, you dealt with it. When the followers needed a house, you built it. You not only punished evil, you also helped a lot of people. You’re the secretary among secretaries and the worker among workers.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Lord Young Heaven!”
    

    
      I nodded. “Ghostfire Demon King.”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “When Lady Heavenly Demon made her decision, you told her the strategy to achieve it. Your world was buried in snow, along with your tactics, but it was thanks to your dedication that Lady Heavenly Demon was able to establish her final will.”
    

    
      I nodded again. “Moonlight Demon King.”
    

    
      “The captain of the Deceased Shadow Unit is at your command, Lord Young Heaven.”
    

    
      “The demonic cult planted spies all over the world and knew that the world turned into a snowfield earlier than anyone else. They hurriedly traveled around, guided the last elites of the Murim Alliance, and summoned the last warriors of the Demonic Heaven. Without you all, it would have been impossible to determine the winner in the last remaining region of 
      
        gangho.
      
      ”
    

    
      The Moonlight Demon King’s eyes gleamed.
    

    
      I turned my head again. “Sword Demon King.”
    

    
      “Go on, Lord Young Heaven!”
    

    
      “You are strong. In the final battle, you defeated the Murim Alliance. A battle may be so beautiful that it could become a story worth telling until the end of times, but what use does it have if the fighters aren’t strong? The most important thing in battle is to win.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hahaha
      
      ! That’s so true. I want to give you a bear hug!”
    

    
      I turned around and looked at all the cultists. “You. All of you were the reason we were able to win. Because of us, Teacher was able to win.”
    

    
      Silent fire burned in the cultists’ eyes.
    

    
      “Was Teacher’s victory just about defeating the Murim Alliance?”
    

    
      “No!” the cultists answered in unison.
    

    
      “Was her victory just about defeating Namgung Woon, their leader?”
    

    
      “No!” the cultists shouted so hard that some coughed up blood.
    

    
      “Then what did our supreme leader win against?”
    

    
      Above the evening sky split apart by Estelle earlier, the people of snow who had once perished cried out, “The world!”
    

    
      Correct.
    

    
      “Lady Heavenly Demon has conquered the world!”
    

    
      I nodded. “Eternal snow fell and covered the land, and everyone froze to death in the snow. Despite everything, Teacher never gave up on anything, or doubted her sword. That was why she cut down the mountain.”
    

    
      “This is the Heavenly Demon Cult’s 
      
        murim!
      
      ”
    

    
      “The world is owned by the grassroots!”
    

    
      “But many, many worlds still challenge us.” 
    

    
      I raised my finger and pointed at the sky. Only the shattered sunset was there, but everyone knew I was pointing at the Tower beyond the clouds. The cultists’ bloodlust reached its peak.
    

    
      “There are still so many worlds left that listing them will take forever! Are we going to carry on the Demonic Heaven’s legacy?”
    

    
      “
      
        Whish!
      
      ”
    

    
      “If there are many, many worlds to cut down, what should be done?”
    

    
      “
      
        Whish!
      
      ”
    

    
      “Live!”
    

    
      “
      
        Iwish!
      
      ”
    

    
      “Our hearts are like candles.”
    

    
      “We’ll burn the world!”
    

    
      So I melted all their Boxes in my heart. The revived cultists were still immersed in life. However, what they unleashed wasn’t only life.
    

    
      “This is the Heavenly Demon Cult’s 
      
        murim
      
      ,” I said.
    

    
      All the cultists unsheathed their swords at once.
    

    
      “The world is owned by the grassroots!”
    

    
      Their swords possessed dark qi.
    

    
      “We will conquer the Tower!”
    

    
      The monsters tied to 
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation 
      
      had been freed and reborn from my heart, harboring the strength of their prime. The strongest army had just been born.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 235: The Death King (2)

    
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation 
      
      was a penal colony. 
    

    
      The criminals who had stained the empire with blood and the sinners who had failed to obey until the end were chained to the penal colony known as 
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation.
      
       The price of these shackles was terrible.
    

    
      
        The deceased won’t have their original abilities.
      
    

    
      The dead couldn’t bring back the glory days of their prime. The Great Demon King, who had once destroyed the empire, was reduced to Preta, a small ghost, and the Heavenly Demon Cult that once ruled the world became nothing more than a bunch of ill-tempered thugs. 
    

    
      But things were about to change.
    

    
      “
      
        Hahaha
      
      ! It’s been so long since I last used the Demonic Heaven Arts!”
    

    
      The cultists’ swords swung freely. The physical bodies that they once lost were now back, as well as the qi that they once abandoned. Since they returned to the heyday when the cult ruled 
      
        murim,
      
       they couldn’t contain their excitement.
    

    
      “Damn it, I never thought a day like this would come.”
    

    
      “It’s time to spar! Let’s spar!”
    

    
      “I couldn’t have been more grateful for giving me a chance to live again, but Lord Young Heaven has even given back our qi. I’m ashamed that my promise to engrave my gratefulness to my bones won’t be enough
      
        [1]
      
      !”
    

    
      “Long live Lord Young Heaven!”
    

    
      “Shouldn’t today be the Heavenly Demon Cult’s official feast day?”
    

    
      “I want to start sparring right now, but the yard here is a bit cramped. Lord Young Heaven! Where are we? I’ve been wanting to ask you this since I was summoned, but you looked really stern and serious.”
    

    
      I offered a bitter smile. These people had been serfs, deserters, slaves, and beggars from all across the world before they joined the cult. As expected from their old habits, their gathering became no different from a market once they started talking. 
    

    
      “There is more to come, so empty the yard first. The remaining five hundred soldiers are still waiting in the shadows. Come into the house or climb up the fence. Make space,” I instructed.
    

    
      “Yes, Lord Young Heaven!” the cultists answered in unison. 
    

    
      With great skill, they climbed onto the fence, onto the shoulders of a fellow follower on the fence, or became one with the wall so they could hide or crawl under the 
      
        daecheongmaru 
      
      like moles digging a hole. In just thirty seconds, the yard of the 
      
        hanok
      
       became empty. 
    

    
      “They’re very skilled,” Ja Su-Jeong stated.
    

    
      From the 
      
        daecheongmaru, 
      
      Uburka took in the cultists’ bloodlust and qi and, above all, the level of their martial arts. He was comparing everything to his own skills so he could draw some comparisons between them and himself.
    

    
      It seemed to get his blood going as a warrior. His mouth was shut, but his arm muscles kept twitching. 
    

    
      I tapped Uburka on the arm. “It’ll happen sooner or later. Get ready. They aren't the only strong people who will challenge you.”
    

    
      I looked back at the yard. “Next.”
    

    
      
        [The Skill is active!]
      
    

    
      The other soldiers in the legion who had been waiting for their turn were summoned. There were a total of nine hundred and ninety-nine demonic cult soldiers from 
      
        murim. 
      
      Previously, I had summoned four hundred and ninety-nine of them and given them new bodies. This time, I placed the memories of five hundred more people in jet-black marbles and let them coil around my heart. With this, the immortal demonic cult army was built.
    

    
      The person summoned next could be said to be somewhat of a nobody compared to the Demon King of Autumn Rain and the Heavenly Demon Cult that had commanded the world.
    

    
      “Next, Goldencup.”
    

    
      The maid’s shoulders shook faintly. Since she had been born into a noble family, her blond hair was always trimmed and neat. Sylvia from the Family of Evanail was a socialite who had once been called the flower of society. She had also brought the empire to its knees.
    

    
      “Greetings to the Sun and Moon of Ivansia.” 
    

    
      Goldencup bowed politely to where Raviel and I sat side by side in the 
      
        daecheongmaru
      
      . She gripped the hem of her skirt tightly, her veins bulging on her hand. 
    

    
      I said, “Come to think of it, we never talked much.”
    

    
      “I’m nothing more than your spouse’s maid. It’s natural not to exchange too many words considering our difference in status.”
    

    
      “Yeah, I haven’t talked to you much,” I said regardless.  
    

    
      Raviel simply wrapped an arm around my shoulders. Just then, something strange happened. Until now, this place had been nothing but an old 
      
        hanok
      
       with a needlessly large yard in a shabby village.
    

    
      However, the moment Raviel gripped my shoulder, thrones that proved our titles as the duke and duke consort appeared where we were sitting. The air around us became solemn, as if we were in an audience room.
    

    
      “I need to talk to you.”
    

    
      Carefully and silently, Goldencup let out a breath she had been holding back. 
    

    
      There were no flashy family flags or knights in shining armor. However, the Ducal Family of Ivansia didn’t exist in their silk curtains or marble stairs. If Raviel and I, Kim Gong-Ja, were here, then this was Ivansia.
    

    
      An unfamiliar bug cried somewhere in the distance. Before the crying stopped, Goldencup bowed as politely as she could. “Go ahead.”
    

    
      “You were a regressor.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “I understand that you regressed using a Constellation’s power so you could take Raviel’s place and become the empress. But why? Why did you aim for the empress position? Did you want to have the most power in the empire? Why did you risk your new life to take Raviel’s place?”
    

    
      Maid Goldencup—no, Sylvia Evanail pursed her lips. Since I was her master, I could order her to speak, leaving her no choice but to answer, but I didn’t. 
    

    
      Even though she was no longer called the Lady of Evanail, she had once been a noble of the empire. She answered, “I’m not sure.”
    

    
      “What are you not sure about?”
    

    
      Sylvia smiled. “Well, the past I lost. Yes, I was the crown prince’s lover and the future empress. It boosted my family’s status. Countless invitation letters were left at my feet, and idiots rushed in to flatter me. But that doesn’t matter anymore. After I lost my past, 
      
        hmm, 
      
      how should I say this? I’m not sure why I sought these things so desperately. I really don’t know.”
    

    
      “Is it possible that you don’t 
      
        want 
      
      to know?”
    

    
      “
      
        Haha
      
      . That sounds like a great question, one that the moon of Ivansia would ask. Can you see through human psychology and stuff? 
      
        Oh
      
      , I have nothing for you to see through. If you want to show off, I, Sylvia Evanail, will be a loyal maid and play along!”
    

    
      “Your butler is dead.”
    

    
      Sylvia froze.
    

    
      “No, technically, he disappeared.”
    

    
      In 
      
        The Story of Sormwin Academy, 
      
      Raviel had once been ruined, and Sylvia had been corrupted. Unable to bear it, Sylvia’s butler prayed and offered his all to fix things. His prayer reached the Indoor Librarian.
    

    
      
        “Dear Lord, please help us.”
      
    

    
      Hamustra had gladly granted the butler’s wish. Time was turned back to before Lady Goldencup became the empress and Raviel was destroyed. In return, the butler lost who he was, which was all he had. Afterward, Raviel pierced her heart and plated it in silver in the rewinded timeline.
    

    
      “I… 
      
        um.
      
      ” Sylvia lowered her head and clenched her jaw for a moment. “I wanted to become friends with the Lady of Ivansia. She’s beautiful, capable, and smart. I wondered if it was okay for someone like her to exist in this world among us.”
    

    
      Raviel, who was leaning her head on my shoulder, narrowed her eyes. “
      
        Hmm
      
      , are you talking about the moment we first met?”
    

    
      “Yes, I’m talking about the first time we met before any of the regression took place. I was very nervous about being a debutante with my friends. At that time, I saw you, Your Grace, standing afar as Lady Silver Lily.”
    

    
      Sylvia talked like someone who was replaying a videotape that had already been played out many times. She accurately recited the moment of the past.
    

    
      “I was young. In my eyes, you, Lady Silver Lily was… Well, a real angel. Your hair was silver, and your eyes were ruby red! Even if I were to dig up the most beautiful ruby, anyone who saw your eyes would scoff and say the jewel was just trash when compared to you. So I—”
    

    
      I knew what she was trying to say. “You looked up to her.”
    

    
      Just like I had looked up to a certain Hunter.
    

    
      After a moment of silence, Sylvia clenched her fists. Then, she grabbed her maid headdress, throwing it on the ground. 
    

    
      “Yes! Fine, she was my idol! Are you satisfied now?” 
    

    
      Sylvia huffed and glared at Raviel, who was silent. It seemed that Sylvia was done putting up pretenses. She was now acting like a thug. 
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong, our nonchalant landlord, approached us holding a tray. “It’s chilled barley tea. Would you like some?”
    

    
      “Yes! I don’t know who you are, but thank you!” She downed the contents of her cup. “What is this? It’s freaking delicious! Shit!” 
    

    
      Sylvia glared at the barley tea. Suddenly, her shoulders slumped. She looked as if she thought her life was meaningless. 
    

    
      “Well, she wasn’t just my idol. We created our own social club called Silver Bell. It ran on a membership system, and only ladies recommended by the members could join. The screening process was very strict, so not everyone could join.”
    

    
      “Silver Bell? 
    

    
      “We go when Lady Silver Lily needs us. All she has to do is ring the bell. It’s a figurative way to show our support. Can you really not figure it out by yourself? Are you an idiot?
      
        [2]
      
      ”
    

    
      No one spoke for a bit. The Guardian and Shiny broke the silence.
    

    
      
        —Zombie, you didn’t create anything like Fire Sparkles when you were a shut-in, right?
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny cautiously suggests that the hero might not have the social skills or the network to organize something like that.]
      
    

    
      
        —Ah… Sorry, Zombie. I didn’t mean to say that.
      
    

    
      I continued listening to Goldencup’s story.
    

    
      “Since I was a founding member, passion drove me to be active.”
    

    
      Raviel lowered her head, resting her chin on her palm. “This is my first time hearing about this.”
    

    
      “It’s because the iron rule of our society was absolute secrecy. Just look, don’t touch. We just watched you from afar. After that, we returned to the secret hideout to chat, write poetry, or publish novels about you. That was the purpose of the secret society known as the Silver Bell.”
    

    
      “What am I, a platypus?” Raviel asked with a pout. She definitely looked like a baby platypus. 
    

    
      “Well, we were squealing like usual. Just to kill time, I wrote Raviel Ivansia on a piece of paper and then wrote my name underneath it. 
      
        Ah
      
      , I have to show you this to explain.”
    

    
      Sylvia looked around and found a broom nearby, standing there in case the yard needed to be swept. She trudged over to get it. 
    

    
      “Here, look.” 
    

    
      Sylvia held the broom upside down and traced letters on the ground.
    

    
      —RAVIEL IVANSIA
    

    
      —SYLVIA EVANAIL
    

    
      “I wrote stuff like these when I was young.”
    

    
      
        —Zombie, when you were a shut-in…
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny says that she highly doubts that the hero’s past was that stormy.]
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah, you’re right. Yeah.
      
    

    
      I continued looking at Sylvia, not paying any attention to the Guardian and Shiny. As she twirled the broom around, Sylvia said, “I was just doodling to kill time, but then a thought occurred to me. If Lady Silver Lily and I had a child—”
    

    
      Raviel lost the grip on the cup she was holding. Sylvia aimed the broom at Raviel like an angry hedgehog
      
        [3]
      
      .
    

    
      “Try to understand. I was a teenager. Anyway, if we had a child, we wouldn’t be able to get married officially, so the child would be illegitimate. They wouldn’t be able to inherit the family name at all, but their name should have some relevance to the parents. That’s why I thought ‘Let’s secretly combine Raviel Ivansia and Sylvia Evanail.’ It’s almost inevitable that an idea like that came to me. Can you understand this outstand idea
      
        [4]
      
      ?”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong raised her hand. “Miss Sylvia, ‘outstanding’ is the correct term, not ‘outstand.’”
    

    
      Sylvia angrily slicked back her hair with a sigh. “Thank you for the correction, damn it! So, 
      
        um
      
      , anyway, this is how it went down. Come to think of it, would this work properly in this world’s language? It worked in the empire’s language. 
      
        Oh
      
      , I don’t know. Anyway, I’ll give it a try.”
    

    
      I watched Sylvia as she diligently traced letters on the ground.
    

    
      
        —
      
      R A V I E L  I V A N S I A 
    

    
      
        —
      
      S Y L V I A  E V A N A I L.
    

    
      “Pay attention. This is the awesome part where I realized something incredible!” Sylvia moved the broom again. “I divided the name by the letters, right? But if we divide them again into consonants and vowels—”
    

    
      —R V L V N S  A I E I A I A
    

    
      —S L V V N L Y  I A E A A I
    

    
      She looked up, her cheeks rosy from all the excitement. “You see it, right? Right? It’s not perfect, but it’s evident in another language
      
        [5]
      
      ! This is the fate of destiny!”
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong raised her hand again. “Miss Sylvia, fate and destiny are slightly different from one another. You may want to clarify what you actually mean.”
    

    
      “Thank you very much, but please shut up now! Damn it! Focus and watch!”
    

    
      Dispirited, Ja Su-Jeong looked down at the ground. Sylvia’s broom continued moving nimbly.
    

    
      —V V N S L R   A A A I I I E
    

    
      —V V N S L L Y  A A A I I E
    

    
      It was impossible not to notice it when it was written like that. I looked at the letters listed on the ground. “The letters that make up your names are almost the same.”
    

    
      Sylvia threw away her broom and spread her arms wide. “Yes! The names of Lady Silver Lily and I couldn’t be closer!”
    

    
      As she said that, the innocence of a girl that had rusted away a long time ago was once again shining brightly.
    

    

    
      1. The raw is 각골난망(刻骨難忘). It means that a person will never be able to forget how grateful they are. ☜

    

    
      2. The raw is 은방울(Literal: Silver Bell). It’s a joke about the Korean expression 딸랑딸랑, which means buttering another person up. Some changes have been made for a smoother flow. ☜

    

    
      3. The author seems to really like platypuses and hedgehogs for some reason. ☜

    

    
      4. It's a joke using English. It also seems to show how much freedom Sylvia got. She's now free enough to make an error while speaking. ☜

    

    
      5. In Korean, the names of Sylvia and Raviel are made using the same number of the same letters. Some changes have been made for the flow. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 236: The Death King (3)

    
      The next moment, Sylvia’s smile turned dark and sad. The girl’s sparkling innocence did not reject the tears wetting the corners of her mouth. Rather, they blended well together.
    

    
      “Hahaha. As soon as I found this out, I was shocked and hid the note. The fact that Lady Silver Lily and I were tied with an inseparable bond was probably decided before we were born. The note contained the confession of this scary truth, so I hid it because I didn’t want anyone to find out.
    

    
      “I had to, right? This is a very tempting secret. This secret note was completely different from the tea gossip that the ladies at social gatherings would laugh at and say ‘This is a secret I heard from a friend’ or ‘There is this secret I heard from my parents.’ It was completely different. Yes, it had to be!”
    

    
      There were still many young ladies of her age at the Silver Bell Society. How could she take this secret note without them noticing? She had to take this to Lady Silver Lily and tell her about this wonderful coincidence. Young Lady Sylvia was very nervous.
    

    
      “I was different from the other members. Yes, I was very different. Even when the others were obsessed with how beautiful Lady Silver Lily was on that day, or who she met and danced with, I was secretly looking for some mystical connection between Lady Silver Lily and me. Horoscopes, birthdays, birthstones—they were all useless. But our names, our names proved our unbreakable bond!”
    

    
      An exciting performance went on in the old yard. The sunset slowly climbed over the mountain peak like an old man tired from a long walk. It seemed the sun grew old as the day went by. 
    

    
      The old sunset spread around the world. Despite the passion of the maid, her performance sounded just like the recollection of a faded past.
    

    
      “I didn’t care about imperial laws. Ethics? Morals? Fuck them. I was sure that Lady Silver Lily just didn’t know about our bond yet. After I jumped over the strawberry vines in the courtyard where the social gathering was held, went through the maze-like yard, and finally got to the hall where Lady Silver Lily was dancing with the gentlemen, I waited until the line of idiots disappeared. They were waiting to at least hold hands with Lady Silver Lily.”
    

    
      I could easily imagine that.
    

    
      “Finally, I could tell her the secret I discovered.”
    

    
      Lady Goldencup would have looked messy at the time. She had been running frantically from the courtyard to the hall, so she wouldn’t have had the elegance of a noble. Even if the others had secretly asked her to get off the premises, Sylvia would have marched on, telling everyone that she had something to show Lady Silver Lily.
    

    
      “My turn finally came.”
    

    
      Finally, Sylvia and Raviel met. One of them was the flower of the high society and had been decided to be the crown princess. The other was a girl whose heart was racing to meet the flower she idolized.
    

    
      
        “What is it?”
      
    

    
      
        “I-I-I’m from the Baronial Family of Evanail. May the Moon of Ivansia’s glory be eternal!”
      
    

    
      
        “So, what did you want to see me for?”
      
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily had been stuck at work since dawn because of the banquet, so she was tired. It had been a long time since her mother had disappeared, so the person who had to fill in for the role of the Ivansia hostess was no one but herself.
    

    
      Therefore, not only did she plan, design, manage, and supervise everything about the banquet, she was also the flower of high society and had received her second name from the emperor. She had the duty to offer the honor of letting the young lords have her hand when they asked her to dance.
    

    
      While dancing in the hall, she had to be careful not to step on her dance partner’s toes. At the same time, she had to monitor if everything at the banquet was going smoothly. This included looking out for the orchestra’s song selection and the distribution of food and alcohol to the guests.
    

    
      In other words, Raviel Ivansia was already playing an influential role in the empire despite her young age. She had also skillfully executed everything. The ducal family’s spies spread out throughout the hall and reported the whispers of rumors and secrets to the hostess. Classifying and interpreting that information was also Lady Silver Lily’s job.
    

    
      That was how Raviel Ivansia had been living in the empire, her whole world.
    

    
      “I was really nervous when I held out my hands to Lady Silver Lily.”
    

    
      Meanwhile, the young noble lady didn’t know or needed to know what the empire was. She discovered a shiny treasure known as a coincidence. The secret note was in bad shape because she had crumpled it so others would never discover it. She felt a bit embarrassed to put such trash on Lady Silver Lily’s beautiful hands.
    

    
      Sylvia had been young, so she probably believed that.
    

    
      
        “But she’ll understand! Because this is a really amazing find! She’ll become my friend!”
      
    

    
      “Lady Silver Lily opened the secret note and looked at it for a while. Well, now that I think about it, it seemed she thought it was a secret note from her spy in the enemy country, but she couldn’t figure it out, no matter how long she looked at it. Lady Silver Lily looked back at me impassively.”
    

    
      
        “What is this?”
      
    

    
      “That was the first time I met Lady Silver Lily’s eyes. Do you get it? My first time! Well, she was expressionless, so she looked cold. Still, her iciness would melt away as soon as she heard my explanation. After I calmed my pounding heart, I started explaining to her.”
    

    
      
        “Well, umm, that’s my name...”
      
    

    
      
        “Your name?”
      
    

    
      
        “Yes! My name is Sylvia Evanail, and your name is Raviel Ivansia. If I split the two names apart and we are left with just the letters, they’re the same. I-Isn’t it fascinating? It’s a really… really awesome... coincidence…”
      
    

    
      “The more I spoke, the more I felt like something was wrong. I smiled awkwardly and looked up at the young lady’s face. When I saw her eyes, I realized I made a mistake. Yes, well, there wasn’t even any disappointment or boredom. What should I say? Lady Silver Lily looked down at me with her red eyes for two seconds. Those seconds froze everything in me.”
    

    
      The cold seemed to chip away at her existence, starting from her fingertips.
    

    
      “She only saw me as trash.”
    

    
      Lady Silver Lily had said nothing to the young lady. Without insulting, ridiculing, or saying goodbye, she just turned back and returned to the banquet. After she left, the crumpled note was left lying around on the floor.
    

    
      Sylvia smiled. “These things often happen when we’re young. Yes.”
    

    
      She bent down and grabbed the broom, wiping away the letters she had traced in the yard.
    

    
      “I didn’t want a lot in life. The young ladies around me squealed that the crown prince was handsome, but I wasn’t interested in things like dating or marriage in the first place. One day, I happened to catch a glimpse of Lady Silver Lily, and she was just so beautiful.”
    

    
      The consonants and vowels drawn on the ground disappeared into the dust.
    

    
      “I just wanted to get to know her a little better, so how could she insult me like that?”
    

    
      Sylvia looked up. The smile that bloomed on her face was completely different from before. It resembled a poisonous flower, beautiful yet dangerous.
    

    
      “Is the empire that important? Is the task of collecting and classifying information so sacred? Sorting out the family’s affairs, taking care of the people, and betrothing to the crown prince are so important that I am nothing compared to them, right? So I was going to prove something to her.”
    

    
      It was a curse.
    

    
      “I charmed the crown prince, the one she thought was sooo important. It was simple, really. I had a pretty face and knew how to whisper sweet nothings and make captivating gestures. He fell for me right away. You also really appreciate a lot of your family spies, right? I asked the crown prince to command the imperial knights to kill some of them. His Highness’ love for his lover ran really deep! I was so touched!”
    

    
      Lady Goldencup smiled brightly.
    

    
      “Your hatred for me deepened every time I did something like that, isn’t that right, Moon of Ivansia? You probably thought something like ‘You’re just a lowly wench that never thought about the empire’s future.’ No? Yes, you were right, but it got me curious.”
    

    
      All the letters drawn in the yard were now gone. Maid Sylvia bowed politely while leaning on her broom.
    

    
      “Would that lowly wench be able to ruin you?” she asked.
    

    
      Raviel didn’t reply. 
    

    
      “You care for the empire and the people. The imperial family has your loyalty, and you love your family. After I crush the empire, push the people into despair, turn the imperial family into a mess, and obliterate your family, would you still love the empire and your family? Or would you hate me so much that it will drive you insane? I wanted to know that.” 
    

    
      Sylvia grinned. 
    

    
      “I was waiting for the day when your hatred for me would become stronger and deeper than your pathetic love for the empire and your family. It’s a pity. The feeble-looking bell boy came in and ruined everything.”
    

    
      Sylvia glanced at me. Her sparkling eyes were smiling, but poisonous grudge and resentment gathered beyond them.
    

    
      Raviel was silent. The incident that Sylvia just mentioned had occurred before any of the regression happened. She didn’t and couldn’t remember anything from back then. My spouse, the wisest person in the world, was pondering with her chin resting on her palm.
    

    
      On her behalf, I said, “I know.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “I know how you felt and how painful it must have been for you.”
    

    
      Sylvia paused. Her poison was now directed at me. “How… How dare you say that?”
    

    
      She grabbed her sleeves, wrinkling her clothes. Her voice was burning with vehement anger.
    

    
      “What do you know? You think you can understand me? How? How would you know my scars? Do you know how much pain I was in? How much it hurt that day? Do you have any idea what it feels like for your idol to ignore you? There is no way you’d know anything about that. Don’t give me that bullshit.”
    

    
      “I know what it feels like,” I replied. “I know that very well.”
    

    
      I didn’t ask why she had vainly risked her life to get revenge on something so trivial, nor did I call her out for bringing disaster to her entire world over such a trivial incident. Being ignored as if you didn’t exist, or not being treated as a human being was a poison strong enough to kill someone over four thousand times.
    

    
      Goldencup shut her mouth, but the sound of her gritting her teeth was clear. “If you do, then why are you stopping me?”
    

    
      “Your butler.”
    

    
      She stopped talking.
    

    
      “I don’t know much about your butler. He may have secretly loved you. Perhaps he even loved my spouse, but what is clear is that he would never have been happy to see you sharpen your sword to seek revenge. The butler hoped that someone would help you and him. Hamustra intercepted his plea and sent me as his agent. In the end, you did this to yourself.”
    

    
      “How so?”
    

    
      “You couldn’t make the butler happy. You had someone who cared for you and loved you, but you ignored him because you were fixated on your revenge. That way, you should have been happy, but you couldn’t even do that. As a result, the butler stopped existing. Maybe Raviel was an asshole to you, but you were also an asshole to the butler, who always had your back.”
    

    
      Sylvia’s head drooped. Her words sparsely echoed in the silent yard.
    

    
      “Urgh, what? It’s unfair to bring the butler up…”
    

    
      Silence fell. The sky was now dark as the sun was hidden way beyond the mountain. The street lamps in the alley turned on with a buzzing noise. However, the dark orange streetlights didn’t reach Ja Su-Jeong’s old hanok, so the house remained enveloped in darkness and shadows.
    

    
      “I’m sorry,” Raviel said in a quiet voice. “I’m sorry about what happened, Sylvia Evanail. I’ll always be sorry.”
    

    
      Slowly, Sylvia looked up. In the dark night, she appeared as if they were just shadows with outlines. “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “Even though I don’t remember this, this is definitely something I should have done. I would have ignored you and not even remembered you. The only things that mattered to me at that time were the well-being of the empire and the glory of my family. I’m sorry. I didn’t know what pain was at the time.” 
    

    
      When Raviel stood up, the daecheongmaru made an old, creaking sound, as if it played out music from a broken cassette.
    

    
      She went on. “I lost my promised future to you. You took away my future position as the crown princess and had His Highness the Crown Prince’s heart all to yourself. The Moon of Ivansia, the Flower of the High Society, the Future Pillar of the Empire—all those names crumbled because of you.”
    

    
      “What are you trying to say?”
    

    
      Raviel walked toward Sylvia. “You were the first to make my heart bleed. It hurt. A lot. It hurt so much that I had to look in the mirror and stab my own heart with a sword. Only then did I realize how much pain I had caused others.”
    

    
      Sylvia bit her lip but couldn’t look away from Raviel’s eyes.
    

    
      Raviel looked back at me. “And then I met my love.” 
    

    
      Even in the dark veil of the night, I could clearly recognize the warmth in her breath, the rhythm of her breathing, and the air around her. She didn’t say anything, but I could tell she was beckoning me to come closer. So I did.
    

    
      “My love was a regressor, suffering from the same wound as mine. I had no idea that someone else could also have leftover wounds from an endless loop. I’m grateful that I was cursed with those eternal ten days. Thanks to you, I was able to meet Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      Correct. I also became grateful for my regression.
    

    
      “It was very painful.”
    

    
      As Teacher had said, those were painful days.
    

    
      “If it weren’t for that wound, I wouldn’t have met my love.”
    

    
      Thanks to my regression, I was able to fall in love with Raviel at first sight.
    

    
      “The reason I was hurt was simply to meet someone who was bleeding like me. Gong-Ja, I found this out when I saw you. Sylvia, you’re the reason this was all possible. I’m grateful to you, Sylvia Evanail.” 
    

    
      Night dust had settled on the ground. Raviel went down on her left knee and bowed toward her maid. “Thank you.”
    

    
      
        Ah, I knew it. I knew it… Raviel sure is amazing.
      
    

    
      Raviel’s feelings for Sylvia had to be just as intense as my feelings for Yoo Soo-Ha. She should have wanted to retaliate against Sylvia, but instead she kneeled before her maid. Raviel was incredibly happy to have met me, so she was grateful for everything that had made this meeting possible.
    

    
      Sylvia gritted her teeth. “Ugh. Damn it. Damn it! This is why I hate you all. Why are you so happy? Stay miserable and painful! Keep crying, screaming, and lamenting your misfortune! Yes, be fucking unhappy! Otherwise… Otherwise, I look like a fool who wasted my life because I got too carried away by my emotions!”
    

    
      Sylvia covered her face. “That’s not true. No, it’s not true. My wound is deeper and special. No one can understand me. I will never forgive you, so… so…”
    

    
      Her voice faded like a faucet whose water supply had been cut off. Only silence reigned around us for a little while. Because she was trying holding in her sobs, her shoulders shook uncontrollably. 
    

    
      Raviel slowly stood up and headed to a table on the daecheongmaru. She sat down on a chair, resting her elbows on the table and placing her pretty chin on the back of her clasped hands.
    

    
      “Okay, let’s think about how to handle this now,” she declared.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 237: The Death King’S Family (1)

    
      Sylvia clenched her fists. “What do you mean by handling this?” 
    

    
      Raviel calmly replied, “Here’s a summary of our issues: I hurt you. I apologized in an attempt to lessen the wound, but it’s difficult to heal the wound with just one apology. Even now, your wound probably hasn’t healed yet.”
    

    
      “Well, when you say it like that, it makes me seem really petty. Okay, what then?”
    

    
      Raviel raised three fingers. “We have three options. The first is for me to suffer until you can relieve yourself from your wound.”
    

    
      I clenched my fists. Raviel glanced at me before looking at Sylvia again. 
    

    
      “But that cannot be done. My suffering doesn’t involve just me. It brings down too many things that depend on me. In the past, it was the well-being of the empire, and now, the happiness of my lover has been added to the list. This is why I simply cannot grant this. More than anything, your butler has already proven by giving his all that you cannot become happy this way.”
    

    
      Sylvia stared down at the ground. The story about her butler would always remain within her as a debt that she could never repay.
    

    
      Raviel folded one of her raised fingers. “The second option is to physically destroy you.” 
    

    
      Sylvia flinched and raised her head. The silver tyrant looked down at Sylvia, her red eyes seemingly capable of piercing even the darkness. 
    

    
      “Under normal circumstances, I would choose this option without hesitation. My spouse told me about a goddess who said murder is the ultimate incompetence, and I completely agree with her. Murder isn’t proof of competence. It’s simply chosen when there is no other option within sight.
    

    
      “But I am not an omnipotent goddess or an omniscient transcendental being. I am a person with limits. In truth, I’m merely a slightly intelligent bipedal beast who cannot survive without bread and water. Still, even with these limits, I should protect what I have. That's why I have no choice but to physically eliminate everything that threatens or has the potential to threaten my safety.”
    

    
      Raviel's willingness to acknowledge her limits enveloped her voice with a humane dignity.
    

    
      Sylvia gritted her teeth. “So, are you saying you’re going to get rid of me? Or are you saying that you cannot allow a person like me to have a proper physical body, so you intend to keep me chained to serve in the legion?”
    

    
      “Both are correct, but I won’t choose either one right now,” Raviel answered. She folded another finger, leaving only her index finger up. “The third option is to accept your heart. In other words, I can take you as my concubine.”
    

    
      Sylvia threw her a questioning look.
    

    
      Silence fell. Ja Su-Jeong slurped her share of barley tea, the noise cutting through the dead of night. Even the Heavenly Demon Cult followers hiding in the shadow of the walls held their breath.
    

    
      The Guardian let out an exclamation.
    

    
      
        —Wow! 
      
    

    
      The legend of legends who had conquered the ninety-ninth floor of the Tower looked as if he was contemplating something truly profound.
    

    
      
        —Zombie, I need some popcorn. Make sure to get me the one with caramel, not plain. In my opinion, popcorn tastes best when it’s coated in a moderately brown caramel. How should I put it? It tastes even more special because it feels like biting into a cavity. Anyway, I’m yapping.
      
    

    
      His words weren’t very profound. I would have preferred if he shut up for now. 
    

    
      Finally, someone broke the silence. It was hard to see it in the dark, but I was sure Sylvia’s lips trembled just as much as her voice when she asked, “W-What the hell are you saying? Concubine? Concubine? H-How dare you! I am Sylvia Evanail. His Highness the Crown Prince swore to me that he’ll make me his crown princess, yet you’re asking me to become a concubine? Seriously?!” 
    

    
      “Seriously.”
    

    
      “Bullshit! Bullshit, bullshit, bullshit! What the fuck are you talking about? D-Do you seriously think that makes sense? What in the world goes inside your head—”
    

    
      “Hmm. It’s indeed bullshit,” Raviel agreed.
    

    
      Because she agreed, my heart, which had sunk to a bottomless pit, slowly ascended from my stomach and returned to its rightful place.
    

    
      “There are two reasons this is bullshit,” Raviel said, raising two fingers again. “First of all, this is not something I can decide on my own. My social image, my status, other people’s reactions… All these secular issues can be sorted out, but first, an agreement must be reached between Gong-Ja and me. The fact that this agreement wasn’t made makes this solution bullshit.”
    

    
      I breathed a sigh of relief. My heart was at ease now.
    

    
      Sylvia screamed, “No, that’s not it! What about my opinion? That should be the first prerequisite—”bone
    

    
      Raviel folded a finger. “Two. Do you really love me?”
    

    
      Sylvia closed her mouth.
    

    
      “Is it possible that you weren’t just admiring your idol, but loving her? Didn’t you experience the desire to possess something you couldn’t have, or assumed you couldn’t have?”
    

    
      A long silence followed. 
    

    
      Raviel put down the teacup. Ja Su-Jeong picked up the tray, collected the rest of the cups, and disappeared inside the hanok.
    

    
      “I love Kim Gong-Ja. I love everything about him. I never thought this kind of love was possible. It would have been impossible for the countless people who have lived and died so far, but one miracle was granted to me, allowing me to meet him.”
    

    
      Raviel sounded calm as if she was just stating the truth.
    

    
      “Everything is perfect. The sound of his breathing, the empty space in my bed he leaves at dawn, his warmth… I feel happy with every trace that my love leaves behind. I understand him, and he understands me. We live in the same timeline.” She looked back at Sylvia. “Therefore, I cannot accept anything else as love other than this kind of love. Do you love me that much?”
    

    
      Sylvia lowered her head, either unable to find a proper answer or simply choosing not to answer. She wanted to avoid saying anything altogether.
    

    
      “You know by now that you don’t love me. That’s why I can’t love you.”
    

    
      Correct. That was it. Countless coincidences and immeasurable amounts of blood were needed for Raviel and me to love each other. The reason our love was strong was simply that it wasn't easy to achieve in the first place. Our love was difficult. It had become a reality only because of who we were.
    

    
      Darkness gathered behind Sylvia’s draping bangs. She kept her head down as she asked, “Then what? What are you saying we should do?” 
    

    
      She trembled. Her clenched teeth began to turn red because of the blood dripping from her gums. “You won’t let me destroy you, you won’t kill me, you won’t love me… What’s left then? All you gave me was an apology, saying that you aren’t perfect. Ah, what am I supposed to do with it? Tell me, what am I supposed to do?”
    

    
      “I want to leave that choice to you,” Raviel said, looking back at me. “Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “Yes, Raviel.”
    

    
      “If you give Sylvia a physical body using your Skill Earthbone Dragon’s Skull, will she become much freer than when she was part of your legion?”
    

    
      I understood the intent of her question, so I nodded. “Yes, she’ll be free.”
    

    
      “Is that freedom equivalent to what she enjoyed while alive?”
    

    
      “Yes, it is.”
    

    
      “Enough to pursue what she wants?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Raviel nodded before looking back at Sylvia. “Pursue what you desire, Sylvia Evanail. You want to destroy me? You almost succeeded once. Try it again. But, to do so, you’ll have to be stronger than me and my lover. You’ll also have to be able to completely disregard the butler who sacrificed himself for you.”
    

    
      Goldencup’s wheezing stopped. 
    

    
      Raviel added, “Do you want to die and disappear? Or do you want to kill me? Give it a try. But I have no intention of going down without a fight. I’ll resist with everything I have, and I’ll win. You will have to do better than the last time you tried to destroy me. Or do you want me to love you? Perhaps you would like to become my idol, like I was to you in the past. That, too, depends on your efforts. Maybe you can even achieve that dream.”
    

    
      Raviel looked straight at Goldencup the whole time she talked. The two locked eyes.
    

    
      “Either way, Sylvia Evanail, I recognize you as my opponent, someone who opposes me in everything, as well as an equal human being.”
    

    
      From the very beginning, this could be just what every world needed.
    

    
      “So, I’ll ask you, Sylvia Evanail, do you acknowledge me as another human being?” Raviel asked in a quiet voice.
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Sylvia looked up at Raviel blankly. Beyond the dark sky, the white moon was shining. With her back against the moonlight, Raviel looked very solemn. 
    

    
      After who knew how long, Goldencup finally broke her silence. So much heat had built up within her chest that even when she opened her mouth, nothing other than steaming-hot breaths came out. Bloody malice, anger, shame, self-reproach, resentment—all of these emotions leaked out alongside her breaths.
    

    
      “It—” Sylvia was practically vomiting words into the world. “It’s difficult for me.”
    

    
      She clenched her teeth so hard that her gums bled. It hurt, but her eyes never wavered.
    

    
      “Not looking up to you two, not looking down on you… Accepting you as other human beings… I want to do that to myself, but actually doing it to others is…”
    

    
      Her voice resembled two glued pages that someone was desperately trying to unstick.
    

    
      “So this is how it is. You apologized to me, but I can’t do the same. I can’t forgive you.” Sylvia covered her face with her hands. “I know how shameless of me it is to say this. I know that what I did to you was far, far, far worse. Even though I know that…”
    

    
      Regardless of one’s physical power or social authority, the person who forgave would always be stronger than the forgiven. Sylvia wasn’t that strong. Hence, she couldn’t forgive Raviel.
    

    
      Trembling, Sylvia took a deep breath and barely managed to say, “So, for now, I want to give it a try. Since I’m an idiot, I don’t know how long it will take to forgive you all and accept you as fellow human beings, but I will try to make it happen. Because that’s—” 
    

    
      Sylvia swallowed down her words. She could have held out until they were digested and disappeared, but with her head down, she added, “Becoming that kind of person would have been what my butler wanted.”
    

    
      Tears welled up in her eyes. Sobs followed her sniffles.
    

    
      “First, I’ll try becoming someone he wouldn’t be embarrassed with. It’ll be difficult, but I—”
    

    
      This was the manifestation of her will to live. Since I had the power to distribute life, I gladly said, “Good. Then try to live, Sylvia Evanail. Live the life you want and prove what you’re capable of. I will be with you.”
    

    
      The golden card I held in my hand glowed. I put her will into the Earthbone Dragon’s Skull.
    

    
      
        [Activating the Skill!]
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 238: The Death King’S Family (2)

    
      
        Swish. 
      
    

    
      Black water swirled around Goldencup. Or maybe it was a shadow, not water. Whether it was amniotic fluid or the shadow that they would drag along until they died, this was a perfect way to represent her birth.
    

    
      
        [The Skill 
        
          Earthbone Dragon’s Skull 
        
        is active.]
      
    

    
      The water... Err, shadow... The watery shadow enveloped Goldencup.
    

    
      
        Swish, swoosh. 
      
    

    
      I could hear that mysterious water sloshing inside Goldencup’s cocoon. After a while, the cocoon became smaller. It kept getting smaller and smaller until it finally shrank to the size of a child’s toy bell. Only a marble was left in my palm. Its texture was similar to water, but it was as dark as a shadow.
    

    
      This small thing was Sylvia Evanail’s existence. I held the marble between my thumb and index finger, then dropped it in my mouth as if it were a cherry on top of a cake.
    

    
      Everyone in the hall was watching me nervously. In their eyes, I was neither the Duke Consort of Ivansia nor the Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult anymore but a demigod with a divine authority. 
    

    
      As they watched a demigod’s miracle with bated breath, I chewed on the marble. Of course, the marble didn’t taste like cherries. Those were sweet with a sour aftertaste. However, the more I chewed on the marble, the more Sylvia Evanail’s existence started tasting like a sad rainy day.
    

    
      
        “L-Lady Sylvia.”
      
    

    
      
        “Remember, you’re an asshole to someone too.”
      
    

    
      
        “Butler! What are you doing? Where are you going?”
      
    

    
      The memories fragmented. Every time I chewed on the marble, the nostalgic memories burst out like popcorn crumbs.
    

    
      I swallowed Goldencup’s memories after crushing them into small pieces. I had to swallow multiple times for the whole thing to go down my throat. Human life was too big or too sad for me to swallow in one go. Goldencup’s memories were on the sadder side, like sweet red bean jelly that had been made too watery
      
        [1]
      
      . 
    

    
      Still, I kept on swallowing Goldencup’s existence.
    

    
      
        [A Box has been completed.]
      
    

    
      I exhaled. This breath had mass and weight. It even had a color, as black as poisonous smoke. In the dark smoke, there were two eyes shining like a beast’s.
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Ruin-Harvesting Cow has appeared!]
      
    

    
      The Tower called her by her old name, but it now meant too little to embrace her.
    

    
      “Sylvia Evanail.”
    

    
      She regained form from a breath. It was too exaggerated and grand to call this a reincarnation or transformation. It was more like a turning point in life. She kneeled before me.
    

    
      I asked, “Is there a new name you want to have?”
    

    
      “No, there isn’t. I want my name to remain the same. Actually… w-wh-what should I call you?”
    

    
      Goldencup was in awe. It was natural. To her, I brought her back from the dead just now, even compressed her memories stored in the Skill 
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation 
      
      into a Box using the 
      
        Earthbone Dragon’s Skull. 
      
    

    
      The Box was now within me. I could revive Goldencup whenever I wanted. Although she was used to having gods and magic in her life, what I just accomplished was clearly in the realm of miracles.
    

    
      “R-Resurrection is a true proof of divinity. It feels inappropriate to treat you just as the Duke Consort of Ivansia.”
    

    
      “Patriarch.”
    

    
      “Pardon?”
    

    
      “From now on, you may call me
      
         
      
      Patriarch on official occasions. In private, you can call me anything you like. Mr. Kim Gong-Ja. Mr. Gong-Ja. Sir Gong-Ja. It doesn’t matter. However, when a war or battle breaks out, call me Patriarch.”
    

    
      I stood up slowly. Although I was standing straight, I felt like an animal that had woken up after hibernating for a long winter. The many people watching me probably felt the same way too.
    

    
      I infused my voice with aura and said, “Listen to me. People come together in many ways, but I would like to talk about two methods in particular. One is a family, and the other is a clan. Raviel and I are the only ones in this family as of right now. Making everyone I cross paths with become part of my family is my ideal.”
    

    
      If only I could love someone else like I loved Raviel, if there was even a possibility of accomplishing the impossible… 
    

    
      “Estelle.”
    

    
      Estelle heard my call and immediately rushed over and got down on one knee.  
    

    
      “Ah, yes, Master—I mean, Father.”
    

    
      That remark made me chuckle as I patted Estelle’s head. “This is what I’m talking about. Even if Estelle calls me father and I call her my daughter, a family doesn’t magically materialize from this interaction. Look, Estelle. No daughter in the universe gets down on one knee in front of her father.”
    

    
      Estelle was flustered. “Ah, even in such a case, the daughter should fulfill the duties of a subject when her father is a king, so it’s inevita—”
    

    
      I laughed. “It’s okay. We’re just not close enough yet.”
    

    
      “… Father?”
    

    
      “I don’t have experience being a father. Estelle, you’ve never been a daughter, so you don’t know what that’s like either. We haven’t reached the stage of becoming a family yet. We don’t know yet what kind of father and daughter relationship we will have.”
    

    
      The night wind blew. Ten years ago, a similar wind had blown through an orphanage outside the Tower..
    

    
      “There’s a lot we still don’t know about each other.”
    

    
      We still didn’t know what we were going to mean to each other.
    

    
      “We can’t be called a family yet.”
    

    
      We were only at the starting line.
    

    
      “If we ignore that and think that ‘We are family’ or ‘We are close like a family,’ those thoughts will chain us down one day. We’ll criticize each other like ‘We’re family, but we don’t know anything about each other’ or ‘We’re family, so why can’t we do this much for each other?’”
    

    
      It was when we expressed what we felt with words, but it was even more beautiful when we expressed our feelings with actions. That was what the orphanage director, with his usual tired look, had told all the orphans one day. Today, I was reciting his teachings.
    

    
      “We... We should understand each other. We have to understand others as much as we ourselves want to be understood. We shouldn’t pry too much and respect others’ boundaries. Our wishes, our habits, the one last word we want to say before we leave this world, the reason we love sunsets… Until we learn these things about each other, we aren’t family yet.”
    

    
      I looked around at everybody one by one—the Demon King who had tried to destroy a world, the cultists from eternal winter, and a young noble lady who cursed people.
    

    
      “We are all trying to become one big family.”
    

    
      
        Director.
      
    

    
      “We aren’t a family just because we use the word to refer to our bond. This is the ultimate relationship we can have and an oath that we’ll work hard for each other. Caring for each other is already difficult. It’s even harder to make an effort for others, so how can a family be founded so easily?”
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      “It will take a lot of effort.”
    

    
      We would fight a lot, but we could do it.
    

    
      “Until then, let’s become a clan in the shell of a family,” I declared. 
    

    
      Estelle’s ears perked up as I stroked her head. “Father… When you say clan…”
    

    
      “Each clan member has a position and a role. A head steward is responsible for the hygiene and welfare of the clan and takes care of the cooking when the clan members are hungry.”
    

    
      The orphanage director had also assigned every orphan a role. In the end, people simply did what they had learned to do while trying to improve little by little. 
    

    
      With a serious look, I said, “The eldest child is usually the heir. While training to become the heir, the child steps in and takes charge of the balls and social events when the patriarch is unable to entertain guests. Estelle, you’re the eldest child of our clan, so you will be in charge of many things in the future.
    

    
      “Meanwhile, the clan warriors protect the clan so that no evildoers can kidnap the members. When there are forces threatening to destroy our clan, the warriors go out and fight.”
    

    
      My dear cultists were blending with the night sky. Warriors sat on walls, under the walls, in the yard, and on the 
      
        daecheongmaru,
      
       all of them looking up at me.
    

    
      “I’ll try to be your family.”
    

    
      I wasn’t related to any of them by blood.
    

    
      “Until that day comes, let’s become a clan first.”
    

    
      We would be able to care for each other more than anyone else. We had been hurt more than anyone else, hated humans, and been betrayed by our worlds. Even though we had also watched all sorts of destruction befall us, we somehow still met each other.
    

    
      “Four Demon Kings.”
    

    
      In the dark corner of the 
      
        hanok
      
      , the Heavenly Demon Cult’s four best elites gathered around me at each cardinal point. The Blood Demon King, the eldest, said, “Yes! Please go on, Lord Young Heaven.”
    

    
      His handsome forehead was wrinkled. To put it nicely, he was a man of principles. Still, he could also be called old-fashioned. As Teacher’s closest guard, he disciplined the cultists. Yes, he was a handsome boomer.
    

    
      After thinking about it for a short time, he sighed and said, “Patriarch.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “We’re fine just being your tools. Lord Young Hea—-no, Patriarch, you have a righteous heart. Even if we’re used as tools, we would never have a day when we feel ashamed or have regrets. If you consider us to be well-forged swords, that is enough.”
    

    
      “Teacher was like a mother to me. To you all, she was more than a mother. Blood Demon King.” I bent down and covered the Blood Demon King’s 
      
        bao quan 
      
      salute with my hands. “We lost her, but she was like a mother to us all, wasn’t she?”
    

    
      “Yes, she was.”
    

    
      “So that makes us brothers,” I said. “People don’t unite over what they have, but over what they lost. That’s our doctrine. If so, we’re a sad union since we lost Teacher. Let’s talk more, try to understand each other better, learn about our boundaries, sometimes become assholes to one another. We’ll become much more beautiful and happier than we are now. Until that day comes, I’ll be the head of this clan.”
    

    
      The Blood Demon King’s mouth was dry. “Yes, Patriarch.”
    

    
      “I entrust you with the family’s military affairs. You are now the deputy-chief warrior. I’ll soon appoint someone else as the chief warrior, so assist the chief as the deputy.”
    

    
      “Yes, Patriarch!”
    

    
      I turned my head. “Uburka!”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      
        Thump.
      
    

    
      When Uburka got up from the 
      
        daecheongmaru
      
       and took a step, the yard shook slightly. Up to this point, he had controlled his weight using his aura. Now that I called him, Uburka let go of all his restraints.
    

    
      “Did you call me, Daddy?”
    

    
      Gasps of fear could be heard from here and there. The cultists, now my clan warriors, could surmise what level Uburka was at. He was a monster, the strongest warrior in the history of Terras, and a skilled martial artist who had undergone a metamorphosis at a young age. After he aged, he achieved life rejuvenation. 
    

    
      If the right opportunity was given after some time, he could reach the level that Teacher once treaded on. Noticing this, my clan warriors became nervous.
    

    
      Although all the warriors were tense, I smiled. “You are my son.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugor.
      
       That’s right.”
    

    
      “It’s like your screws triple-axled off your brain. You have a crush on everyone you meet and confess your feelings every time—”
    

    
      “I think you forgot my Constellation name, Daddy. Do you want to get beaten up by someone with so many loose screws?”
    

    
      
        [The Immorality-Dreaming Pig threatens you.]
      
    

    
      I laughed again. “That’s okay. Even though you’re in your rebellious stage, you’re still cool, my son. Your daddy has only dated once, but it led to him marrying the best woman in the universe. In terms of efficiency, I’m already the king of relationships. You may ask your daddy for relationship advice any time.”
    

    
      “Your case is… too damn unique, so I don’t think it can be used as a reference at all. 
      
        Uger
      
      , if there’s anything I need to talk about, I’ll do it.”
    

    
      “Yes, you are my second-oldest child.” I nodded. “You’re the strongest warrior I know.”
    

    
      Uburka looked down at me. “I lost to you so many times.”
    

    
      “I lost hundreds of times to have one victory against Estelle. The number of defeats is just a decoration that makes the victory look cooler.”
    

    
      “Will I be able to beat you someday?”
    

    
      “I believe in your talent, efforts, and will. You are the perfect warrior.”
    

    
      Uburka remained silent. I placed my hand on the back of his large hand. 
    

    
      “Please become the chief warrior of my clan. If we have to fight, lead the family from the frontlines alongside me. You haven’t just learned the Demonic Heaven Arts, you mastered them. You’ve reached the pinnacle of the arts, so the clan warriors will gladly obey your commands.”
    

    
      The warriors’ breathing became a little quieter, probably because their fear diminished and their anticipation rose.
    

    
      “I modified the Demonic Heaven Arts and created the Demonic Heaven Formula Arts, which isn’t just about one’s sword. It’s the dance and song of hundreds of people. Learn it. Learn it and teach it to the warriors. You’ll do a good job. After all, you’re the son I don’t deserve, Uburka.”
    

    
      Uburka placed his other hand over mine with a nod. He still looked young despite being a hobgoblin.
    

    
      “I’ll become your chief warrior. If anyone dares to try to destroy our clan, I won’t forgive them. I will protect you and those who are precious to you. I’ll try to treasure them myself. As long as you love me, I’ll also love the world.”
    

    
      I smiled, grateful for his vow. I had been born an orphan, and he had been born with albinism. But I had a family surrounding me now, and he didn’t have a reason to hate the sun anymore. In the future, we would defy our origins even more and prove it to the world.
    

    
      I remembered someone I hadn’t summoned yet. His scent, hair, and eyes crossed my mind. I remembered someone else, the orphanage director, watching this man. His wounds were hidden behind his silky hair, and his past was buried in his blue, expressionless eyes.
    

    
      “Come out.”
    

    
      As soon as I said that, a rumbling shadow appeared. A hand reached out, and soon, the man fully emerged from it with a quiet exhalation. He looked just as I remembered him and, as Raviel’s distant ancestor, he resembled her. It was very easy to remember him since he looked like Raviel.
    

    
      “I’m here.”
    

    
      I nodded. “Kim Yul.” 
    

    
      He, too, would mean a little more to me.
    

    

    
      1. Sweet red bean jelly ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 239: The Death King’S Family (3)
I faced Kim Yul. 
He looks handsome.
The man’s long, silver strands were dancing softly in the night wind as if they had no weight, barely holding onto his scalp. It felt like his hair would scatter into some unnamed desert when it was cut.
Yes, his silver hair seemed to yearn for the desert. It was the place he had left, the one he could leave at any time, the same place he would eventually find himself heading toward once more. This longing for the sandy desert could be felt every time his hair brushed past each and every single hair.
“Mr. Kim Yul.”
“Yes, I’m here. Is this the Demonic Realm? So many powerful people are gathered here. Even if I were to fight them in my prime, I wouldn’t be so sure of my victory.”
Kim Yul looked around the yard with his icy blue eyes. The Blood Demon Unit, the Heavenly Demon Cult’s elites and now my clan’s warriors met his gaze in belligerence. 
“They’re quite a force.”
He was now a part-time cafe worker, though he had once reigned as an absolute monarch on the Tower’s fiftieth floor. Well, Kim Yul was known for his sincerity.
“How strong?” I asked. 
“If you go up to the fiftieth floor with these guys following you, no ragtags will dare come near. The witches and wizards who live in the Magic Tower will have to stop spinning their webs and fight you all to determine who the master of the fiftieth floor is.”
I tapped Uburka on the arm. “What if you count him too?”
Kim Yul carefully observed Uburka. His chest and thigh muscles were bulging so much that they were no different from boulders. After tapping Uburka’s muscles along the Aura Path, Kim Yul slightly raised his eyebrows.
“Amazing. Is he a monster?”
Kim Yul was expressionless, but I could see that he was genuinely impressed. When it came to reading his difficult expressions, Hamustra and I were masters at it. 
He went on. “He has the Divine Martial Body. There are warriors who can only cut people with their swords. This is called the Mortal Martial Tier. Some great warriors can expand the territory of their nation using their swords, so they’re on the Earth Martial Tier. 
“But the Divine Martial Tier is another league entirely. One sword swing from a warrior of this tier can bring down the sky. When you think of someone of that power level, you don’t think of how many victims or ruined countries they leave in their wake. It’s much more than that. The forces gathered here are strong enough to march onto most Constellations’ floors and destroy them.”
“He’s my son,” I said.
For the first time since being summoned, Kim Yul was at a loss for words. There was a faint hint of confusion in his blue eyes. Being able to confuse someone like Kim Yul made me feel awesome.
“Your… son?” 
He looked at Uburka, taking in his size, then at me, and finally at Raviel. His head was processing a very complex calculation. Surprisingly, beads of sweat formed on Kim Yul’s forehead.
“How? It’s impossible both physically and biologically. Is this a curse from the Tower? Or a Skill? But the growth rate—”
“He’s my adopted son,” I clarified with a nod. 
Before I knew it, Kim Yul grabbed my throat tightly. It didn’t hurt because he had lost all of his strength from the prime. However, the way he was glaring at me with his blue eyes was a bit scary.
“Do you want to die, Death King?”
“Wow, you became quite expressive. Your face is still expressionless, but you became impressed by Uburka and sometimes have goofy reactions when you see me—”
Kim Yul let go of my throat and sighed. “I’m human too. I can’t help it. I lost the Skill to gain strength by sacrificing my memories, and now I only have half of my life written down in this notebook that contains the things I threw away.”
He took the notebook out and scanned the worn leather cover of the notebook with a heavy gaze.
“I’ve already thrown away everything I had. There’s nothing left. From now on, the only thing I can do is gain. Death King, I am living my life, just as I promised you. I wouldn’t have felt these things before. Even if I did, I would have still thrown them away quickly. 
“These things are now slowly piling up in my heart. As the pile becomes higher, it will eventually overflow.  When that time comes, I’ll also be able to laugh, cry, get angry, and love like everyone else.” Kim Yul paused to look at me. “If you hadn’t brought the class president so we could meet, I would still have been just a machine with an empty heart. Death King, this is all thanks to you.”
I smiled. “That’s cool. But is that enough?”
Kim Yul tilted his head. “What do you mean, Death King?” 
“You’ve found people that are precious to you, Mr. Kim Yul. Your class president. Hamustra also likes you, although he’s a little unreliable. Even if you get back your Skill to throw away memories, you won’t use it the same way as before, right?”
Kim Yul was lost in thought. After a while, he nodded. “Yes, I can’t abandon these new memories as freely. The director spent his life always thinking about my death. Hamustra adores me because he’s fascinated with my life. I’m enjoying all the luxuries that a human can enjoy from birth to death. I can’t lose these things.”
He looked up at the night sky, then at my face.
“I see. I’m happy now, Death King. You made me happy.”
In Kim Yul’s eyes, there wasn’t just surprise or gratitude. Many emotions seemed to be swimming in his eyes that were as blue as the sea. For some reason, concern was also mixed in.
“Is that your wish? Are you going to make everyone you meet happy?” he asked. “I can tell you that it was not easy to make me like this.”
I chuckled. “Yeah, it was really difficult.” 
“I lost my memories. To regain fragments of what I lost, you built the world of trauma and brought the class president to prove that I wasn’t just unhappy. This isn’t an efficient method. Applying ointment to one person’s wounds is already very difficult, Death King. What in the world are you dreaming of?”
I scratched the back of my head with a laugh. “It’s nice.”
“What is?”
“That I get to see you all smiling.”
There was a goddess who took our misfortune when we were unhappy. If we were born anyway, the best thing to do was smile as much as we could and achieve everything we wished for. It was difficult, but I thought it was worth it.
“Mr. Kim Yul.”
“Speak.”
“You now have people and things to protect.”
The orphanage director, Hamustra, and even Cafe Planetarium, which he quite liked.
“But you don’t have the power to protect them.”
Kim Yul bit his lower lip. 
“Now, you can peacefully enjoy the smell of books and coffee at the cafe built in the great library. Hunters can’t go up there to start a ruckus. I made sure the place is safe. The Black Dragon, the Pantheon, the OJP Sect, the MA, and the Watchman League all invested in the cafe. However, this also means that your happiness now depends entirely on other people.” 
I grabbed Kim Yul by the shoulders. There was a time when I had to sacrifice my life a lot of times because I couldn’t get to him. Now it was so easy to hold onto him because Kim Yul couldn’t run away from me or break free from my grip. He knew that, so the emotions in his beautiful eyes swirled harder.
With a smile, I gazed into the waves in his eyes. “Aren’t you afraid? The director is weak and old. If some crazy Hunter decides to attack him, we’ll retaliate as cruelly as possible. Even so, the director will be helpless at that moment.”
I could feel Kim Yul trembling.
“Hamustra is no longer a Constellation. He’s just a weak kid who likes to read books since he also lost his powers. If some lunatic attacks him, he will die too.”
Kim Yul asked, “What do you want from me?”
“If you ask me to protect you, I will order my sharp and agile warriors to infiltrate the library and be on guard twenty-four hours a day. Even if something no one predicted occurs and one of you dies, I have the ability to rewind the day. You can leave everything to me.”
Even if Kim Yul chose this, it was okay. I wasn’t going to blame him. As for the sins he had committed, I could bring him around and try to make amends, but if he chose something other than security and comfort…
“If you don’t want that, I’ll give you your life back, Mr. Kim Yul.”
Kim Yul looked into my eyes. “My life?”
“I’ve become a little stronger than before. I can give you back all the abilities and Skills you had before you joined my legion.”
Kim Yul paused to look around the yard. The warriors had sharp, gleaming eyes. Not long ago, they had been just as helpless as he was. Despite their fighting knowledge and incredible tenacity, they had been unable to utilize their qi or martial arts.
“I see.”
Kim Yul’s gaze finally landed on Estelle. She was silent, but he definitely saw the Constellation and the Demon King that had single-handedly destroyed the empire he had built. It made him realize what I was trying to tell him. 
“You seem to get stronger day by day.”
I shrugged. “Well, the universe won’t let me be weak.” 
“What makes one strong varies from individual to individual. However, if someone who supports their family swings their pickaxe without stopping because they can’t waste any second or minute, that makes them strong enough. Living life instead of wasting it should be the measure of strength.”
Kim Yul stared at me. 
“Time passes no matter what you do. It doesn’t matter if it’s a day or a year. Since you can turn back time, its value should be meaningless to you compared to anyone else, yet you live each day as if you could never turn it back. I think that’s what makes you strong. I also want to become as strong as you. I will try my best to achieve that, Death King.”
I fell silent.
Everyone is trying their hardest.
I wanted to take some time to savor that.
Estelle was a doppelganger who wanted to become human. She would try to achieve her wish and also become my daughter.
Sylvia used to be an immature young noble lady, and she wanted to have Raviel. That was her desire. She would try to have Raviel and fulfill the conditions Raviel had set.
Kim Yul once became stronger by throwing away his memories. Now, he had memories he never wanted to throw away. That was the wish he had, so he would try not to abandon himself.
Yes. Good. Very good.
The others also had wishes of their own, so they wanted to make them come true.
If only they could have an opportunity, even the smallest one…. 
I could be their opportunity.
“I will give you a body, Mr. Kim Yul.”
For others to get their opportunities, I became stronger.
[The Skill Earthbone Dragon’s Skull has been activated.]
[A Box has been completed.]
Just like Estelle, the Four Demon Kings, the cultists, and Sylvia Evanail, Kim Yul’s existence also became a pitch-black marble that soon colored my heart. 
I sighed, sensing that Kim Yul was saddened by the fact that the marble was dark, as if covered in soot, and not white and pure. My breath turned as black as my heart. As it escaped my lips, it settled on the ground like a thick fog. From there, a man slowly took shape. 
The Constellation Murderer, now human again, slowly clenched and unclenched his right fist over and over again as he looked up at the night sky.
“I really liked the passage in the book I read today. It was beautiful. But many more beautiful things await me.”
He swung his fist, his aura splitting the night sky. He split it over and over, tearing down the clouds that had some moonlight on them. The full moon stood between the dark clouds that had been soundlessly parted, its white moonlight seeping through the gaps.
Kim Yul blankly looked up at the moonlight pouring down on him. “I don’t remember that passage anymore.”
I approached him. 
“Death King, what should I call you?”
“Please call me Patriarch.”
“Patriarch.”
“Yes, we will become each other’s family one day, but I’m not going to hastily talk about it from the beginning. We do not know much and are not very familiar with each other yet. But we’ll be able to get closer in time.”
I took something out of my pocket. It had been a week since I parted ways with the goddess. In the meantime, I wandered around the city and prepared various things. 
While passing by an old street, I found a stationery store. An elementary student had skipped school and was playing on a game console in front of the store. I then went inside the store and found this.
I untied the yellow rubber band tying the Constellation Murderer’s hair. It was very tough and tight around his silver hair. “It’s not very expensive, but consider this is a gift for the day we will become a real family.”
After a while…
“Hmm. This is my first time tying someone else’s hair. It’s taking a while. Ah, I think I got it. Did I? Anyway, I guess this is okay.”
The Constellation Murderer’s ponytail was now held up with an ordinary hair tie.
“You won’t need this anymore.” 
I took his yellow rubber band and burned it with aura.
Probably a very long time ago, hundreds of years ago even, Lefanta Aegim thought that, even though he was throwing away his memories, he wasn’t going to forget that his world abandoned him.
Students at Shinseo High School took advantage of yellow rubber bands to harass Kim Yul since they damaged his hair and scalp whenever they were forcibly taken off. It was a simple yet effective way of bullying. Anyone could see it, so they all knew that Kim Yul was a victim.
It was a stigma. Lefanta Aegim didn’t hesitate to throw away Kim Yul’s memories because he had no good memories anyway. If he could throw them away, he would be grateful. However, he wanted to keep the proof that his world abandoned him to demonstrate just what kind of person he was, how he had been born, and what kind of stigma he had been ironed with. Only then could he curse the world to his heart’s content.
The proof that bound the Constellation Murderer with his past was now ashes. Kim Yul raised his hand and touched the back of his head, feeling up the cheap hair tie that could be bought at any stationery store[1].
“I’ll become our clan’s leader. Mr. Kim Yul, please become the clan shadow. Investigate the enemies’ movements and gather information about them.”
“Are you asking me to become a spy?”
“Yes.” I pointed to the warriors hiding below the wall. “Among the Four Demon Kings, there is a man named Ghostfire Demon King. He and his Requiem Unit handled intelligence. They were famous across gangho for their abilities. Mr. Kim Yul, lead them.”
“Do you think this is a suitable position for me?”
“Your specialty is recording and analyzing information.” I tapped the notebook Kim Yul was holding in his left hand. The old notebook trembled in response. “From now on, don’t write who you have to kill, who killed you, and the things you have to throw away. Please write only for our clan, turn that notebook into our clan’s diary. Mr. Kim Yul, please use your pen to prove. That will make me very happy.”
Kim Yul looked at me intently. For a long time, he didn’t speak. Eventually, the torn clouds disappeared. The faint moonlight shone down on the dry yard of a hanok that was withstanding time after it missed its time to die. In the remote region of his hometown which ended up becoming his grave, Kim Yul went down on one knee and bowed his head. 
“I understand. I'll put my life on your dream, my patriarch.”

1. If you guys want an image, here. It’s the kind of hair band that Korean stationery stores usually sell. ☜
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    Chapter 240: We Are Sitting In The Daecheongmaru Of An Old City (1)

    
      Dawn arrived, its light seeping into Kim Yul’s silver hair. Since he was kneeling before me, I could have the luxury of looking down at dawn. Theoretically, it was at my feet.
    

    
      
        [Your presence has become stronger.]
      
    

    
      
        [Death King’s level has increased.]
      
    

    
      As the dawn brightly colored the sky, the Tower once again proved my right. 
    

    
      It was only natural. Estelle and the Heavenly Demon Cult followers now had actual physical bodies. I allowed Sylvia Evanail to have a life of her own, and I even embraced Kim Yul’s life. Their greed, desires, hopes, and wishes expanded my existence, making me more distinct and stronger.
    

    
      
        [Your Skill Slots have increased.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Hunter Class is A.]
      
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      
        Yes, Goddess. You want to be a mother to everyone in the universe. Even if those you consider your children claw you, you will only feel sad and think that this is all your fault. Amethyst, I think that’s pretty sad.
      
    

    
      “You won’t have to do that with me!” 
    

    
      I smoothed the hilt of my sword and looked up at the sky.
    

    
      In the past, I was worried that the Tower wouldn’t listen to someone like me, but not anymore. My every word would reach the Tower and Amethyst because that was the person I had become.
    

    
      “Just wait until I get there! I don’t care about your Golden Rule, kingdom, or anything else! I’ll destroy it all and make myself happy by having delightful people around. I’ll show you how wrong you are!”
    

    
      My declaration of war definitely reached the Tower.
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “From now on, we’re a clan.” 
    

    
      I sat on the 
      
        daecheongmaru. 
      
      The only one sitting alongside me was Raviel, so it was clear who was qualified to sit on the throne.
    

    
      “Our clan’s name will be the Death King Clan.”
    

    
      In the yard, hundreds of humans knelt. They were all my vassals. Since there wasn’t enough space for all of them, some climbed on the fence. If the fence was too narrow, they climbed an old tree and knelt on one of its branches. There were definitely enough people to form a clan. 
    

    
      “I’m the patriarch of this clan. My spouse, Raviel Ivansia—”
    

    
      Raviel tapped the floor of the 
      
        daecheongmaru
      
       with the side of her fan. “I’m also the matriarch of one major clan of my own. The patriarch of the Death King Clan is the Duke Consort of the Ivansia family. It would also make sense for the Duke of Ivansia to be the consort of the Death King Clan. The vassals gathered here are all the lives you took in, Gong-Ja. It’s unseemly to intervene just because I’m your spouse.”
    

    
      She smiled. “In the language of this world, Ivansia is translated to silver heart, so it would be appropriate to call the Ivansia family the Silver Heart Clan. One day, the Death King Clan and the Silver Heart Clan will merge. When that day comes, we’ll become the Death Heart Clan and conquer the Tower.”
    

    
      Correct. By that time, Raviel and I would become joint leaders of the clan.
    

    
      “Sylvia Evanail,” I called.
    

    
      One of the vassals in the yard twitched. She was a noble young lady with cloud-like blond hair and a former powerful apostle of a certain Constellation.
    

    
      “Y-Yes, Patriarch!”
    

    
      “From now on, you are the head steward of the Death King Clan; I’ll leave the clan’s housekeeping to you. Take care of the food, sleep, and clothing of the clan members. Use the units of the Four Demon Kings that are free on that respective day.”
    

    
      Sweat dripped down her forehead. “It sounds as if you’re putting me in charge of chores.”
    

    
      “I’m sure you haven’t forgotten what you said earlier.”
    

    
      Sylvia’s expression hardened.
    

    
      “A servant serves the clan patriarch from closer than anyone else. If you want to be like me and become accepting of others, you have to watch me from up close. I’m giving you an opportunity.”
    

    
      “I—”
    

    
      “You can quit if it’s too difficult for you,” I said with sincerity. “But the only thing that proves your heart and gives meaning to your life is your actions. Think. Make a decision. Once you do, fight and win. Your butler would have wanted that.”
    

    
      “Shiiiiiiiiiiiit…”
    

    
      This marked the birth of my clan’s head steward, who always cursed out loud. Compared to her bright blond hair, her expression was always dark. Every time she opened her mouth, a curse leaked out. From now on, this would become Head Steward Sylvia Evanail’s daily routine.
    

    
      “Estelle.”
    

    
      She stood up straight. “Yes, Patriarch.” 
    

    
      Unlike Sylvia’s disgraceful behavior, Estelle was solemn and disciplined. With every breath she took, she maintained the faint image of the Demon King who had once led hundreds of thousands of monsters and annihilated the continent.
    

    
      “As my eldest child, you’ll lead the family on my behalf in times of emergency.”
    

    
      A faint crack appeared on Estelle’s disciplined look. “In case of emergency? I would never dare to think of it. Nothing can kill you for good, Patriarch.”
    

    
      “Of course, I’ve made my preparations. My clan won’t face a crisis if I die once or twice, but that doesn’t mean I shouldn’t be prepared for possible emergencies. Maybe a curse will make it impossible for me to use my aura. What would happen if I got trapped in a very big, sturdy vault and couldn’t move my limbs or even talk? Of course, I could still use 
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation
      
       like that, but what if someone puts me in a vegetative state?”
    

    
      “Father—”
    

    
      “I’m not invincible, Estelle. As we climb the Tower, the enemies will become stronger. We should always consider the worst-case scenario. When the time comes, I want you to lead the clan.”
    

    
      Estelle closed her eyes and took a deep breath, her exhales bearing a strong scent of ruins. When she opened her eyes again, she gripped her sword and reverently placed her forehead against the crossguard.
    

    
      “Yes. I, Estelle, will be the Death King Clan’s heiress apparent.”
    

    
      I nodded. “Good.”
    

    
      Though we had a long way to go as parent and child, we still did our best as patriarch and successor.
    

    
      
        There is absolutely no need to rush.
      
    

    
      We could start from here. Ordinary people first became parents and children, then the head of a household and their successor. However, this only applied to those with ordinary fortune. 
    

    
      We had been broken into pieces and scattered around the universe, but we coincidentally met each other. We had no choice but to do this in reverse and become a family. Still, that would be enough.
    

    
      “You will be treated as the heiress apparent, but you’ll act as my advisor on usual occasions.”
    

    
      “When you say advisor, you mean—”
    

    
      “I mean it literally. I’ll ask for your advice. Estelle, you once led a huge army and brought down kingdoms, holy nations, and empires on the continent. I cannot even compare to you in terms of military insight and strategic sense.”
    

    
      
        The number of floors where individual Hunters can crush the quests on their own will gradually decrease.
      
    

    
      As I climbed the Tower, I noticed that on each floor, the size of the enemy forces became larger. I was somehow able to clear the Infernal Mansion on my own, but it became quite difficult to do things solo during the tragedy of the Aegim Continent.
    

    
      Originally, the floor’s quest included the High Rankers reviving the dying empire together after taking roles such as general, knight commander, or prime minister.
    

    
      
        I just exploited the loopholes on that floor.
      
    

    
      Solo-clearing the quest was normally not allowed. I basically cheated.
    

    
      
        Hunters were already forced to work with each other after we entered the Great Library. And after the species war began, we reached the point where we each led a species of our own.
      
    

    
      What did this series of changes mean? I narrowed my eyes.
    

    
      
        The Tower is ordering us to create a faction.
      
       
      
        No floor of the Tower is meaningless. No, Amethyst never does anything without meaning. This is a recommendation, one which will eventually become a warning. 
      
    

    
      It was a warning that it would be difficult to clear floors beyond the fiftieth floor without a faction of our own.
    

    
      
        Only I know that this is a warning. 
      
    

    
      I was the only one who had met Amethyst face to face. Only I knew what kind of person the Tower master was, how she thought, and what she desired. This would surely serve as a huge advantage while clearing the Tower in the future.
    

    
      
        I need to grow my faction.
      
    

    
      Fortunately, I had people on my side—a lot of them. Still, their number wasn’t the most important aspect. These people could mean a lot to each other in the future, which I was very grateful for.
    

    
      
        I’m fortunate. We are strong.
      
    

    
      I looked around the yard. The cultists bowed down toward me. My aides, the Four Demon Kings, led the warriors. Chief Warrior Uburka would command the Demon Kings. Head Steward Sylvia Evanail would support and back them up. Clan Shadow Kim Yul would organize an intelligence unit and operate in secret, while Advisor Estelle would help me devise strategies.
    

    
      I looked at each of their faces, made eye contact, and exchanged our resolutions with them. These people had exchanged death with me and declared they would live on together.
    

    
      
        We are strong, and we will continue to grow stronger.
      
    

    
      “Estelle, your father is good at saving people and uniting them. I think I can confidently say that,” I said. “By looking at someone, I can tell what kind of wounds they live with. If that isn’t enough, I can find out by dying.
    

    
      “That’s how I share others’ wounds and become one with the clan. If I work hard, the clan might become a family. However, when it comes to how to run the faction that I created, I’m still inexperienced and lacking very much.” I smiled. “I need your help and advice, Estelle.”
    

    
      She remained quiet. 
    

    
      “I erased the history of you becoming the Demon King and destroying the continent, but that doesn’t mean your traumas have to be meaningless. We can give them meaning.” 
    

    
      I gestured to Estelle, who approached me cautiously. When I took hold of her hand, I made her sit on the 
      
        daecheongmaru
      
       and face the same direction I had during my speech. From this angle, she could share my perspective.
    

    
      “Look. Your wounds from your lifetime of trauma aren’t just wounds. They’ll protect our clan. With you by my side, no one will be able to burn us down.”
    

    
      I had been wanting to tell her this for a long time.
    

    
      “Use what you gained from destroying the world to protect it this time.”
    

    
      The skies grew brighter. As the many colorful lights dyed the world, a sky-blue ray momentarily lingered on Estelle’s face. 
    

    
      “Yes. Yes, I will protect it.”
    

    
      She raised her hand and grabbed the skull mask that always covered half of her face to remove it. The moment the old skull hit the ground, it crumbled to dust.
    

    
      Estelle turned her head and looked at me. This was the first time I had seen her face ever since she joined my legion.
    

    
      “As your advisor, Patriarch, I’ll protect our world.”
    

    
      There was dew on her face from the long night. Since it was dawn now, it was not at all strange that she had dew on her face, especially after being born like a blade of grass. It was also not very surprising that she smiled so brightly. 
    

    
      I nodded and finally stood up from the 
      
        daecheongmaru.
      
       Peering up at the sky, I realized it made the colored glass windows’ light appear even bluer. 
    

    
      I shouted, “That’s enough now.”
    

    
      The sky was quiet.
    

    
      “My vacation is over. I’m not sure if I should call this a considerate or inconsiderate gesture, but thanks to you, I found out and saw a lot of things that made me stronger. Instead of letting what I saw burn me, I burned it back. Please send us to the next stage now.”
    

    
      The sky distorted, and a beam of light fell from the sky.
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess has appeared.]
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 241: We Are Sitting In The Daecheongmaru Of An Old City (2)

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess has appeared.]
      
    

    
      In an instant, the light coming down from the sky broke into pieces. Countless shiny white flower petals fell into the yard. They had no outline or scent, so they looked like transparent butterflies dancing beautifully in the air.
    

    
      In the midst of the fluttering petals, one of the Tower’s Pillars stretched with all her might.
    

    
      “Mmmmmmm, hello! It’s been a while, all of you!”
    

    
      The Pillar, known as the Mirage-Walking Princess, was a blond girl. She stepped down the petal stairs that connected the sky to the ground. My clan and I watched her descending to this land like she was dancing.
    

    
      “How is everyone? Are you all satisfied with the vacation I gave you?”
    

    
      Finally, the princess’ shoe crushed the last flower petal and touched the ground. The crumpled petals turned into white dust before vanishing.
    

    
      “Wow, it’s really nice to see the Death King together with his lover and beloved son.”
    

    
      She looked around. When she spotted the ones who had once shouldered the yoke of the monster legion surrounded her, standing upright with actual physical bodies, realization seemed to dawn on her.
    

    
      She turned and looked straight at me. “Hmm, okay. It looks like you had a really great holiday, Death King.”
    

    
      “It’s been a while, Princess.”
    

    
      “Yeah, I sent you all here to enjoy your vacation, so what is this? I can’t even begin to wrap my head around what you were up to. This was no ordinary vacation. Death King, why do they have their own living bodies and the powers from their prime?”
    

    
      I opened my intertwined palms. “I did what I always do. Got a good Skill and put it to good use.”
    

    
      When I opened the Skill, a golden card appeared above my palm.
    

    
      The princess frowned. “Earthbone Dragon’s Skull? Wait a minute, that’s—”
    

    
      “Yes, this is your mother’s Skill. I know that you’re the Tower master’s oldest daughter, and that your mother’s name is Amethyst.”
    

    
      The princess’s face hardened. With every word coming out of my mouth, the air became thicker. She had to stretch her neck a bit to look up at me. “I see. You really learned a lot, Death King.”
    

    
      “Yes, I did.”
    

    
      “Amazing. Incredible. I mean it, I really do. Since you copied Mom’s Skill, that means she killed you once. You saw some stuff, didn’t you?” The princess quietly grabbed my arm. Like a snake, she leaned over and whispered, “How much of Mom’s trauma have you seen?”
    

    
      It was only then that I realized that the Tower master and the princess resembled each other. Both of them had such brilliant blonde hair that would put platinum to shame. They also shared the habit of whispering a lot.
    

    
      “I fell right in the middle of the Noble Assembly meeting, which the Tower master attended.”
    

    
      “Aha. So?”
    

    
      “I learned how corrupt the world the Tower master lived in was. But I watched Viscountess Amethyst save it and be promoted to a duchess.”
    

    
      “That’s it?”
    

    
      “I also learned about the Golden Rule.”
    

    
      The princess closed her mouth.
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess is shocked.]
      
    

    
      Could it be that she didn’t expect I would get that far?
    

    
      “I saw the Tower master’s resolve. She’s really determined to take on all the pain in the universe.”
    

    
      The princess’s voice was hollow when she spoke. It seemed she was looking somewhere beyond this place. “Mom doesn’t make empty promises. She’s really trying to create a universe where everyone has to blame only one person. No one was born wrong except for her.
    

    
      “In the old days, the light of reason was extinguished, overwhelming people with all kinds of fears. To relieve those fears, they created scapegoats and passed on all their sins and pain. It’s like the snail empire that Inquisy created.”
    

    
      —It’s all because of you that this happened.
    

    
      “The world of primitive religion is created to soothe people, and it somewhat overlaps with Mom’s world, where we seek to understand the logical consequences of cause and effect.”
    

    
      —It’s all because of me that this happened.
    

    
      “It’s funny.”
    

    
      Despite her remark, the princess didn’t look happy at all. Soon, she changed her tone of voice, trying to change the mood.
    

    
      “Anyway, you found out a lot before returning to the present. Death King, you’re much tougher than I thought. I’m not the type to praise a lot, but I think you deserve it in this case. You’re amazing.”
    

    
      The princess clapped.
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess praises you.]
      
    

    
      
        Hmmmm.
      
    

    
      I said, “I always welcome a compliment, but I believe you should send us to the next stage first. I didn’t intend for this holiday to be this long. My colleagues are still waiting for me, so I should be considerate of their feelings.”
    

    
      “Yeah, well, I took care of that, so you don’t have to worry. But okay.” The princess looked around. “Then let’s split up. I can send Raviel to The Story of Sormwin Academy. And the Constellation Murderer to Cafe Planetarium, right? Hmm, the problem is the nine hundred and ninety-nine cultists. You guys can train at murim for the time being...”
    

    
      I held her wrist. “Princess.”
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      “You don’t have to do that. Except for Raviel, everyone you see here will head to the next floor.”
    

    
      “Huh...?” The princess crossed her arms. “What do you mean? Only the top warriors can enter the thirtieth to fortieth floors. I know your warriors are strong, but their ranks within the Tower haven’t been determined yet.”
    

    
      My grip was still firm around her wrist. “No, they’re going to the next floor with me.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “It won’t just be this floor. The next floor, and then the one after… until the day we see the end of the Tower, they’ll accompany me.”
    

    
      It didn’t comply with the regulations, and the Tower wouldn’t be able to tolerate it, yet I was talking as if this was normal.
    

    
      The princess smiled. “Hmm. Why? How? What authority do you have?”
    

    
      “I don’t have any authority. However, like I told you, I have the Skill.”
    

    
      I showed the Skill Card of the Earthbone Dragon’s Skull. 
    

    
      “They are all tied to this.”
    

    
      “Yeah, and?”
    

    
      “And I used Monster Legion Reincarnation in an apocalyptic book where the number of people permitted to enter was already limited,” I said, emphasizing every word. “In other words, people participating in a quest through a Skill doesn’t violate the Tower’s rules.”
    

    
      “Haha. That means—”
    

    
      “It’s the same this time. I have the Earthbone Dragon’s Skull. All my clan members are bound to it, so it’s correct to interpret them as part of me. Therefore, they can follow me to any floor.”
    

    
      “You haven’t gotten rid of the habit of playing with rules, have you?” the princess asked with a giggle. “But they were summons before, and now they’re living humans. Deathy, do you want to treat them as your summons again, or are you requesting another convene of the Pillars for a rule interpretation?”
    

    
      The princess was definitely the Tower master’s daughter. Her smile as she spun around with her hands clasped behind her back reminded me of a snake with shiny scales.
    

    
      “Just a heads-up. Your odds of getting support again at the Pillar meeting are not high, especially if they find out you have Mom’s Skill. You saw it at the kingdom meeting, yes? Mom has as many worshipers as she has enemies. Of course, it’s the same among the Pillars. A ton of them will be offended by the mere fact that you have Mom’s Skill—”
    

    
      “Princess,” I said, cutting her off. She tilted her head in confusion. “What is a Skill to you?”
    

    
      The princess immediately answered, “Hmm. A framed technology. A tool to compete with others and win. A means to occupy a higher ground.”
    

    
      I shook my head. “I also thought that way at first, but no.”
    

    
      “Then?”
    

    
      “Without a single exception, every Skill contains the life of someone who lived in a world at some point.”
    

    
      Amethyst had told me that Skills were a reflection of someone’s ability or life, basically self-portraits. So, when we used a Skill, we used someone’s traces, proving that they had lived in this universe at some point, perhaps a very long time ago.
    

    
      “It’s clear from the Puppet Master’s Parade alone.”
    

    
      The Skill belonged to the Constellation Murderer. Even though I didn’t choose it, I clearly remembered the description. I used my aura to create a replica in the air.
    

    
      
        
          Puppet Master’s Parade
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: S
      
    

    
      
        Effect: An old puppeteer from a world. The puppeteer was afraid of being loved but wasn’t strong enough to endure eternal solitude, so they came up with an idea. 
      
    

    
      
        “I’ll create another me. I’ll let the other me live with other people and be loved. And if the other me gets hurt... I’ll get rid of them,” the puppeteer whispered. “I’ll erase them forever.”
      
    

    
      
        Countless puppets lived and were discarded.
      
    

    
      
        This Skill is a wicked sorcery for the weak, giving them the right to choose which memories to keep and which to throw away. 
      
    

    
      
        You can create thirteen puppets with exactly the same appearance and abilities as you. When one dies, another will wake up. Broken puppets can be repaired.
      
    

    
      
        You shall have imitated immortality and assembled eternity.
      
    

    
      
        ※The puppets do not share their memories.
      
    

    
      “The same thing can be said about the High Society of Goblins, too.”
    

    
      
        
          High Society of Goblins
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: F
      
    

    
      
        Effects: A problem greatly troubled the Goblin King: "Goblin culture is too uncivilized. Every sentence ends with ‘kerr-kerr.’ I cannot show my dignity like this!" Just then, a stroke of genius struck the Goblin King. "That's right! From now on, I shall end my sentences with gorrr. Gorrr! It suits my elegance, gorr."
      
    

    
      
        ※However, it will intensify the conflict within the species.
      
    

    
      
        ※The Skill has been copied from Monster: Goblin King.
      
    

    
      “If a Skill is nothing more than a tool with functions, why does it have such a long description on its card?”
    

    
      “Death King, it’s because card games need flavor text to give the setting some depth. In reality, it’s all just about overpowering others—”
    

    
      I held up a card. “No, that isn’t what a Skill is all about.”
    

    
      The card in my hand was Sword Constellation, the one I got when I had been a rookie who knew nothing. It was also the Skill that had left a very deep impact on me.
    

    
      “This is a part of the system that connects with other people. Open the Skill Card.”
    

    
      Letters leaked out from the card I held in my hand.
    

    
      
        
          Sword Constellation
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: A+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: He is from another world and managed to clear the ninety-ninth floor of the Tower in his world. However, he was brought to his knees right on the verge of reaching the Tower's hundredth floor. Due to his regret, he failed to find eternal peace and became a Guardian instead. He can't physically influence the world, but he is able to talk to you.  He has abundant experience and is incredibly skilled, so ask him for advice!
      
    

    
      
        ※No one can perceive your Guardian except for you.
      
    

    
      
        ※The Skill has been copied from Hunter Marcus Carlenbery.
      
    

    
      The Guardian stood right behind me with his back to me, looking just like the time he ruled his murim.
    

    
      “This is the true goal of Skills,” I said. “Connecting people. Worlds, too. The Skill I activated as I took a step is the Lightness Art that an old martial arts master devoted their life to learning a long time ago. This way, we can feel others through the Skills they leave behind and stay connected to them. Isn’t that what your mother, the Tower master, wants?”
    

    
      The princess was silent for a long time. Her lips parted slightly a few times, but she shut them tight again before trying to talk. 
    

    
      “Really. I can’t win against your logic.” Silence fell briefly before she continued, “So, Death King, you want to go up together with your clan?”
    

    
      “Yes, please.”
    

    
      The princess heaved a deep sigh.
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess shakes her head.]
      
    

    
      The princess’ sleeves flapped as she shouted, “I’m sending you all to the thirty-sixth floor! If you have anything to take with you, pack up quickly! I’m not going to give you much time! Get back here in two minutes! Hurry! I’m a busy person!”
    

    
      The warriors who had been standing by in a disciplined manner began to move as carefully as possible, but that alone made the old hanok shake as if an earthquake was underway.
    

    
      I was dumbfounded. “Uh, be careful! You might break some—”
    

    
      “It’s okay,” Ja Su-Jeong said calmly. “I don’t use these things anyway. Even if they break, it’s not a bad thing since they’ll retain the memories of you and everyone else staying here.”
    

    
      I took a deep breath. She was the goddess’ avatar and a sacrifice who was decided to live the most unfortunate life in this world. The only trait that defined her was her motherly love. 
    

    
      I asked her, “Would you like to come with us?”
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      It was a short answer to a much longer question.
    

    
      Ja Su-Jeong lowered her head. “I’m sorry. If I go, there will be no one to take care of the rabbits at school. There are also people who will be sad when I leave. Not that many, but there are. Mr. Baek is away for his summer vacation. Miss Neung-Hyang, my senior, and Mr. Do-Yeon will probably be very lonely if I disappear, so I’m sorry, but I can’t follow you, Mr. Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      If I were to ask her to help me, Ja Su-Jeong would follow me without any hesitation because she was a fragment of the goddess who wanted nothing more than to bear everyone’s wounds. But I wasn’t climbing the Tower to prove the goddess’ omnipotence.
    

    
      “I see. Then there is nothing we can do. Farewell, Miss Ja Su-Jeong. Thanks to you, I was able to have a pleasant stay with my lover and son. From beginning to end, you really took great care of us. I’m grateful, really.”
    

    
      To create a universe where there was no need for a goddess like her, I climbed the Tower. I wanted to show that we could be happy without asking for her help, and that she wasn’t born wrong.
    

    
      “Yes, be safe, Mr. Gong-Ja,” Ja Su-Jeong told me. 
    

    
      Pure white light enveloped the old hanok.
    

    
      
        [Opening the thirty-sixth floor.]
      
    

    
      Just before the light enveloped us completely, I turned around. I was worried about Ja Su-Jeong since she was near me, but that was when I saw something unexpected. 
    

    
      She was smiling brightly, her hands put together as if she were praying. Pure white light waved around her. She looked like a goddess praying to humans rather than a human praying to a god.
    

    
      She parted her lips slightly. 
    

    
      
        [May luck be with the warriors who climb the Tower.]
      
    

    
      The light embraced my clan.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 242: We Are Sitting In The Daecheongmaru Of An Old City (3)

    
      When I opened my eyes again, I realized we were back in that white space. There was no horizon, mountains, streams, or any kind of greenery. We were standing in a three-dimensional space that looked like a sheet of drawing paper stretching out to infinity. This was the stop sandwiched between floors, our temporary base where we prepared for the next expedition.
    

    
      
        It’s been quite a while since I was here.
      
    

    
      Though the scenery was too bleak to feel nostalgic.
    

    
      
        Now that I think about it, what kind of area is this?
      
    

    
      The Mirage-Walking Princess walked past us with light steps. When she looked back at me, she had a bright smile on her face. “Are you curious?” 
    

    
      “It just caught my eye.”
    

    
      “This is one of the worlds that Mom created using her All Life. Wow! I didn’t get censored one bit while saying this!” 
    

    
      The princess suddenly jumped up and down in excitement. It seemed like not getting censored made her very happy. “Listen! Mula-Gagamia. Gesh-ve-Nail. The security system translates everything into the language of the kingdom of the Citadel Realm if I say something that exceeds your authorization level. It’s amazing!”
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess sends her praise to your authorization level.]
      
    

    
      The princess continued to shout “amazing” to show how exceptional my authorization level was.
    

    
      “The kingdom of the Citadel Realm is the world where Viscountess Amethyst lives.”
    

    
      “Yup! All languages ​​are translated in the Tower except for the one spoken in the Citadel Realm’s. You said you went to that realm thanks to your trauma penalty, right? How was it? Were you able to understand the kingdom language?”
    

    
      “Uh, yes. I understood everything from the beginning—”
    

    
      Suddenly, a possibility occurred to me.
    

    
      “At that time, I possessed Advisor River Eternal. She knew the kingdom’s language, so it wasn’t a problem for me to understand what others were saying and reply to them.”
    

    
      “I see. Hmph.” 
    

    
      The princess came a little closer and looked up at my face. I felt a bit uncomfortable. 
    

    
      “W-What is it?” I asked.
    

    
      “Out of all possible people, you ended up possessing Advisor River Eternal…”
    

    
      “Are we similar in any way?”
    

    
      The princess stood up straight and shook her hands. “No, not at all! You don’t have anything in common. Actually, if you two meet, you’ll become enemies within three seconds!”
    

    
      “It’s that bad?”
    

    
      “Your personalities just don’t align, but… yeah.” The princess waved her hand in the air. White petals flew out from nowhere and swirled around her hands. “Let’s say there is an innocent child that exists within a world.”
    

    
      The scene looked plucked from a fairy tale. Only white flower petals were dancing in the world of white paper, but they soon turned into a temple that sang a sacred song of life.
    

    
      “To save this child, the entire world has to be destroyed. It works the same the other way around. If you leave the world as it is, the child will inevitably die.”
    

    
      “Have you extremized the Immortal Happiness Preacher’s world?” I asked. 
    

    
      “Yes, yes, you’ve already been through that world, but you could make the choice back then because you had the power to overturn that world.”
    

    
      She was right. If I didn’t have the Skill, it would have been impossible to make that choice.
    

    
      “If you didn’t have that power, you would be left with these two options. Now, what would you choose in this situation? Would you rather save the child, or would you rather preserve the world?”
    

    
      
        Hmm. 
      
    

    
      I crossed my arms. “I’m saving the child.”
    

    
      “You answered immediately. Why?”
    

    
      “Well, if a world could only be maintained that way, that means it’s not a good world anyway, so I have to save the child.”
    

    
      The princess chuckled, but there was something peculiar mixed in her laughter—wisdom. “Yeah, you’re right. There’s not much value in that kind of world, and the person you possessed thought the same thing.”
    

    
      “You mean Advisor River Eternal?”
    

    
      The princess nodded. “She loves my mom so much. Well, I guess it’s closer to worship. Hmm, let’s say she’s like a priestess who wants to have the goddess all for herself.”
    

    
      She grabbed my shoulder. “You better be careful, Death King.” 
    

    
      When I looked back, around one thousand clan members were looking at me. 
    

    
      “Your clan is freshly established, so it’s fine for now. Your heart is overflowing with faith and confidence. You feel like it’ll be like that forever,” the princess whispered. “But this group came together because of you. If you change or disappear, they have no reason to remain a team. You know that, right?”
    

    
      The princess’ grip on my shoulder tightened. 
    

    
      “The Heavenly Demon Cult followers can’t tolerate Estelle. She mercilessly slaughtered others. The Constellation Murderer has been going around killing Constellations, so he wouldn’t be able to tolerate your son, Uburka. They have lived different lives in different worlds. By nature, they cannot mix.”
    

    
      Her whispering resembled the hiss of a snake. 
    

    
      “And they aren’t going to be the final members of your clan, are they? Even you have people you delayed taking in until you figured out the right time, right? And there will be more people you want to take in, right?”
    

    
      She was right.
    

    
      “Deathy, as your clan grows, bigger discords will follow. The moment you disappear or become even slightly endangered—” 
    

    
      The princess put her hands together and spread them out.  
    

    
      “Booooom.” 
    

    
      She laughed as if she was having fun. 
    

    
      “Climbing the Tower? Helping the weak? Creating a world where everyone can bear their own wounds so no one is forced to sacrifice? That’s noble but, Deathy, if you die or get seriously hurt, those goals mean nothing to your followers. Everyone will say fuck the other worlds and will struggle to reverse what happened to you. Their scales will be so broken that a world will never be able to weigh the same as you.”
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess gives you a serious warning.]
      
    

    
      “Don’t die, Death King. Don’t get sick, don’t get kidnapped, and don’t get tortured. Don’t sacrifice yourself in vain. The blood you shed will dye your children’s hearts that much redder.”
    

    
      The princess’ smile was frivolous at one glance. However, her voice was reverent as she gave me a prophecy in a white world’s fabricated temple.
    

    
      “Be happy. Only when you are happy will the other clan members be happy as well. Try as hard as possible so you can be as happy as you can be. Don’t just be emotionally happy. Understand why you and your clan are doing this and how great it will be when you succeed. That is how you should be happy.”
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Your answer was very prompt this time as well. Are you sure you understood?”
    

    
      I clenched my fists. “When other people are happy, that makes me happy too. As long as I fight for others, I will keep going. If so, there will never be a day when I stop being happy.”
    

    
      The princess smiled and spun in place to hold my hands. 
    

    
      “Please save Mom.”
    

    
      Light spread brightly from the gaps between our hands. The tremor I felt from the princess made me freeze. She used to always smile leisurely, so her being this shaken up didn’t suit her.
    

    
      “Princess?”
    

    
      “Please… Please,” the goddess’ daughter pleaded with teary eyes. “Save my mom… There are so many unhappy people, and they all blame Mom. Mom has to take responsibility for too many people and all their pain.”
    

    
      “Princess.”
    

    
      “There are already so many of them, but with each passing second, the number increases.”
    

    
      I would expect so. I thought about the worlds I had traveled across before I got here, wondering how many of the commoners who had died in vain during the Demon King’s attack in the world of the Aegim Empire were the Tower master. I thought about how many of the nameless jiangshi who had starved to death in Teacher’s murim were the Tower master. What about the Immortal Happiness Preacher’s world?
    

    
      In the Inquisitor’s snail empire, there were many species discriminated against and abused to death. How many of those were the Tower master? How many of the people on Earth, where I lived—
    

    
      “Please.”
    

    
      The daughter of a suffering goddess wept because of her mother.
    

    
      “Please, please.”
    

    
      
        [The thirty-sixth floor has opened.]
      
    

    
      
        [May luck be with the warriors who climb the Tower.]
      
    

    
      I patted the little princess’s shoulder.
    

    
      “Okay. I will save her.”
    

    
      The Tower’s hundredth floor was still far away. Once I reached it, I would definitely be able to do something about this request. 
    

    
      “It may be difficult, but hold on.”
    

    
      If the goddess saved the universe, the rest of us could save the goddess. It was a simple, clear, and perfectly good plan.
    

    
      “We’re strong.”
    

    
      
        [You will be immediately teleported to the thirty-sixth floor!]
      
    

    
      I stroked the shoulder of the princess, who was still crying, before looking straight ahead. Light seeped in from the other side of the infinite paper in a quiet explosion. The tsunami made of white easily swallowed me, Kim Yul, Sylvia Evanail, and the rest of my clan members at once.
    

    
      Just before I disappeared, I smiled at the princess who would remain alone.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      We were floating above the plains. This wasn’t the first time I floated around like a ghost, but it was really different to do it with all my clan members around me.
    

    
      
        Anyone who sees this will think the world is coming to an end.
      
    

    
      I looked around. Soon, groups as large as ours came into view. Soldiers from both sides of a vast plain were fighting, each carrying a different flag.
    

    
      “Oooooh! Kill them!”
    

    
      “Don’t let them push you away! Kill them! Kill them all!”
    

    
      On one side was the army of Skians, the species led by the Viper, the Rank 6th Hunter. The Skians were larger than other species, had horns sprouting from their heads, wore loose armor and used greatswords as big as themselves.
    

    
      On the other side was the army of Terras, the species I led. It had been a while since I last saw them. Aside from the fact that horns didn’t grow on their foreheads, they weren’t much different from the Skians.
    

    
      “Yeeeeaaaah!”
    

    
      “Freaking thorns! Let’s decide who will die here today!”
    

    
      “Archers! Fire!”
    

    
      “Don’t let your guard down! Use the enemy corpses as shields to withstand the arrows!”
    

    
      The battlefield was cruel. About twenty thousand people were killed. For a moment, my heart sank.
    

    
      
        How many of them had lived unfair lives? And how many…
      
    

    
      When I thought about it, the scene made me lightheaded, but I regained my composure. I stood there, facing everything without being swayed by emotions or turning away from them. As a result, I got to see something interesting.
    

    
      “Nyahahahaha!”
    

    
      On the front line of the Skian army, a swordswoman was running around, her red hair swaying in the wind. She was holding two swords and wearing a robe of some sort. Her liveliness caught everyone’s attention. 
    

    
      “Oooh! It’s the Dancing Sword!”
    

    
      “I believe so, oi—!”
    

    
      The Skians who cheered rather resembled the typical, rough sailors, but this Dancing Sword… It was as if she were a comic book character drawn in a different style. But the bigger problem was...
    

    
      Ubburka nudged my shoulder. “Daddy.” 
    

    
      “Yup.”
    

    
      “Could that be…”
    

    
      I avoided eye contact. It was just a little while ago that I decided to face everything and not ignore it, but I still found myself wanting to look away in this situation. Nevertheless, Kim Yul, standing next to me, was heartless. He muttered, “That one is possessed.”
    

    
      “Don’t say it….”
    

    
      “Perhaps it’s because I’m no different from a ghost right now, but I can see an image of a middle-aged man possessing that woman running wild on the battlefield.”
    

    
      “Uuuuuuuugh! Don’t say that!”
    

    
      He was right! I could see the faint image of Viper in that Skian swordswoman running around the battlefield! In other words, the woman was actually the Viper!
    

    
      Sylvia pulled my sleeve. “Patriarch.” 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “She… isn’t the only one…”
    

    
      “She’s… not?”
    

    
      “Over there. No, don’t look away. Look over there. Yes, riiiiiiight there.” 
    

    
      Sylvia grabbed my head and forced me to look in the direction of the front lines of the Skian army.
    

    
      “Oi, oi, this leaves me no choice. I have to step in.”
    

    
      Adjusting his gloves, a Skian boy who was way more slender than the other Skians walked out holding two swords. I could also see the Viper in him.
    

    
      “Hahaha! Indeed, indeed. It’s time for us to step up!”
    

    
      A pigtail girl, who was more petite than the other Skians, came out, holding two swords. Her tone was like that of a novel’s main character. Of course, this one was also the Viper.
    

    
      “Phew… That’s why we’re here, right?”
    

    
      A young Skian walked out, holding a scythe for some reason. His appearance was so sharp that it looked like his jawline could cut cake. Obviously, he was also the Viper.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      Seven different Skians showed up from all directions.
    

    
      “We, the Seven Skian Heroes, will take care of this battle,” they said in unison.
    

    
      
        
          People Possession 
        
      
    

    
      
        Grade: SSS
      
    

    
      
        Effect: You can possess the character of your choice. If that character dies, you return to your spirit form.
      
    

    
      
        Cost: Not for sale (This is a special reward.)
      
    

    
      
        ※ You can only possess a person within one minute after death.
      
    

    
      I had no choice but to shout, “What the hell are you doing, Mister?”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 243: The Era Of Heroes (1)

    
      The battlefield was chaotic and brimming with soldiers. I wasn’t sure if I should call those guys the Seven Skian Heroes or the Viper’s seven clones. Anyhow, the Viper’s reinforcements helped the Skians overwhelm the Terras quickly.  
    

    
      If I left them like that, the Terras would be obliterated. Aside from the fact that the Viper was a ridiculous man, he was strong, and seven versions of himself were leading the army.
    

    
      “Shit!” 
    

    
      I quickly crossed the battlefield using Aerial Step. Estelle and Uburka called me from behind.
    

    
      “Patriarch!”
    

    
      “Daddy Patriarch!”
    

    
      “You guys wait here. Actually, Chief Warrior Uburka, maintain Aura Transmission with me and go up to the mountain peak over there!” 
    

    
      In an instant, I got closer to the battlefield. Uburka used his aura to fire his voice so accurately and precisely that only I could hear it.
    

    
      
        “Mountain peak? Why?”
      
    

    
      
        “I have something you need to do. I’ll tell you what that is and when you should do it, so just go there and wait for my signal!”
      
    

    
      
        “Ugor. It looks like Daddy—no, the patriarch is planning something strange again!”
      
    

    
      I stepped onto the air and rushed straight into the middle of the battlefield. If others had seen me, they would have been shocked and left in awe. However, I was no different from a ghost right now. Only those who were completing the quest could see me. Aside from our clan, the Viper was the only one on this battlefield to fit this description.
    

    
      On the front line, a warrior smiled cheerfully as she swung her two swords.
    

    
      “Nyahahahaha! They said Terra was the strongest species in the world, but it seems like that was just a rumor! How can they be the strongest species when they can’t kill me, a single Skian? Come at me! I’m the Dancing Sword of the Seven Skian Heroes! Come at me so I can kill more of you!”
    

    
      With her red hair flying, the warrior’s two swords crossed paths with an enemy.
    

    
      
        Swish! 
      
    

    
      The head of a Terra warrior flew away. I had raised and cared for these guys. They were my children, and I just saw one of them die. 
    

    
      Anger exploded in my heart. I immediately blocked the red-haired warrior’s path. “What do you think you’re doing?”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      The warrior had been walking around the battlefield with a grin, but her smug attitude was gone now as her eyes widened. Behind the warrior I saw the faint image of the Viper crossing his arms, looking just like the Guardian by my side.
    

    
      “Oh? It’s you, Death King. You’re finally here.” 
    

    
      He didn’t seem very welcoming. Well, for me, it had been a really long time since I saw him, but it was different for the Viper. It had just been only a few days.
    

    
      “What?” I asked. “Are you purposefully giving me a hard time? Why are you leading the battlefield to kill off my species?”
    

    
      “Hey, hey. Calm down. It’s not impossible for a war between species to break out. I’m the god of Skians, so of course I’m going to fight on their side. Why are you so serious?”
    

    
      “Are you kidding—”
    

    
      I was about to burst into anger, but war was war. Even as we spoke, blood continued to be shed around us. A Terra warrior saw the Dancing Sword pausing as an opportunity, so he thrust his spear forward.
    

    
      “Ugeeeeeeer!”
    

    
      “Ha.”
    

    
      Of course, the Viper wasn’t a newbie martial artist who could be taken down easily. He thrust one of his swords right into the warrior’s forehead. The Terra fell to the ground, bleeding all over the place. That was when I lost it. 
    

    
      “Sect Master!”
    

    
      “Gosh, you’re so annoying. Listen! It’s not like I want this war. If you’re late, stay out of this!” the Viper snapped. 
    

    
      “Shut up and turn your army around!”
    

    
      “Why? This is a war that is supposed to happen! If one side overwhelms the other, it actually decreases the damage. Besides, all the Skians and Terras are fighting like crazy. How am I supposed to make them retreat? That will only result in more casualties, you idiot!” 
    

    
      The Dancing Sword spat on the ground and strode forward. After pulling out his sword from the forehead of the Terra corpse, she took a stance to use her swords again.
    

    
      “Let’s talk after I finish this!” the Viper shouted. 
    

    
      Fuck. As much as I was outraged, the Viper had a point. The two armies were entangled right now, so, for them to retreat, I had to intervene.
    

    
      I turned around and fired my Aura Transmission. “Chief Warrior! Can you hear me?” 
    

    
      Beyond the battlefield, a mountain range overlooked the plains. From its highest peak, Uburka picked up on my transmission.
    

    
      “Ugor. Your words are always so clear that I’d be able to pick them up from hell,” Uburka answered.
    

    
      
        “Chief Warrior, you are the only one among us who’s from this world!”
      
    

    
      Uburka laughed out loud. “That’s right, Ugor.”
    

    
      
        “You should stop the battle.”
      
    

    
      
        “Both starting and preventing wars are my specialties, but how am I supposed to do that now?”
      
    

    
      “Pull out the mountain peak!” I shouted.
    

    
      There was silence for a moment. When I enhanced my vision with aura and looked up at the top of the mountain in the distance, I saw Uburka looking back at me, dumbstruck.
    

    
      
        “Pull out the mountain peak? Are you out of your mind?”
      
    

    
      
        “Why? You can do it, can’t you?”
      
    

    
      
        “If I try hard, I guess, yeah…”
      
    

    
      
        “Pull out the mountain peak and slam it in the middle of the battlefield! If possible, choose an area without soldiers! It’s the last thing they’ll expect, so the soldiers will stop in shock, even if only for a moment!”
      
    

    
      “Ugor.” Uburka laughed. “Is that the first order that you give to your son after you became the patriarch and made me your chief warrior, Daddy?”
    

    
      
        “That’s right!”
      
    

    
      “Good.” Uburka stood up. “I was worried that things would get a little boring after you became the patriarch, but I guess I was worrying over nothing. You’ve always been a psycho. Regardless of whether you’re called patriarch or god, you will always remain a psycho at your core!”
    

    
      
        Rumble!
      
    

    
      Something akin to thunder resounded from afar. As Uburka grew bigger and bigger, his aura contracted and expanded his muscles, enough to produce fierce noises. However, ordinary soldiers didn’t know where the sound was coming from.
    

    
      “Uger, the day is already fucked up, but it’s going to rain too!”
    

    
      “Stop that idiot, the Dancing Sword or whatever her name is, Uger! If we can’t kill her, we’ll lose!”
    

    
      The Terras reorganized themselves. Even though the seven Vipers were destroying their formation, the Terras weren’t going to back down. They were warriors that I had personally poured my sweat and tears into raising him.
    

    
      
        I’m so proud of you.
      
    

    
      I looked up at the top of the mountain. “Chief Warrior!”
    

    
      
        “Ugor. I’m ready, Patriarch.”
      
    

    
      
        “Pull it out!”
      
    

    
      A transcendental sound shook the world, sending tremors on the battlefield. Both the tall Skians and large Terras lost their balance and composure.
    

    
      A Skian who seemed to hold quite a rank shouted, “Is this an earthquake?”
    

    
      “Get in line with your comrades! Don’t run away! It’s a small earthquake anyway—”
    

    
      I felt bad, but this was no earthquake. This was a man-made disaster.
    

    
      
        Thuuuuuuud!
      
    

    
      The sounds of destruction were clear. Only then did some of the soldiers with keen ears turn their heads and look up at the mountain range from the other side of the field.
    

    
      
        “Ugor.”
      
    

    
      There stood the legendary giant. A couple of soldiers opened their mouths and pointed to the top of the mountain. 
    

    
      “What’s going on?”
    

    
      “Why are you acting like that?”
    

    
      Questions quickly spread among the soldiers. They turned their heads toward their comrades, hoping at least someone had answers.
    

    
      
        “It’s been a while since I used my aura like this.”
      
    

    
      Giantification was a technique where one turned into a giant using their aura while maintaining full control over their movements. Before I met and taught Uburka, he had used this technique to reign over the Terras. It had been so long since then that the story only remained in legends. Now, everyone witnessed this legend in action.
    

    
      “W-What is that? What is that?!”
    

    
      “Hey, is this illusion magic from Sylvans? Did the Sylvans send reinforcements for the Terras?”
    

    
      “The hell? Hey, we haven’t gone crazy, right? Right?”
    

    
      The soldiers trembled, unable to wrap their heads around what they were seeing. Until just a moment ago, they were proud warriors driven by the desire to fight their enemies. However, now that the scene before them defied common sense, they instantly forgot their duties. Unlike brave warriors, they took a step back and trembled with fear. Everyone was a mere mortal when standing before legends.
    

    
      Uburka seemed to think it wasn’t necessary to use Aura Transmission anymore.
    

    
      “Look, Patriarch,” he said with a grin. “I am your chief warrior, the sharpest of all the swords you have, and the greatest of all your vassals! My name is Uburka, the chief warrior of the Death King Clan! I am the vassal that carried out the patriarch’s first order!”
    

    
      
        [The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig roars!]
      
    

    
      He pulled out the mountain peak and carried it on his back, then leapt and slammed down the mountain peak right in the middle of the battlefield.
    

    
      
        Booooooooom!
      
    

    
      A loud noise rang out. No, that was an understatement. Both the heavens and the earth shook. Uburka had jumped from an absurd height, crossed an absurd distance, and slammed down a mountain peak on the ground. Yes, he was an absurd warrior.
    

    
      
        Thud! Thuuuuud! Rumble! 
      
    

    
      The mountain peak was supposed to tear the sky, but it now tore the ground, dividing the battlefield. The peak split apart due to the impact with another roar.
    

    
      
        Thuuud!
      
    

    
      Sand, dust, and dirt enveloped the battlefield. Screams echoed from all directions. Regardless of species, both the Skian and Terra soldiers fell to the ground in shock at what had just taken place before their eyes. Shields and spears fell helplessly from their grips. Like caterpillars, they stuck to the ground and trembled.
    

    
      “Ugor.”
    

    
      There was still a lot of dust everywhere. On the mountain peak that had sunk upside down, Uburka sat cross-legged, laughing. Compared to before, he was a lot smaller. However, while all the other people were submerged in the clouds of dust, only Uburka stood alone above them. It provided a clear answer to who the lunatic was here.
    

    
      The mountain peak covered in dust looked like a pillar of an old, ruined temple. From there, Uburka gazed at the ground, where the soldiers trembled in fear. 
    

    
      “I am Uburka, the one who served as the two hundred and twelfth chairman of the Fire Water Council.”
    

    
      Gasps of awe echoed from all around. As if astonishment carried a sweet scent, Uburka sniffed a couple of times until he finally flashed a smile that showed his molars.
    

    
      “I am now the chief warrior of the Death King Clan.”
    

    
      No one dared to ask what that meant. Questioning was a privilege granted only to the strong, and no one here was strong enough to ask a question to the legend.
    

    
      “My patriarch wants the battle to stop, so he has ordered me to step in,” Uburka clarified, glancing around the battlefield. “If anyone has any objections, come out. I’ll accept the challenge.”
    

    
      Silence reigned. Occasionally, cracked ground and parts of the mountain peak crumbled a little more. No one uttered a sound.
    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    
      The Viper, still possessing the Dancing Sword, lowered his swords. His mouth was agape, but he was looking with shock at me, not Uburka.
    

    
      “Death King, what kind of lunatic have you taken under your wing?”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Many Cavefire plays were made about the legendary warrior. The hero was popular among all Terras, regardless of their age and gender. 
    

    
      Young Terras looked up and shouted, “U-Uburka!”
    

    
      “Uburka! Our wackiest ancestor has returned!”
    

    
      Uburka scoffed. It seemed he liked how enthusiastic his descendants were to meet him. He opened his mouth wide, sucked in the winter air, and exhaled it.
    

    
      “Ugooooooooooooooor!”
    

    
      On the torn mountain peak, Uburka spread his arms open and let out a roar that split the mountain, the sky, and finally swept all the way across the battlefield.
    

    
      “Eeeeek, what is this?”
    

    
      “My ears…”
    

    
      His aura-amplified roar didn’t lose its momentum one bit as it swept the battlefield. The deer, which had been crouching in the bushes to avoid the battle, ran away, startled. The birds that had been sleeping in the forest also flapped their wings and flew into the distant sky.
    

    
      In the end, the entire vast field once again became silent. There was no sound of insects or birds, not even steps from wild animals. Everyone who could run away was gone now. Only the soldiers were shaking after missing their moment to escape.
    

    
      “Ha… There is no other way. I’ll have to solve this.” 
    

    
      The slender Skian boy, also the Viper, stepped forward, adjusting his gloves. 
    

    
      “Oooh! Dark Sword of the Seven Skian Heroes!”
    

    
      “Oi, we’re counting on you!”
    

    
      The Skians cheered. Dumbstruck, Uburka sent Aura Transmission.
    

    
      
        “Daddy, the wacko is running toward me.”
      
    

    
      
        “Get rid of him. Don’t kill him, though.”
      
    

    
      
        “Ugor. Yeah, I feel a bit uneasy. It’s as if I got involved in a kids’ fight.”
      
    

    
      The Dark Sword was agile and fast. Unfortunately, he didn’t get to charge at Uburka. He was at the bottom of the mountain, and Uburka was at the peak. Distance was the problem. Even so, the Dark Sword said, “Oi, oi, just wait for me, okay?” 
    

    
      And he started climbing the mountain peak. The problem was that the moment he set foot on the mountain peak, Uburka picked up a piece of gravel and flicked it, breaking the Dark Sword’s leg.
    

    
      The Dark Sword instantly collapsed with a thump. 
    

    
      “D-Dark Sword…!”
    

    
      “How can this be? The Seven Skian Heroes have never been defeated!”
    

    
      That was nothing short of a live lesson. Regardless of whether or not this was the real Uburka, the warrior standing above the peak was incredibly strong. Furthermore, trying to duel someone like that was most likely not a good idea unless the duelist was batshit crazy.
    

    
      It seemed that the other heroes, the ones the Viper also possessed, also learned their lesson. 
    

    
      The Dancing Sword frowned. “Retreat! Retreat! Let’s retreat first, then set up camp and think of a way out. This is the will of all the Seven Skian Heroes.”
    

    
      “Yes, yes.”
    

    
      The spirit of the Skian soldiers was drastically reduced, but they still bowed to the Dancing Sword. When one of the Seven Skian Heroes stepped forward to carry the Dark Sword out, the Skians left in perfect order.
    

    
      “Your son’s single stone throw is all it took to stop the war,” Sylvia said. It was unclear if she was being sarcastic.
    

    
      Before I could react, Kim Yul corrected her. “You mean our chief warrior’s stone throw.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 244: The Era Of Heroes (2)

    
      After both armies retreated, the field cleared up, drowned in abundant moonlight. Only the mountain peak in the very center of the land blocked the moonlight. It was late at night, so even the insects were quiet. Under the shadow of the mountain peak, we went for a stroll.
    

    
      “The Viper is over there?” I asked.
    

    
      Kim Yul nodded. “Yes.”
    

    
      “Are you sure?”
    

    
      “There is no doubt.” 
    

    
      He looked down at his notebook and nodded one more time. Starlight streamed down his silver hair. If I were to say that I sensed the experience of a veteran detective in his eyes, did that make me too biased toward my clan members?
    

    
      “I’ve figured out the location of all the tents. The Skians prepared the Seven Skian Heroes’ lodging in the innermost region of their camp, but since we’re in our spirit forms, finding them won’t be impossible. Patriarch, trust me and the Requiem Unit members you assigned me as subordinates.”
    

    
      “Okay.” 
    

    
      Kim Yul was my clan shadow, meaning he was the head of my clan’s intelligence unit. The Requiem Unit, the top intelligence unit in gangho, was under his command. I could guarantee you that no matter what intelligence unit appeared in this world, they wouldn’t be able to take on my clan.
    

    
      “Let’s go.”
    

    
      Avoiding the moonlight, we entered the Skian’s camp. It was like a maze as we passed between the tents where the Skians were snoring away their fatigue from the battle.
    

    
      After crossing the maze of tents and floating Zs, we finally found a camp that looked somewhat luxurious.
    

    
      “Nyahahahaha!” 
    

    
      “Cheers! Pour drinks here too!”
    

    
      Those voices were clearly the same ones I heard on the battlefield today. Matching the rhythm of the fluttering red flag, the wind carried the voices and the smell of alcohol from inside the tent.
    

    
      
        Over there.
      
    

    
      I was certain this was the tent where the Seven Skian Heroes stayed, and the home base of the enemy army. When I gestured with my eyes, Kim Yul also answered by slowly nodding. There was no need to hesitate.
    

    
      “Wait here.”
    

    
      I stepped into the Viper’s tent.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The tent where the Seven Skian Heroes stayed was luxurious. Red silk decorated the walls, and red-dyed sheep wool was laid out on the ground like a carpet. There were many soft pillows here and there, so each of the Seven Skian Heroes chose a pillow they liked and hugged it or lay their heads down. At the moment, there was a drinking party going on.
    

    
      “Pour it down your throat!”
    

    
      “Drink it!”
    

    
      “Ugh… You guys really like alcohol, but excessive drinking is not good for your health. This is a well-known fact.”
    

    
      “Haha. It’s pathetic to spoil the fun just because you can’t drink because of your injury, Dark Sword.”
    

    
      “Ah, I’ve already shown my pathetic side once. Well, I’m not complaining. I did what I did for a reason.”
    

    
      The Seven Skian Heroes were chatting while exchanging drinks. However, they were all the Viper.
    

    
      “What the hell are you doing?” I muttered without realizing it.
    

    
      The Seven Skian Heroes, or the Seven Vipers, panicked as if they were the seven dwarfs, freshly fired by Snow White.
    

    
      “W-What?”
    

    
      “An enemy!”
    

    
      “Everyone, get into the Heptagram Formation!”
    

    
      “Oi, oi, wait… Seriously, you guys are too full of energy.”
    

    
      The reactions were mixed. One Viper was panicking, another was wary, another tried to reach for his weapon, another tried to mediate the others after rationally analyzing the situation… I felt like I was going crazy.
    

    
      I snapped. “Oh, pipe down already!” 
    

    
      All the Vipers cleared their throats in unison. The Dancing Sword spoke on behalf of everyone. “It’s you. What are you doing here late at night, Death King?”
    

    
      “What kind of question is that? I came to ask why the war broke out.” 
    

    
      “Really?” 
    

    
      “Yes, you said you would tell me after the fight. Everyone is asleep, so answer me.”
    

    
      The Seven Vipers faced each other, awkwardly scratching the back of their heads.
    

    
      “Well, it’s a hegemony war.”
    

    
      “A hegemony war?”
    

    
      “Yes, your Terras and my Skians overlap in many areas, right?”
    

    
      I gave the question some thought. Both species had a lot of muscles and liked fighting very much.
    

    
      “Until now, there wasn’t a chance for them to battle because of the revival of art and the discovery of the New Continent. Still, two lions can’t live in the same plains forever, right? So, the king of Skians sent a letter to the chairman of the Terra council, challenging the species to determine a winner!”
    

    
      I was dumbfounded. “Two lions? What are you talking about? The Terras kicked the Skians in the ass during the Holy Land War.”
    

    
      “Hey! Third time’s the charm!”
    

    
      “I don’t get it… I don’t want to, anyway. So that’s why the war broke out?”
    

    
      “It’s true that the reason they kill each other isn’t really grand, but what can we do about it? They both agreed to this war.”
    

    
      As she went on, the Dancing Sword sharpened her sword on the whetstone. Every time the blade and whetstone brushed against each other, her sleeves fluttered, giving off a fragrant rose scent. Still, she was still the Viper. 
    

    
      “That’s right. What can we do about it when both parties agreed to it? Can’t you think of it as a group duel to death?”
    

    
      In response to the Dancing Sword’s question, a slim and tall woman shrugged. Her sharp eyes could make the night air feel colder. Even so, she was still the Viper.
    

    
      “In short, what is happening now is a duel war where both species put their pride on the line! We have no right to stop them just because it is unsightly!” a girl with pigtails said, munching on an apple. In contrast to her petite figure, she was taking huge and energetic bites of her food. This gap moe made her look very cute. But yes, she was still the Viper… I should stop.
    

    
      “Okay, I understand. But why did you possess seven people at the same time? It’s so distracting.”
    

    
      This time, a sharp-looking young man answered, “Hmm, the reason is simple.” 
    

    
      Since I entered the tent, the young man had simply been standing with his back against the pillar. Maybe I was imagining it, but even the angle of the shadow covering his face looked perfect.
    

    
      “It’s much more efficient to possess multiple people than just one because it’s easier to hold power. We, the seven heroes, are the leaders of Skians. This way, we can lead all the Skians in the way we want.”
    

    
      The other heroes nodded.
    

    
      “This is a measure to lead this war to the Skians’ advantage.”
    

    
      “I would call this an appropriate judgment as a god leading a species.”
    

    
      “True. That is what the seven heroes are for.”
    

    
      It was an amazing sight in many ways, but I stopped commenting on it. With a sigh, I asked, “So, are all seven of you going to continue participating in the war?”
    

    
      “Yes. Is there a problem?”
    

    
      I bit my lower lip for a bit before saying, “We can talk about it later, but I have a proposal.” 
    

    
      “Proposal? What proposal?”
    

    
      “Please surrender.”
    

    
      The playful smiles disappeared from all the Vipers’ faces. Sharp bloodlust was quick to replace them.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It was utterly ridiculous that the Viper had decided to play a different role for each of his seven heroes. The more true he was to the character, the more ridiculous it was. However, all of the heroes abandoned their personas as they stared at me expressionlessly. Now that they were all acting as if they were one person, it was no longer funny. Actually, it was very, very creepy.
    

    
      “Surrender? Why?” the Viper asked.
    

    
      I replied, “I understand why the two species are fighting and that we have no right to stop it.”
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      “So I get why you say that an overwhelming victory will decrease the casualties.”
    

    
      If the fight couldn’t be stopped, it would be less damaging if one side won by a landslide.
    

    
      “And, if we continue with this logic, the least damaging path would be for one side to surrender altogether. That’s why I’m saying this.”
    

    
      The seven Vipers spat on the ground at the same time. “Oh, so you know you’re spouting bullshit, huh? How about this, Death King? Your species, not ours, is going to surrender. Would you look at that? The choice is the exact opposite, but the result is the same. Then wouldn’t it be okay to do it that way?”
    

    
      “Sect Master, I’m serious.”
    

    
      “So am I, you little shit. Do I look like I’m joking?”
    

    
      The seven pairs of eyes glared at me like sharp arrows.
    

    
      “I just want to reduce the damage taken as much as possible,” I said.
    

    
      “Yeah, then you can go ahead and make your species surrender. Do you understand, Death King?”
    

    
      “I can’t,” I said with a sigh. “My children—the Terras have a very strange political system. It’s both easy and difficult for them to reach a consensus. And it’s especially difficult in this case.”
    

    
      The Vipers’ blazing eyes subsided a little.
    

    
      I continued, “To make the Terras surrender, I first have to possess the strongest fighter among them. Of course, they need to agree with me taking over their body. Next, I have to propose surrendering to the Skians and beat up everyone who opposes that agenda.”
    

    
      Realistically speaking, almost every Terra would oppose this agenda. Also, the chances for the person I possessed to be strong enough to beat everyone up were very low, almost zero.
    

    
      “But, Sect Master, isn’t it easier for you to bring them together and reach a consensus?” I asked, looking around at all the heroes possessed by the Viper. “You just said that you can command all the Skians in any way you want. It’s faster for you to persuade your people. That’s why I’m asking you to surrender. Please, Sect Master. Could you please just do this for me once? I’ll be sure to make up for it. You also don’t want more of your species to die, right?”
    

    
      The Viper countered, “My children lost too many times.”
    

    
      The bloodlust in the seven pairs of eyes subsided, but the resolve still burned quietly.
    

    
      “They first lost to the Inquisitor’s damn snails. Before they turned ten, the Skians’ horns were broken, and they were constantly whipped because they were slaves. Later, the alliance gathered in the Holy Land to relieve their anger. The Skians stood at the front line, but your species appeared out of nowhere and kicked mine in the ass.
    

    
      “The Skians trained excruciatingly afterward. Even when other species were making a fuss with the revival of art and other extravagance, they went into seclusion and cultivated. But their efforts backfired again. In the end, they ended up falling behind even when the New Continent was discovered.”
    

    
      Before I regressed, people from the Tower claimed that the one who saved the most people in the Tower was the Master Alchemist, and the one who killed the most was the Inquisitor. The most fearsome person was the Black Witch, and the most noble was the Paladin. However, the person most respected by their guild members was the Viper. This was his defining quality. Everyone in the Tower knew this.
    

    
      “My children have lost too many times. They’ve been doing nothing but losing. Now you’re telling me to make them surrender?”
    

    
      I couldn’t say anything. 
    

    
      The Skian heroes shook their heads. “I can’t. That’s something I really can’t do.” 
    

    
      I understood his perspective. My proposal was certainly harsh, but I stood my ground and clenched my fists. “They’ll lose again in the end.”
    

    
      “Because of that big guy you brought? His name is Uburka or something, right?”
    

    
      “Only a landslide victory will keep the damage to a minimum. It’ll be better for Uburka to pull out a mountain and throw it than seven of you running rampant on the front line and slaughtering my children. That will save a lot of our children,” I said, looking straight at the Viper.
    

    
      The seven Vipers scoffed in unison.
    

    
      “Death King, how lightly do you think of me?”
    

    
      “Even the Skian heroes you possessed couldn’t even get close to him,” I replied. “Not much will change even if seven of them attacked at the same time.”
    

    
      “You’re right. But do you really think I sat on my ass afterward?”
    

    
      The Seven Skian Heroes looked at me with crooked smiles.
    

    
      I frowned. “What are you planning?”
    

    
      “Tsk, tsk. That’s spoiler territory. Let’s just say I have a trump card that can turn that white muscle pig into first-grade pork.”
    

    
      “No matter how tough you act, the truth won’t change, Sect Master.”
    

    
      “Why? Are you chickening out? The door is over there.”
    

    
      Now that I was on the receiving end of being taunted, I caught a glimpse of what people felt when I did the same thing to them. I was pissed.
    

    
      “So you won’t surrender.”
    

    
      “Nope. You won’t do it, so neither will I.”
    

    
      “Then I’ll see you on the battlefield.”
    

    
      “I guess so.”
    

    
      The seven Vipers and I glared at each other.
    

    
      “Tomorrow then,” I said. 
    

    
      “Tomorrow,” they echoed.
    

    
      We were done negotiating.
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I was lost in thought that night.
“What should I do?” 
This was the question normally playing on loop in my mind, but I said it aloud this time. Back when I was only a Hunter, there were a lot of things I had to think about alone. The Guardian had been my only counselor. Because this was the life of a Hunter, I never considered myself lonely. But now it was different. 
Estelle looked down at the field and answered, “I believe a comprehensive intervention is necessary, Patriarch.”
I was no longer just a Hunter, but a clan patriarch. Monologues were no longer necessary. After the cold moonlight fell, we sat around in a dry clearing and talked.
“Comprehensive intervention?” the Ghost Demon King asked. 
Estelle replied, “The OJP Sect Master is using People Possession to play multiple heroes at once. From the perspective of the people in this world, this is no different from using a god’s power at will and favoring Skians. It’s unfair. To handle this kind of matter, we have no choice but to use expediency.”
“Hmm.”
I, the patriarch, sat in the center, with Estelle on my right as the advisor and heiress apparent. Chief Warrior Uburka sat on the left, crouching despite his huge size. Head Steward Sylvia Evanail was standing upright, and Kim Yul, the clan shadow, was sitting across from me and quietly skimming through his notebook.
The clan leadership was surrounded by the Four Demon Kings and by the followers of the Heavenly Demon Cult. All the clan members held their breaths as they listened to the meeting.
The moon bathed the land with its light. We, the Death King Clan, stayed buried under the darkness.
“Well, sending in Chief Warrior Uburka alone will be enough to bring down the Skian army,” Sylvia Evanail said flatly. “Can’t you purchase Person Possessiooooon? Just buy a few of those. Actually, you just need two. Let Advisor Estelle and Clan Shadow Kim Yul take care of the rest. The advisor can fire some laser beams, and the clan shadow can knock the Skians in one hit when he forgets the memory of the coffee from last niiiiiiight.”
“Do you have a problem with me? Why are you whining like that?”
“A prooooooblem? How could I? I, Sylvia Evanail, am filled with nothing but loyalty for you, Heavenly Patriarch. My loyalty will persist like the cockroaches that infest the feed warehouse in the summer.”
Her loyalty was very unpleasant.
“Regardless of her tone, the head steward’s suggestion is useless,” Kim Yul said quietly. 
Sylvia’s eyebrows shot into her hairline. “Useless? How?”
“Because winning isn’t important here. A landslide victory is simple, the patriarch already knows this. That’s why he asked what he should do, not how he should win.” 
Using the moon as a source of light, Kim Yul flipped through his notebook pages. The gaze that resembled newborn stars was soon on me. 
“But his statement is also contradictory. Before asking about the possible measures, I request you set a clearer purpose, Patriarch.”
I smoothed my chin. “Purpose…”
“That’s right. As you told this so-called sect master, is your goal to keep the casualties minimal in this war? If so, there would be no answer other than comprehensive intervention. Nevertheless, you’re reluctant to go ahead with that. This means you have another purpose and are weighing out the two goals.”
Kim Yul’s voice also resembled starlight. I knew he wasn’t going to pressure me into going with his suggestion.
“You regard the Terras as your children. Just as parents worry about what would be the best education for their children, you worry about the Terras in the same way. For that reason, you’ve been refraining from intervening with the Terras’ affairs as much as possible. You only stepped in when your species was in danger of going extinct. But even if the Skians started this war, it seems like the Terras wished for it as well.” 
Kim Yul looked up at Sylvia, then at me. 
“This is not a war over resources, but a war of honor among fighters. You’re wondering if it’s okay to intervene, yes?”
I sighed. Raviel’s ancestor knew exactly what was going on in the corner of my heart.
The Sword Demon King shrugged. “I see. They’re going to get pissed off when a third party butts in while they’re all worked up for a good round of battle. I understand them.”
Estelle rested her chin on her palm. “Even if we disregard the deputy warrior’s disrespectful words, it’s uncertain whether our intervention can educate the Terras or not anyway. We need to determine if it’s okay to give them the impression that their god will intervene whenever a problem arises.”
I turned to look at Uburka, who seemed unfazed. “What do you think, Chief Warrior?”
“Ugor, my thoughts are the same as yours, Patriarch.”
I nodded and took my hand off my chin. “We are strong, so we will be able to end this war without killing a single Skian or Terra. But I’m not the Tower master.”
If this war was consensual and the agreement included accepting whatever the outcome would be… 
“The right move is to ask the children first.”
The vassals who had been discussing the matter fell silent and looked at me, waiting for my command.
“Chief Warrior,” I said.
“Ugor.”
“You are the only one among us who is from this world. Since you’re also a legend from history, the Terras will talk to you. Go and ask the chairman of the Fire Water Council if they want our help or not. ”
Uburka grinned and clenched his fists. “Ugor, that is what I’ve been waiting for. Just wait. I’ll go ask.”
Thud.
When Uburka got up, the surrounding area shook. Of course, Kim Yul, Estelle, and even Sylvia remained still.
“Bwhahaha!” 
Uburka seemed to be in a good mood. He crossed the field while laughing boisterously, his destination none other than the Terra camp, where tents spread out cozily. A horn sounded off in the distance, likely an alert. Well, a warrior the size of a mountain was charging toward them out of nowhere. Even the Terras would be nervous in such a situation. 
Soon, a commotion could be heard from the camp. 
“Do you think it’ll be okay?” Estelle asked with worry in her eyes. 
“Why wouldn’t it be?”
“I haven’t known Chief Warrior Uburka for a long time, but I’m concerned he might be too hot-headed to be a diplomatic envoy.”
“It’s easy to take your younger brother for an ignorant person who only thinks about fighting, but he’s more thoughtful than you think.”
Estelle hesitated after I called Uburka her younger brother. She wasn’t used to it, and it would take her a while to get used to it. “My younger brother?”
“You are my eldest daughter, and Uburka is my second son. Of course, you two are siblings, so you'd better get used to it quickly. Though you will call each other Chief Warrior and Advisor in formal situations.”
“That’s nonsense, Father!” Estelle countered, dropping my formal title. She hunched over to whisper in my ear, “How can I treat such a big goblin like my younger brother? H-How? I never had any siblings! I don’t know how to be a sister!”
I stroked her shoulder. “It’s okay. After this stage, more people will join our clan.”
Two people from my distant past would join us. One was Yoo Soo-Ha. The other one used to live outside the Tower until recently. 
“The orphanage director is a great guy. All his life, he made children without families feel as if they had one. Whenever you are overwhelmed with worries, go talk to him. You’ll be able to know what to do after you have a chat with him.”
Estelle was quiet. 
“Are you nervous?”
“Yes, I am.” She looked down. “Destroying the continent and burning humanity in an inferno was difficult, but I wasn’t nervous back then. I-I’m really not sure if I can be someone else’s sister. What even is a family?”
I squeezed her shoulder once more. “It’s okay. We will become each other’s families. I’m sure of it.”
“But, Father, what if I make a mistake as the eldest sister...”
“If that happens, we can discuss it like we’re doing now. Let’s bring in all the vassals, sit down together, and think carefully about the problem and how to solve it. I know I’m inexperienced as a father, but can you trust me?”
Estelle lowered her head a bit more. Her voice was so quiet that I barely heard her mutter, “Yes. I trust you, Father. 
Under the cool moonlight, we sat together, our shoulders touching.
***
Uburka returned later and told us what had gone down. It turned out Estelle was half right and half wrong. 
When Uburka arrived at the Terra camp, chaos ensued. From the Terras’ point of view, the legendary general who was thought to be dead popped out of thin air, telling everyone that he was alive. The Terra army plunged into chaos. Amid the chaos, only one person, the chairman of the Fire Water Council, was in proper attire as he welcomed Uburka.
“Who are you?”
“My name is Uburka, the two hundred and twelfth Chairman of the Fire Water Council.”
“I am Kersombok, the six hundred and twenty-seventh Chairman of the Fire Water Council.”
“You don’t look very strong—”
“Compared to you, anyone in this world is a baby, aren’t they?”
Uburka grinned. “If you want help, I’m all ears. I am neither a god nor a divine being. I simply trained to reach the peak of the martial arts and became a little stronger than others. I’m still a Terra and the former chairman of the Fire Water Council, so if you want help, it’s only right to offer you my help.”
The Terras started chattering among themselves. 
“Uburka! That fucked up ancestor is helping us?”
“He has the power to tear off a mountain peak and pin it down in the middle of the battlefield. He’s really going to help us?”
“Uger! Let’s accept his offer! Those thorny bastards don’t know their place! We need to teach them a lesson!”
“With that fucked-up ancestor’s help, it’ll be piece of cake! As a matter of fact, we’ll easily dominate the continent and seize control of all ports and all waterways. We, Terras, can establish our empire!”
The chatter became more heated. At one moment, Kersombok said, “Silence.”
Every Terra shut their mouths, and the excitement slowly subsided. Kersombok looked around with shiny blue eyes.
“Let’s say we win and defeat the Skians, but they won’t truly fall at our feet, will they? Their defeat would be solely caused by Ancestor Uburka. If we conquer the continent with our ancestor at the forefront, then will that be the Terras’ empire? Or will it belong to Ancestor Uburka?
“The White lion always worried about us and helped us. Nevertheless, he always asked us to call him his friend because he thought that friendship was the most beautiful aspect about the relationship between him and us.”
Chairman Kersombok was a middle-aged man with handsome muscles. The muscles built up in his youth made him look quite sturdy, and his age served as foundation for wisdom. Standing between youth and old age, the chairman spoke like a nameless high priest in a forgotten temple.
“The White Lion wants us all to be friends. When things are difficult, we support one another. If it’s still too difficult, more of us can join and help. When someone emerges victorious, we compliment them, freely expressing our envy and jealousy to make the winner happy. The loser will dedicate their life to training more so they can become a winner one day. We believe that the life of such a loser is also beautiful, and we consider the loser our friend forever.”
For thousands of years, their White Lion Doctrine had never died out. It synced with the speech and resonated with the hearts of warriors. The thousands of Terra warriors listened to the speech of Kersombok, the high priest, with bated breath. 
Kersombok looked around at the warriors lined up at his feet. “Terra warriors, are we weak?”
Thud! Thud! Thud!
The warriors stomped their feet. The answer was clearly no.
“Are we so pathetic that Ancestor Uburka’s help is essential in defeating those thorny deadwood?”
Thud! Thud! Thud!
“Are we, the Terras, so pathetically weak that we have to ask the White Lion to descend again to lead and comfort us?”
Thud! Thud! Thud!
“That’s right! No!” Kersombok spread his arms. “We don’t need our ancestors’ help, let alone a god’s! We don’t need Uburka or White Lion! Ancestor Uburka, because we believe in our friendship, we too will answer as your friends. Be patient and watch how wonderfully we, the Terra warriors, will defeat the Skian warriors! They will no longer be able to threaten or concern us any longer! Please watch us!”
“Ooooooooo!”
The Terra warriors went berserk, waving their spears and swords around as they cheered. 
“We are warriors born and raised by the White Lion!”
“The White Lion is our friend, so what do we have to fear?”
“We are one! We are compatriots! We are the children of the White Lion, who united us as one!”
“We cannot afford to worry him! Don’t let wrinkles form on our White Lion’s forehead!”
Their fighting spirit couldn’t be any stronger, and the last thing on their minds was defeat. 
Uburka could only smile bitterly. “Well, well, uger. You were raised well…”
After boosting the warriors’ fighting spirit, Kersombok turned his head and said, “We don’t need your help, Ancestor. With all due respect, we don’t need the White Lion either. We are strong, and we want to show you and the White Lion how strong we’ve become on our own.”
That was the message of the Terras of this era.
***
Estelle smiled brightly, seemingly feeling better. “As expected, you’ve raised your species well.” 
The others’ reactions were similar. Uburka felt so good that he got a barrel of alcohol and gulped it down. Although Kim Yul was expressionless, he still nodded in approval. Only Sylvia Evanail’s nose twitched with grievance. 
“What is wrong with you again, Head Steward?” I asked. 
“I was just thinking of how great you guys would feel right now. I don’t know where a weak person like me can find a place of my own. Don’t mind me. I’m just a weakling who likes complaining. I hope the Almighty Patriarch and his vassals enjoy yourselves.”
She always complained, so it was time to move on from her. She was probably irritated because things had worked out beautifully. I flicked her lightly on her forehead. 
“Ouch! Why did you do that, Patriarch?”
“You said you want to become someone your butler wouldn’t be ashamed of. Broaden your horizons. Over there.”
The early morning sun was already rising on the field I pointed to. Both the Skian and the Terra armies began to advance after seemingly having completed their preparations. 
Thud, thud.
Thousands of footsteps could be heard from either side. The two different melodies across the field served as background music for the battle.
“Nyahahaha! Today is the day those muscle pigs will be offered to the ancestors for the celebration of our victory![1]”
Of course, the Seven Skian Heroes stood at the forefront of the Skian army, emanating ferocious aura. The Viper had decided to do more in this war than anyone else.
“Are you sure it’ll be okay?” Estelle asked. “Depending on how the war turns out, helping them a little may not be noticeable. Patriarch, if both our allies and enemies aren’t aware of—”
I raised my hand to cut her off. 
“No, we should trust the Terras. This is their coming-of-age ceremony, so to speak. The entire species is trying to pass. We’re free to watch from afar and cheer or pray for their luck, regardless how anxious it makes us. But we should never intrude. Let’s believe in their strength and wait.”
“Understood.” 
Estelle didn’t raise any objections after that. We sat on the mountain peak that Uburka had cut down and waited in silence for the war to unfold. 
The sound of a horn came from somewhere. Immediately afterward, another horn joined in. Horn after horn sounded in harmony, drenching the field’s dawn in odd pain. By the time the noises died down, someone shouted, “Attack!”
“Attack! All troops, attack!”
“Crush those thorny bastards so they can never attack again!”
“All of you, charge!”
With that, all the Terras started running. Determined not to be outdone, the Skians also let out a vicious roar and drew their weapons, charging as well. I watched the Terra army with unwavering resolution.
I believe in you, my children. You are strong enough to forge your own path.
This was the beginning of the war.

1. Pig heads are often placed on ancestral rite tables. ☜
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      I could guarantee that this war wasn’t like anything I had ever seen before.
    

    
      “
      
        Nyahahaha
      
      ! Attack! Tear apart everything that comes your way and throw it away as fodder!”
    

    
      “
      
        Yeaaaah
      
      ! Follow General Dancing Sword!”
    

    
      Even before the light of the dawn could wash over them, the Skians ran across the cold ground. Cavalry was unnecessary because their size was enough to turn them into the embodiment of violence. When they sprinted with their horns pointed forward, they were no different from charging while on horseback.
    

    
      “Charge! Charge!”
    

    
      “Slice off those cocky pigs’ bellies!”
    

    
      The Skians ran forward, covering the horizon with a cloud of dust. Each one of them became a horse with iron armor and galloped across the battlefield, where the mountain peak that Uburka had thrown was left like a decoration.
    

    
      The Terras were quiet and calm. Like moles hiding in the ground, they didn’t make a sound even while thousands of Skians charged at them. Although some of the young Terra warriors couldn’t stop their fingers from trembling, no one reprimanded them for their inexperience.
    

    
      “Are you all ready?” Kersombok asked. The molars peeking out from his beard were gleaming sharply, just like his eyes.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Fully prepared, Chairman.”
    

    
      The thousands of Skians screamed fiercely while charging at the Terras.
    

    
      “Today is the day when the ruler of the continent changes!”
    

    
      “Terras! You ignorants waste your lives dancing! Meanwhile, we breathe in the sky and feel the rhythm of the earth! We, Skians, shall have hegemony now!”
    

    
      “Long live the Skians!”
    

    
      Around nine thousand of the species that gave everything to enhance their physical abilities ran forward while screaming. The force was truly ferocious, as if an angry storm was rushing toward the Terras, bringing forth blizzards and tsunamis.
    

    
      At the forefront of the army, the Seven Skian Heroes acted as a spearhead. 
    

    
      “So what if their guardian pulled out a mountain and threw it? We will just pierce the mountain!”
    

    
      All types of weapons, such as dual swords, scythes, spears, swords, and iron clubs that were too large to be staffs burst out with aura. 
    

    
      
        Boom!
      
    

    
      The mountain peak in the middle of the battlefield split in two to make way for the Skians. Of course, the seven heroes were in the front lines. Nine thousand Skians struck the forefront of the Terra army.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The Terras’ defense formation was as sturdy as a turtle’s shell. However, the Skians’ force defied their expectations.
    

    
      
        Thud!
      
    

    
      A loud noise erupted. It was unimaginable to think that it was the result of a collision between two armies. What happened immediately after was closer to the collapse of terrain rather than that of the defense formation.
    

    
      My clan members expressed their bewilderment in their own ways as they looked down at the battlefield.
    

    
      “
      
        Ah.
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm.
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Uger.
      
      ”
    

    
      “You said that the Skians are led by the OJP Sect Master, right?” Estelle asked. “Their power exceeds my expectations. The mountain peak that Chief Warrior Uburka threw down has already become a part of the battlefield, so the Terras camped on both sides of it. However, the Skians smashed through the mountain peak, catching the Terras off guard.”
    

    
      She was right. The Terras were struggling like wounded animals. But…
    

    
      “It’s okay,” I said.
    

    
      For thousands of years, I taught the children of Terra letters and fire. They had learned how to burn and play with Cavefire. Even in the Shellmounts’ dark caves, the Terras never lost their fire. Throughout their lives, they were blessed with fire, and they used it to console the dying.
    

    
      I had also taught them to dance and spread fire through their bodies while doing so. It was easy to change the Terras’ love for fire into one for dancing. Since dance was also fire, all the Terras who danced were one fire.
    

    
      The Terras’ defense formation was torn down, but this wasn’t the end. Instead, it was the beginning of a new stage.
      
         
      
      The Terras didn’t resist. When the Skians charged and struck them, the Terras retreated and scattered. However, they then began to stomp their feet, prompting their fellow warriors next to them to do the same. 
    

    
      Just like how fire spread, so did their footsteps. It didn’t take long for the entire Terra army to harmonize until the entire battleground resonated with their footsteps. The Terras’ feet were wrapped in aura, so the tall maple trees or even the mountain peak’s boulders couldn't muffle their footsteps. 
    

    
      The Terras became a single blaze of fire that made the ground shake, leaving the Skians perplexed.
    

    
      “W-What?”
    

    
      “Damn it! What kind of trick is this?”
    

    
      “Why are they still fighting?”
    

    
      Like one tough leather sack, the Terras absorbed every bit of the Skians’ attacks, taking in the   collision as vibration and digesting it. I couldn’t help but be amazed. A strange joy brewed in my heart.
    

    
      
        Ah, the Demonic Heaven Formula Arts is… completed.
      
    

    
      It was an idea that had come to me miraculously one day, sparked by a feeling I had. Supposing several people, hundreds, or even thousands of them used the Demonic Heaven Arts simultaneously, then something special would happen. That was my first time creating a Skill.
    

    
      
        
          Demonic Heaven Formula Arts.
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: Undecided. 
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Formula arts based on the Demonic Heaven Arts, able to manifest the imagery that the casters share. The more casters participate in the formula, the more proficient the casters are in the Demonic Heaven Arts, and the clearer the imagery shared between the casters, the more powerful formula arts become.
      
    

    
      
        The formula arts’ efficiency has not been proven yet! You are the first to create this Skill. From now on, you have to demonstrate its potential. When sufficient data has been accumulated, the Class and description of this Skill will be revised.
      
    

    
      
        ※Class hasn’t been decided yet.
      
    

    
      The Demonic Heaven Arts encompassed exquisite principles that could be used to rule the world. If that was the case, how strong would the art be if it were used as a group attack?
    

    
      
        That is why I taught Uburka about the Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      My thoughts reached my heart, becoming submerged in joy.
    

    
      
        Uburka spread the Demonic Heaven Arts to the warriors of his era. The arts became the only orthodox sword art in the Terra society. And then I spread a play where actors use their aura to dance.
      
    

    
      To the Terra warriors, aura 
      
        was
      
       the Demonic Heaven Arts. The plays on stage all became a demonstration of the Demonic Heaven Arts. As the number of actors increased, from three to six to eighteen, the Demonic Heaven Arts continued to be performed countless times on stage.
    

    
      
        It was natural it would reach this level. 
      
    

    
      Spectacular Cavefire plays captivated the audience, making their hearts pound. The spectators were quiet in the theaters, but when they weren’t watching plays, they were mighty warriors like all their compatriots. 
    

    
      The Terras were warriors, so they knew that Cavefire plays would become more beautiful when played out in the world. 
    

    
      
        I gave them these opportunities, but I made it so they would have fun and discover all the remaining possibilities on their own.
      
    

    
      The Terra warriors incorporated Cavefire plays into military training. Matching the beat and the melody alone amplified the amount of aura they could use. However, what was more important was that all warriors had to draw the same image in their heads.
    

    
      The White Lion’s stories, which Uburka had told them like legends, became their pictures. Their god, their friend, the one who watched over them, the White Lion had traveled to many worlds and witnessed many events unfold—the burning mansion, the dying snowfield, and a broken heart in a mirror. These events had been etched into the Terras’ minds since their childhood. Therefore, they sang. 
    

    
      “
      
        Ug, ug, uger.
      
      ”
    

    
      They didn’t stop stomping. The sound of their aura-infused footsteps filled the fields, muffled only by their shouts. The Terras raised their heads and howled like wolves. Their stomping shook the earth while their soaring howls split the heavens.
    

    
      “
      
        Ug, ug, ug, uger! Ug, ug, ug, uger! Ug, uger!
      
      ”
    

    
      
        Thump, thump, thump, thud, thump, thump, thump, thud. 
      
    

    
      The sky and the land of the battlefield had been taken over. Because of the Terras’ strong aura, the dawn couldn’t shine down its cold light anymore. A shimmering darkness struck the field where the Skians were, engulfing them in shadows. 
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “
      
        Nyaaaaa?
      
      ” 
    

    
      The Dancing Sword was the first to notice that something was up since she was in the front lines. 
    

    
      “What is this? It’s not magic. Aura, perhaps?”
    

    
      “Did thousands of them create a barrier? Bastards!”
    

    
      “Why would they waste their aura like this? They’re mistaken if they think they can catch us off guard like this!”
    

    
      The Seven Skian Heroes turned to their subordinates to encourage them.
    

    
      “Don’t panic! It just became a little dark!”
    

    
      “The dark can’t hurt us! They are just trying to scare us!”
    

    
      “We killed twenty percent of their army with this charge! We just have to continue attacking like this! We have the advantage!”
    

    
      “They can struggle all they want, but if they resist, claw them from the inside!”
    

    
      The Skians tried to answer the heroes, but the shadow grew bigger, fueled by the Terras’ stomping.
    

    
      A Skian warrior had a bad feeling about this. “It’s like I’m in a cave, not a field.”
    

    
      The momentum of the charge, which had decreased considerably, finally came to a halt. Rather than battle cries, the shouts became closer to reflexive screaming to fight the ominous feeling looming overhead.
      
         
      
      Suddenly, the warrior realized that the ground below had completely changed.
    

    
      “Wood?”
    

    
      A little while ago, the Skians were walking on rough, bare ground. Rocks were rolling around, so they could fall if they weren’t careful. However, now that it was dark, the ground felt completely different.
    

    
      “It feels like wood.”
    

    
      “I can’t see very well.”
    

    
      “It’s wood. Wood! The wooden floor of a very old mansion.”
    

    
      “So those pigs used their aura to create a flooring with a wood-like texture and spread it all over the area?”
    

    
      “Why in the world would they do something like that?”
    

    
      The Skian warriors looked in all directions, confused. 
    

    
      “
      
        Ug, ug, ug, uger! Ug, ug, ug, uger! Ug, uger!
      
      ”
    

    
      
        Thump, thump, thump, thud, thump, thump, thump, thud. 
      
    

    
      Meanwhile, the singing and dancing were gradually becoming more intense. When the world was bright, singing was simply a way to boost the soldiers’ spirits in war, but now, the light of dawn was too weak to thin out the darkness.
    

    
      “
      
        Ug, ug, ug, uger! Ug, ug, ug, uger! Ug, uger!
      
      ”
    

    
      
        Thump, thump, thump, thud, thump, thump, thump, thud. 
      
    

    
      In the darkness, the Terras sounded as if they were summoning a dangerous creature or carrying out a cursed ritual. The ominous feeling the Skian warriors had before now turned into sweat as it crawled down their necks.
    

    
      There was more. The Skians who achieved a particularly high level of aura mastery looked around and realized that something was surrounding them. It was formless and didn’t appear hostile. Nevertheless, this hazy cloud was wrapping around their ankles.
    

    
      “Smoke?”
    

    
      The aura flowed like smoke. 
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The Terras’ aura never exuded hostility toward the Skians. It looked as if it really were smoke, just flowing and filling the air. However, the more smoke rose to the ankles, the more Skians coughed.
“What is this? I can’t breathe.” 
The vast cave blazed up.
“Ug, ug, ug, uger! Ug, ug, ug, uger! Ug, uger!”
Thump, thump, thump, thud, thump, thump, thump, thud. 
All the Terra warriors rushed in. They had the Skians surrounded, so they could attack from all directions. Aided by the shadows, the Terras danced and slaughtered the Skian warriors. However, they weren’t simply swinging their swords. Their blades burned like fire, and their spears became pillars of flames in the cave made of blazing illusions. 
A Skian warrior screamed as the fire cut him.
“Aaaaaaaaagh!”
“Hot, hot! It’s so hot!”
“It’s fire!”
“Fire! They’re using fire to attack us! Run away!”
“Run toward the exit!”
“Aaaaaaaaah!”
“Where’s the exit?!”
“There’s places where you can see light peeking in! Over there! Run, you bastard!”
The Skian warriors’ defense formation collapsed in an instant. Those who were proficient in aura knew this wasn’t fire, but aura manifested to resemble fire. However, they couldn’t tell that to their subordinates. When the aura struck them, it was hot enough to burn them. How was it any different from fire?
Demonic Heaven Formula Arts.
First Form:
Playhouse On Fire.
Today, the tragedy of the burning mansion was recreated on this battlefield. 
“Run away! Run! Ruuuuuun!”
The Skians ran to the exit with all their might, but those who weren’t used to the darkness stumbled and fell. The warriors behind them crashed in and collapsed as well. Their retreat was extremely messy and chaotic, resembling a flock of animals fleeing in panic rather than trained, brave warriors.
The fire lurking in the darkness roared.
“Do you think we’re letting you go?”
“Feel the pain of burning to death.”
“Live until the only thing you can do is scream as the fire consumes you.”
The Terras were already deeply immersed in the Cavefire play. They were warriors, but now, they were also actors. As priests who recreated the White Lion’s legends on this land, they became an inferno hot enough to burn down their enemies.
They became the embodiment of flames, fascinated by the fire they created. Hundreds of years ago, enemies had dared to trap them in this burning mansion—no, in caves of salt where it was difficult to even breathe. It was time to direct their blazing anger toward the old enemies for the horrors they had to endure for hundreds of years in those caves.
“Ug, ug, ug, uger! Ug, ug, ug, uger! Ug, uger!”
Thump, thump, thump, thud, thump, thump, thump, thud. 
The legends colored the sky and the earth while history embellished the battlefield. The Terras became the White Lion’s followers and interpreted the world. Once again, they were oppressed slaves under the Slime Empire, setting their anger on fire. Once again, they used their swords as warriors with aura burning within their hearts.
“Aaaaaaah!”
“Save me!”
“Run away! It’s fire! Divine fire! Run away!”
“Heroes! Our seven heroes! Please—”
It was chaos. Everyone fell victim to the hallucinations, regardless if they were Skian or Terra. The aura that hung like thick smoke further aggravated these hallucinations, so the Skians couldn’t even think of swinging their weapons at the fire. Meanwhile, the Terras bit off the limbs of their enemies as if they were fire itself. 
The Skian army collapsed just like charcoal crumbling after burning past its limit.
***
That was why I could safely say that the war was like nothing I had ever seen before. Even my vassals fell silent. The first person to open his mouth was Kim Yul, who was the most familiar with tragedy among us.
“This is amazing, Patriarch.” He glanced down at his notebook expressionlessly. “So far, I have traveled to many worlds where murim existed. Each time, I met a faction that is said to have created their formula arts. However, their formula arts were, at best, about hindering people’s perception with hallucinogenic incense and trapping them in a pre-made maze. Otherwise, it did not go far beyond the level of a joint attack.”
Kim Yul slammed his notebook shut and looked down the mountain where the first form of the Demonic Heaven Formula Arts had been cast.
“But this is different. All of the casters have learned the same Demonic Heaven Arts, and they all have the same image in their minds. Aura is a tool for them to bring into the real world the scenery they share in their minds. The purpose of the scenery isn’t just to create and be looked at. Every one of the Terras becomes an actor and burns. You completed these formula arts.”
Only then did Sylvia Evanail speak. “W-What the heck is this? This is almost like a divine manifestation, right? I mean, it’s the same as when a divinity descends and creates a barrier around an area. Those guys are no gods, they just know how to use their aura, yet they're using it as if they are a Constellation. How?”
Uburka nodded. “Daddy’s hundreds-of-years-old plan has finally come true, ugor.” 
I looked down at the burning land. Only a handful of Skians managed to escape from the Playhouse on Fire. However, the Seven Skian Heroes, the ones the Viper controlled, were nowhere to be seen.
“This is the sect master’s crushing defeat,” Estelle commented. 
All the clan members nodded in agreement. However, some disagreed with that assessment.
“Haha…”
I picked up on some laughter from afar. An uproar erupted from the Terras. It was unbecoming to think that it came from the supposed winners.
“W-What?”
“Corpses! The thorny bastards’ corpses are standing up!”
Indeed, the fallen Skians released stronger energy than before.
“That man…” Estelle muttered, feeling dumbstruck.
I realized what just happened.
People Possession 
Grade: SSS
Effect: You can possess the characters of your choice. If that character dies, you return to your spirit form.
Cost: Not for sale (This is a special reward.)
※ You can only possess a person within one minute after death.
The Skians who stood up had the Viper’s shadow!
“Who said there are only seven heroes among the Skians?”
“There is an infinite number of heroes among the Skians!”
“It looks like the Seven Skian Heroes went down.”
“Hehe… Well, those guys were the weakest among the Skians”
“They’re a disgrace to the Skians for letting the Terras defeat them!”
Amid the Skians scattering in panic, twelve of them took a stance to continue fighting. Yes, they were all possessed by the Viper.
“We are the twelve Skian Elites!”
“It’s not just us! Behind us are the seventy-two Skian Demon Lords!”
“The one hundred and eight Enlightened[1] Skians are here too!”
“We are immortals!”
The Terras stumbled back.
“Why the heck did the corpses stand up again and make a fuss, uger?!”
“It’s dark magic! This magic is a blasphemy to both the gods and nature!”
The Terras weren’t the only ones utterly shocked. The Skians who had barely escaped from Playhouse on Fire also muttered in fear.
“W-What the hell is going on?”
“I don’t know… But, uh…  Something is definitely happening!”
I was dumbstruck. 
So this was his secret plan for dealing with Uburka?
Enraged, Estelle gritted her teeth. “This is clearly cheating! Sect Master isn’t from this world! Although he’s basically a god here, he already possessed seven Skians to intervene directly in the war. That alone crossed the line, but he possessed all the fallen warriors this time! He went too far!
Perhaps the Viper heard Estelle. One of the Skians possessed by him turned around and looked up toward the ridge, where Estelle and I stood. 
The Viper shouted, “Shut up! I don’t care if what I’m doing is pathetic and ugly! Say whatever you want! Call it cheating, foul, or whatever!”
The OJP Sect Master, the man most respected by his people, sounded so desperate that it seemed he would soon cough blood from all the yelling. “If I can help these guys win, I’ll embarrass myself as many times as needed!”
He was right. What he was doing was pathetic, ugly, and childish, but above all, it was humane.  The Viper showed his sincerity with everything he got, so I tidied my appearance and took a step forward. 
“Chief Warrior.”
Uburka went down on his knee. “Ugor, Patriarch.” 
He looked calm. His voice, eyes, and demeanor were like those of a general who only served the head of the family.
“Advisor.”
Estelle also went down on her left knee as if she had been waiting for this moment. “Yes, Patriarch.”  
I nodded as I looked at my daughter and son. They both silently awaited their orders.  
“Sect Master declared that he doesn’t care about his reputation or honor of the Skians. If so, for his sake, the right thing to do is to fight back with everything we have. I will entrust all of my species points to you two. Use them as you wish, and create as many soldiers as your heart desires. After that, entrust Chief Warrior to lead the vanguards. Advisor, you will be the commander-in-chief and strike the sect master’s forces.”
“Shall we obliterate the army?” Estelle asked.
“Each soldier of the army you will lead is an elite martial artist who was there at the beginning and end of the Demonic Heaven. Even a thousand Sect Masters won’t be able to handle them.”
“You’re right.” 
Estelle bowed before standing up. A huge red greatsword, the Demon King’s weapon, was strapped to her back. The greatsword was so fine that it was worth a name of its own someday.
“Then, I will do as you commanded. Even the Terras won’t be able to refuse help from their friend in a situation like this.”
Estelle turned around, carrying the greatsword that had annihilated a continent on her back. 
“I’ll return the dead to where they belong. Sect Master may criticize us for what we did, but I believe there is no need to worry. I would appreciate it if he would rather curse himself for not even being able to throw a proper punch.”
Uburka was slightly perplexed. “Uger… Sis? You’re a lot tougher than you look.”
“Go, Chief Warrior. You’re our only vanguard. Please buy us some time while I prepare bodies for the warriors with the Patriarch’s species points. You can do just fine on your own, right?”
Uburka grinned. “It will be a piece of cake for me.”
“If so, then please show that to the Sect Master.” 
Estelle unsheathed her greatsword and thrust it into the ground. The sword seemed to require five or six men just to move it, but she lifted it very lightly, as if she were swinging a wooden sword.
“Please show them who the Death King Clan is.”
“Ugor. Ugor.” Uburka cracked his fists with a grin. “I complained about the reason I was pushed out of the succession struggle… Ugor, knowing how to fight a war is a wonderful virtue. Being good at it is an even more magically wonderful virtue. Come on, Sis! Let your younger brother take a look at your skills!”
Uburka looked up and breathed in three times before screaming at the sky, “Goruuuuuuu—!”
[The Immorality-Dreaming Pig roars!]
The battlefield suddenly became quiet. The panicking Terras, the surviving Skians, and thousands of Vipers—regardless of species or affiliations, everyone froze as the roar echoed throughout the world.
Estelle aimed her sword at the frozen battlefield. “Here we go.”
Our clan’s first war was underway.

1. The raw is Arhat. A different term has been used since this is a whole other world. ☜
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      What was a clan? To me, a clan wasn’t quite a family, though ours was on the road to becoming one. People who were yet to be a family gathered together, and somehow formed relationships. They were struggling to keep their relationships afloat while carrying out their respective duties.
    

    
      The head steward and the clan shadow—as long as they still had their roles, no one would abandon them. Not yet, not yet, not yet, they would tell themselves, this desperation encouraging them to keep going. We were here now because we would try our hardest until the day I could truthfully call myself someone’s father and the children could call themselves mine. Since I watched all of my children struggle, I was the clan’s patriarch.
    

    
      “Uburka.”
    

    
      “Ugor.”
    

    
      He looked back at me with a somewhat satisfied expression after roaring toward the plains. His hot breath leaked out through the gaps between his fangs.
    

    
      I said, “The enemy is a top-ranked warrior in the Tower. He also has an unfairly good item, so—”
    

    
      “You’re saying this is an enemy I don’t need to go easy on.”
    

    
      “That’s right. Fight to your heart’s content.”
    

    
      Uburka grinned. “That was the command I’ve been waiting for, Patriarch! I love you, Daddy!”
    

    
      
        Thump!
      
    

    
      Uburka rushed toward the enemy army, his heavy footsteps shaking both the heavens and the earth. If Skians were born to be iron horses with spears, Uburka was a chariot and a battleship at the same time. On his own, he carried out the same charge that the Skians had done earlier with an army of nine thousand.
    

    
      “Is there a warrior who can fight me?” Uburka roared.
    

    
      The surviving Skians lost their grip on their weapons. 
    

    
      “No one? Do the Skians not have a single worthy fighter? Aaaaah, I understand! The only thing you have to show for is the horns on your heads! Hahahaha!”
    

    
      Uburka was as large as a giant from a legend, and the Skians weren’t prepared to face something like that today. Therefore, the Viper had to do it for them.
    

    
      “Skian Elites! Assemble!”
    

    
      Twelve warriors possessed by the Viper rushed at the giant, swinging their dual swords. They were badly wounded because they had just died from Playhouse on Fire, but bloodlust burst from their wounds, not blood.
    

    
      “We’ll stop you, Giant!”
    

    
      “We’ll kill you!”
    

    
      “The Skians haven’t been defeated yet! There are just a few fucking crises along the path to victory! Nothing has changed!”
    

    
      Uburka scoffed lightly as he listened to the Skian Elites talk. Aura was heavily mixed in his scoffs, which alone was enough to fill the air around him. He grinned, showing his fangs. “Weaklings.” 
    

    
      When he smiled in his giant form, his fangs were so huge that it really looked as if a mythical devil was grinning. Even the Terra soldiers trembled.
    

    
      “I am the chief warrior of the Death King Clan!” Uburka declared with a chuckle. “The Death King Clan reaps death! There is no demise without despair or resentment! And our clan carries all the despair and resentment, hence the name Death King Clan! Therefore, only my patriarch is qualified to lead us.”
    

    
      Uburka slowly raised his ax.
    

    
      “Those whose despair is more shallow than ours, do not try to stop us. Run away. If you try to stop us while your resentment is thinner than ours, brace yourself. I am Uburka, the son of the Death King and the Chief Warrior of the Death King Clan. This is the ax that will become your despair!”
    

    
      
        Boooooooooooooom!
      
    

    
      The huge ax struck the area where the Skian elites were standing. It dug into the ground, cracking it and sending shockwaves in all directions. Like a warrior staggering after receiving a powerful blow, the formation of the dead army was sent flying in an instant.
    

    
      
        Rumbleeee!
      
    

    
      Right where the twelve Skian Elites had been holding their ground like a fortress, the earth gave in due to the shockwaves, crumbling like a dried cookie. Uburka accomplished this strange feat with a single strike from his ax. 
    

    
      The Skian elites tried to dodge, but Uburka stopped them by swinging his ax to the right and slamming it into the ground. The Skians who attempted to escape fell to the ground, flinching a few times before they became motionless. They would never move again.
    

    
      One shot. One kill.
    

    
      “Ugor.”
    

    
      The formation had been created by the Viper, a respected warrior who had put everything he had in training his people. He even cheated. Yet Uburka crushed the formation like it was child’s play, but the Viper did not give up.
    

    
      “Gather up!”
    

    
      The Viper was now possessing thousands of Skian soldiers who died in Playhouse on Fire. The good thing about a one-man army was that the disorganized formation could be immediately rebuilt.
    

    
      “Pick up your weapons!”
    

    
      The Vipers did as they were told.
    

    
      “Strike!”
    

    
      Thousands of Vipers swung their weapons. Uburka scoffed and held up his large ax again to block the attacks. It looked like a group of locusts swarming around a rhinoceros.
    

    
      Estelle laughed.
    

    
      From afar, we watched Uburka’s show-off. Every time one of the Vipers hit the ground, a sound resembling hailstones slicing the ground rang out. Whenever Uburka moved, the early summer flower petals swayed and flowed toward the field.
    

    
      “At this rate, Chief Warrior will take all the credit.”
    

    
      “Are you feeling jealous?”
    

    
      “No, I was just thinking about your advice to try being faithful to my role as a sister, Patriarch.” 
    

    
      Estelle smiled mischievously, snapping her fingers to bring up the Civilization Store.
    

    
      
        
          Descent
        
      
    

    
      
        Grade: A
      
    

    
      
        Effect: You gain a body of your own to descend in the world.
      
    

    
      
        Cost: 10,000 species points
      
    

    
      
        ※Duration: 5 minutes.
      
    

    
      “I just believe that I should solidify my position as his older sister.”
    

    
      It seemed she was planning to descend. I did say that she was free to use all my species points, but she immediately brought out the item that even Yoo Soo-Ha hadn’t used in the past due to its low cost-effectiveness.
    

    
      Slightly impressed, I said, “You really are reading my thoughts.”
    

    
      “What good is an advisor if they can’t read the head of a family?” Estelle asked with a chuckle.
    

    
      I laughed alongside her. “Good. My daughter and son want to fight and see who’s better, so I have no reason to step in. Okay, you have my permission to go on with your plan. Have fun until you are both satisfied.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Patriarch!” 
    

    
      Estelle hugged my right arm. It seemed she was very embarrassed about it, so she used Lightness Art to put as much distance between us. I chuckled. Seeing my eldest daughter and second son joking around was cute.
    

    
      “Are you having fun?” Sylvia Evanail, asked from the back, seemingly dumbstruck. “Gosh, you are all cheating. Actually, hearing the advisor talk about cheating and all that was pretty funny. After all, you are the king when it comes to exploiting loopholes, aren’t you?”
    

    
      “I can’t deny that.”
    

    
      “Congratulations. What a splendid debut. The Death King Clan will now be recognized as the strongest guild in the Tower. You’ll practically be the king of this Tower, but—”
    

    
      “But none of that matters. That’s what you want to say to me, Sylvia Evanail.” 
    

    
      I wrapped my arms around her. She was so small that I could do it with just one arm. Sylvia would have normally shouted, “What are you doing?” or “I’m going to tell your spouse!” This time, however, she did no such thing.
    

    
      With fear in her voice, Sylvia asked, “Patriarch, what are you seeking from this war?”
    

    
      I took out my sword. “At any time, anywhere, there is only one thing I can show people. That there is a higher place in this world. Sylvia, use Descent.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Use it.”
    

    
      Sylvia reluctantly did as I said. Ten thousand species points were spent, and Sylvia descended on this land with a physical body. There were five minutes to go.
    

    
      “Hold on tight,” I told her.
    

    
      “Huh? Eh. W-Wait a minute, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja—err, Patriarch, I’m getting really nervous right now. I have reasons to believe that you’re about to do something absolutely outrageous. For example, we’re standing on the same mountain Uburka left without a peak yesterday. If some maniac tries to dive from here, I think it will be a brilliant act of suicide to shove their head into the ground. Patriarch—Mr. Kim Gong-Ja, that isn’t going to happen, right? Say it won’t, you fucking—”
    

    
      I grabbed Sylvia tightly using my cloak and leapt in the air. I flew off the mountain, which became nothing more than a cliff after losing its peak.
    

    
      “Aaaaaaaaaaaah!”
    

    
      Sylvia, wrapped in my cloak, squirmed hard, trying to break free. It was all in vain.
    

    
      “Even if you struggle to escape, you’re in the sky, so you’ll basically fall to your death,” I clarified.
    

    
      “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”
    

    
      “Just be quiet and do as I say. You spent ten thousand species points to descend, but if you fall, those points would have been for nothing.”
    

    
      “You devil! Patriarch, my ass! What kind of evil god am I serving as the head of the clan? Oh, my life! It would have been better to serve a Demon King!”
    

    
      “You’re used to manipulating aura, Head Steward, right?” I asked calmly. 
    

    
      “Whaaaaaat? Why would you mention aura all of a sudden? Well, of course I’m familiar with it!”
    

    
      “Unleash your aura. Don’t overthink it. Just keep flying and feel the wind around you as you disperse your aura.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Come on. I’ll take care of everything else.”
    

    
      Her small head moved inside my cloak. It was hard to see, but I could tell that she nodded. Considering the circumstances, this was enough to consider this consent.
    

    
      “Mmm… Head Steward.”
    

    
      “Yes, Patriarch.”
    

    
      “Do you remember the first banquet you saw as a child?”
    

    
      “How could I forget that damn place?”
    

    
      I readied my aura. “Then think about it and scatter your aura in all directions. Every direction.”
    

    
      The thick cloak around Sylvia muffled her exclamation. Her aura was golden, the radiant color seemingly reminiscing of childhood glory. Tens of millions of golden petals began to flutter across the field.
    

    
      Slowly, golden maple leaves fell on the plains. Golden ginkgo leaves suddenly joined their fall. Golden hydrangeas, lilacs, phalaenopsis, roses, lilies, peonies—all the petals and flower buds that ladies loved and cherished shone brightly and flew down to the ground.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Formula Arts.
      
    

    
      
        Extra Form:
      
    

    
      
        Golden Chaos Flower Garden.
      
    

    
      That was the dream Sylvia had as a child. She looked down blankly at the flower garden that her aura created, forgetting that she was still slowly flying in the air.
    

    
      “Patriarch, you—”
    

    
      “I think it’s beautiful,” I said. “We all fail. We all make mistakes we shouldn’t have made, but still, when you look back, your beginning was indeed beautiful. Look.”
    

    
      I pointed down. One of the Skian warriors who escaped alive from Playhouse on Fire carefully picked one of Sylvia’s golden flowers. He treated it like the most precious treasure in the world, then quickly turned around and ran away before anyone found him.
    

    
      Although not many Skians ran away, some did. The meaning of this battle, the history behind this war, the resurrected corpses, and a living legend descending upon them—these aspects were all absurd in their own way. 
    

    
      Despite the overwhelming layers of irrationality presented in this war, some soldiers were undoubtedly captivated by the gorgeous flower petals that miraculously appeared before their eyes. This beauty made them decide to just run away, throwing away everything they had fought for so far.
    

    
      “You aren’t nothing, Sylvia Evanail. You’re my head steward.”
    

    
      After a long descent, we set foot on the mountain peak that Uburka had torn up and smashed in the middle of the battlefield, and where the Viper’s Skian army had passed through. Using this high ground to our advantage, we scanned our surroundings.
    

    
      “You asked me what I wanted, Head Steward.”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “I want to show everyone how much a person can do by themselves.”
    

    
      Aura-sculpted golden petals filled the field. There, the Skians possessed by the Viper continued fighting hard. However, Uburka’s ax put an end to their efforts and a few slashes from Estelle cut off their limbs. By the time the possessed soldiers faced death once again, blood splattered on their old wounds and the lovely golden roses.
    

    
      Kim Yul said, “This place is already a different world.”
    

    
      Correct. The purpose of the Demonic Heaven Formula Arts was never about destroying enemies. It was the most trivial one of all purposes, so it would be embarrassing to even mention it.
    

    
      “Is this what you wanted to see, Patriarch?”
    

    
      The main purpose of the Demonic Heaven Formula Arts was to show a different world and scenery to others so that they could have new dreams.
    

    
      “Yes, pride and old scars depend on this hegemony war between the Terras and the Skians. These aspects are so important that it takes up most of their hearts. I know that resentment very well. Still, there is more to the world than that.” I looked at the Skian warrior running away with a golden rose in his hand. “I don’t know who that guy is, but I still have a vague idea of what his life is like.”
    

    
      Some Skians had become soldiers simply because that felt like the right thing to do. No one allowed them to ask why they wanted that, nor did they ask themselves such questions. Therefore, they accepted that becoming a warrior was the right path, like fish swimming in a great river. But one day, one brilliant day, a golden rose that seemed to not belong to this world fell gently at his feet.
    

    
      “It may just be a coincidence, but from the moment that warrior decided to run away with that flower, it already became his fate. That child is no longer a soldier. He isn’t even a Skian whose heart has blackened after repeated defeats. He’s simply an artist who is fascinated by the golden rose and will pick up an art knife or a brush to express these emotions.” 
    

    
      I looked back. With a hazy look, Sylvia watched the deserters run away from the golden field before she decided to face me. Kim Yul had been looking at me from the beginning of my speech.
    

    
      “There is no such thing as destiny you can’t change. All it takes is a little coincidence or a brief miracle for a person to become tempted to live as who they truly are. We don’t want to live when we feel like life is predetermined. We only want to truly live when life tempts us. Do you understand, Clan Shadow? We’ll tempt everyone who climbs the Tower so that they will want to live a little longer.”
    

    
      Kim Yul nodded. “Okay. There is no hypocrisy or lies in your words. I know that much.”
    

    
      I stretched out my hand toward Kim Yul. He gently took it, as if he had expected it. 
    

    
      He said, “You’ve already made me want to live a little longer.”
    

    
      Kim Yul descended. The clan shadow’s aura and mine mixed in our hands and flowed out.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Formula Arts.
      
    

    
      
        Extra Form:
      
    

    
      
        Fake Desert Under The House.
      
    

    
      Kim Yul’s aura blew in the form of wind. It was the wind that brushed past the school rooftop and caressed the grains of sand in the yard. By the time we looked down, the grass on the field had already turned into old grains of sand. The wind blew forlornly, carrying the smell of dying sand.
    

    
      He nodded. Just like when he stood on the rooftop and looked down at the school yard one day, Kim Yul now stood on the mountain peak and looked down at the sand beneath.
    

    
      “When I looked up from the rooftop, everything beneath my feet looked like a desert. I wanted to stick my head in that fake desert and die. Perhaps there was an oasis somewhere that could quench people’s thirst, but I didn’t know if that was really the case. But it was obvious that the little water spring would soon evaporate, and I did not want to bear the sight of millions of pretas fighting to steal the few drops of water left. So I threw my chance away.”
    

    
      Kim Yul smiled. “But even a rotten desert can be beautiful if it has rolling flower petals.”
    

    
      In the Demonic Heaven that Kim Yul and I manifested, Sylvia’s golden flowers were still rolling in the wind. The moment was breathtakingly mythical. Wind blew without stopping across the sandy desert. Golden roses, lilies, hydrangeas, chrysanthemums, and tulips were still slowly flying in the wind in a thousand different directions.
    

    
      Kim Yul didn’t stop smiling. He whispered, “If my life is as dry as a fake desert, all I have to do is wait for a few flower petals to enter my desert. I didn’t know this when I was young. I had no idea that a vast desert can tempt a single flower, and that the flower can do the same for the desert.”
    

    
      He looked back at me with a smile. “Thank you, Patriarch. Your language of flowers and the class presidents’ petals have already entered my desert. I’m happy I get to witness this beautiful sight.”
    

    
      
        Boooooooom!
      
    

    
      The Skians possessed by the Viper unleashed their aura ferociously where Uburka and Estelle were fighting.
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      Among them, there was one who spread their aura more intensely than the others. His hair was disheveled, and his horn was broken, indicating that the Skian warrior had already fallen once. He was small and scrawny, so it was easy to guess that his tenacity was the only thing that kept him going on this battlefield.
    

    
      “Why!”
    

    
      Behind the warrior, the Viper was hovering like the Guardian. Overwhelmed with anger, he shouted, “Why? The children I take care of—”
    

    
      Skian warriors rushed out from all directions.  
    

    
      
        Boooooom!
      
    

    
      The corpses that had died twice and could no longer be possessed were knocked away by Uburka’s attacks.
    

    
      “It was just like this before! Nothing has changed! Death King, why? Why can't my children be like yours?”
    

    
      The Viper’s eyes burned with raw venom. His venomous purple aura burned hideously. I once witnessed a similar sight in a snowfield.
    

    
      
        Aura deviation.
      
    

    
      He looked just like when Teacher had before she became my mentor. It wasn’t difficult to deduce why. People Possession required a tremendous amount of willpower. He had split himself into thousands of pieces and took over many Skians to control them. Sane people wouldn’t be able to pull off something like this. If the Viper wasn’t a master martial artist, he would have gone crazy long ago.
    

    
      “Even then! It was like that then, too, Death King! Even then—!”
    

    
      What was the Viper talking about? I wanted to ask, but it seemed like any chance of getting a proper answer was gone. His aura went berserk and surrounded the Skians.
    

    
      Someone grabbed my hand. “Don’t worry,” Estelle told me. “Everything will be okay.”
    

    
      I wasn’t sure when she came back, but she was smiling softly and reassuringly and holding my hand tightly.
    

    
      “He’s your colleague. Smack him in the head and tell him to wake up to reality, Patriarch. Just like you always do.”
    

    
      “Yes, yes, I should,” I agreed with a nod.
    

    
      Our aura resonated where our palms met. Since she was the closest to me, Estelle had watched me learn the Demonic Heaven Arts from beginning to end. Not many of my vassals were able to match her in understanding the arts. Perhaps this was why, on the battlefield where golden rose petals fluttered alongside the sand in the fake desert, red rain of autumn fell. 
    

    
      
        Drip. Drip, drip…
      
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Formula Arts.
      
    

    
      
        Extra Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Radiant Rain of the Tragic Sky.
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 249: Turn The Table (1)

    
      It rained that day.
    

    
      “Ha, how the heck does it rain inside the Tower?” the Viper grumbled as he walked down the dark street. A few sparse streetlights were standing at irregular intervals, as if they were bean sprouts planted by an elementary school student before getting bored. Some of them were even destroyed.
    

    
      The Viper squinted his single eye as he glanced at the broken streetlights. “Fuuuuck. The Tower did yet another fucking marvelous job, didn’t they?”
    

    
      It was the early days of the Tower, so infrastructure was a distant concept. Buildings frequently went out of power, while the streets had no traffic lights or crosswalks. All kinds of crimes occurred on a daily basis.
    

    
      Eventually, the Sword Star got sick of it and declared that he would create a group of watchmen. Well, the Viper was skeptical about its success. Plenty of scumbags and lunatics gathered in this place.
    

    
      “Oh! Sect Master!”
    

    
      The voice of the man who could be considered the leader of those maniacs called out from behind him. The Viper didn’t want to look back, but considering that head lunatic’s social status, he had no other options.
    

    
      He sighed. “What?” 
    

    
      “Ah, it is you!”
    

    
      When he turned back, the smile the Inquisitor flashed made it seem as if a golden light fell on him. The kid who looked like a fairy stood in the middle of the trashy street. At first glance, it seemed that he had gone through many hardships throughout his life. Nevertheless, his smile was very pure. His dainty, fresh blond hair added more life-like charm to his smile.
    

    
      “Inquisitor, it’s raining, so why are you here?”
    

    
      “Hahaha. That’s cold! I’m here because the Black Dragon Master asked me to talk to you for a bit in a place where people can see us!”
    

    
      The Viper frowned. “Why? To create the impression that the OJP Sect and the Pantheon are getting along?”
    

    
      “Wow, I see! That’s what she meant!” 
    

    
      “You didn’t know that, but you still listened to her? That is awfully obedient of you.”
    

    
      “I’m still learning, so I have no other choice! Hmm, if we want to stick to that purpose, it would be more efficient to go to a cafe and avoid the rain!“
    

    
      The Viper’s nose twitched. He could instinctively feel that the two of them were incompatible. Since they exchanged words, the Inquisitor came to a conclusion that progressed their conversation. Despite this, the Viper didn’t feel like they were actually carrying a conversation. It was quite the opposite, as if they had selected and exchanged words in alien languages that they could never understand.
    

    
      “Cafe?”
    

    
      “Yes, this is a nice cafe!”
    

    
      Again, even though they just said cafe, something felt different. Was the Inquisitor really using the word “cafe” in the same sense as the Viper? Did the Inquisitor understand the Viper? Even if a parrot memorized all conversation patterns, asked questions and answered when inquired, could that really count as communication?
    

    
      The Viper glanced at the Inquisitor. The Inquisitor’s blue eyes didn’t reflect the Viper at all; they seemed to have been made only to reflect the sky. In that case, there wouldn’t be much difference between talking to this guy or the sky. Either way, their conversation wouldn’t go anywhere. 
    

    
      If a religion was created out of the desire to talk to gods one couldn’t normally communicate with, this guy being the head of a religious guild would be peak irony. 
    

    
      “Hey, Preacher.”
    

    
      “Yes, Sworder!”
    

    
      “Pantheon Master.”
    

    
      “Yes, Sect Master!”
    

    
      “Inquisitor.”
    

    
      “Yes, Viper!”
    

    
      “Okay,” the Viper told the rainy sky. “Okay, let’s go to a cafe.”
    

    
      It rained that day.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It also rained now. 
    

    
      “Death King—!”
    

    
      A rain-soaked roar rang out. The OJP Sect Master was possessing a Skian warrior with a broken horn, his eyes gleaming red. 
    

    
      However, it wasn’t just his eyes that were red. His disheveled hair, his horn, his muscles, his broken nails—red rainwater dripped all over him. The more crimson dyed the ones possessed by the Viper, the more they shook in pain.
    

    
      “Aaaaaaaah!”
    

    
      This was the Demonic Heaven Arts of Estelle and I—Radiant Rain of the Tragic Sky. It was the autumn rain that Estelle had splattered the world with when she used to be the Demon King. Her resentment and hostility turned into endless rain, affecting the Viper, who was controlling multiple Skians at the same time.
    

    
      “Haha, hahaha… Haha… Hahahahahaha! 
    

    
      The Viper lost his Skian vessels one by one, and the warrior with his broken horn laughed. He stood up from the piles of Skian corpses, which slid off the piles. As he stepped on and kicked the bodies of his compatriots, he created a path for himself. The Skian warrior was a venomous viper itself. 
    

    
      He chuckled. A glow redder than rainwater appeared in his eyes, a clear sign of aura deviation. The Viper’s entire body was covered in blood, and he licked the rainwater flowing into his mouth as if it were cool mineral water.
    

    
      “Are you planning to stop us, Death King?”
    

    
      “I’m planning to stop you, Sect Master.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “There is something that one of my children told me.” I glanced at where the Terra chairman was. “If Uburka crushes the Skians, that is his victory, not the Terras’.”
    

    
      “Hmmm.”
    

    
      “Using the same logic, this would be your victory, not your species’, if you were to go out of your way to win right now.”
    

    
      “Hahahahahaha. That does sound like something your species would say, alright. I have nothing to retort because they’re so upright. Ah… So fucking annoying. Well, of course, that’s the most a guy like me can do.”
    

    
      “Sect Master.”
    

    
      “I’m wondering how the hell you raised your children so well. Goddamn it!”
    

    
      
        Pzzzzzzz—!
      
    

    
      Electricity sparked at the Viper’s feet. As if in response, lightning struck from the rainy sky. 
    

    
      Thuuuud! 
    

    
      The land shook from the collision of aura. Pools of raindrops on the ground splattered, and the rain in the sky evaporated in the lightning. 
    

    
      “Damn it!”
    

    
      Electric currents flowed in the rain puddles as raindrops writhed about. The Viper stood tall in one of these puddles jolting with electric currents. The color of the electric current and lightning was mythically purple.
    

    
      “Why? Why did my children get to have me for their guardian? They’re only suffering! Why, Death King?”
    

    
      He brought down another lightning bolt from the sky.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It also rained that day. The Viper stood before a corpse that had lost its warmth in a secluded alley. He muttered, “You didn’t have to kill him. Why did you do it? Was it necessary? Inquisitor, you’re a capable bastard. You can do so much, so why do you always—”
    

    
      The Inquisitor tilted his head, his hands stained with blood. “Well, that’s because it’s more efficient that way! Corpses don’t speak or act, so they can’t break promises or pose future threats! Therefore, it’s better to kill anyone who shows hostility if you get the opportunity to do so!”
    

    
      The Viper couldn’t tell whether the rainy sky or the Inquisitor had answered.
    

    
      As the number of rainy days increased, time passed twice as fast. Now, the streets had considerably more streetlights. The god’s broken child rested his chin on his palm after making many people part of the streets. Perhaps he got tired of it.
    

    
      “Sect Master, I know you’re trying to fix me,” the Inquisitor said with a wide smile. “Your efforts have paid off. The two of us can now order coffee for each other without having to show off our guilds’ friendship. But that’s it.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor looked at the Viper. His eyes didn’t seem to reflect the corpse he had left behind or the Viper, who was right in front of him. 
    

    
      “You can use me like everyone else, but you can’t change me.”
    

    
      Old vehicles drove down the road. These types of cars normally belonged in antique stores, but they were still actively used in Babylon. Their horns blared weakly in the distance.
    

    
      “Because you can’t take responsibility for me.”
    

    
      The rain’s words were cruel because they were true. 
    

    
      “I was born like this, and this is how I’ve lived so far. This is the only life for me. Despite your good intentions, any attempt to indoctrinate me into a different lifestyle is doomed to fail.” 
    

    
      Unable to withstand the rain, the broken streetlights fell over. The Inquisitor smiled brightly with his arms spread out. 
    

    
      “However, Sect Master, is that such a bad thing? I define people who try to kill me as enemies because they cannot take responsibility for me. Unfortunately, ninety-nine percent of this world is made up of enemies! Considering that, you’re a very rare case. Even if you get the chance to kill me, you probably won’t!”
    

    
      Lightning struck. In the heavy rain, it looked purple. Startled by the flash of light, the car that was driving nearby sped across a large puddle of water, drenching the Viper and the Inquisitor.
    

    
      “The two of us are friends and colleagues. Isn’t that enough?” the Inquisitor asked. 
    

    
      No, it wasn’t. But if this was the best they could do, the Viper had no choice but to be satisfied. That was what he thought—no, what he used to think.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Lightning struck amidst the rain. Aura could have different colors, but color wasn’t the only thing that made one’s aura unique. Even if the aura was red, that could mean either blood or roses. Depending on the image the aura user had in their heart and the image embedded in their core, their aura could change. 
    

    
      My aura resembled blood and fire. And the Rank 6th Hunter, the Viper, seemed to have been carrying a purple lightning bolt within his heart.
    

    
      “How should—” I grabbed a sword from a corpse nearby. “I know that!”
    

    
      “Why don’t you know that, you little shit!” 
    

    
      The Viper rushed at me. Since his aura was like lightning, he now moved just like one after unlocking his vital energy thanks to aura deviation. It was almost impossible to follow his movements with the naked eye. In just one moment, the Viper passed by me.
    

    
      
        Swish!
      
    

    
      “Shit.”
    

    
      Blood spurted from my shoulder. His sword was quick and moved bizarrely. If he had cut a little deeper, I probably would have lost my entire left arm, but I wasn’t angry because I got injured.
    

    
      “For fuck’s sake, why the hell are you whining?!” 
    

    
      Before my regression, he was one of the giants I couldn’t even dare to look in the eyes. Even after discovering he was the silly emperor of light novels, I still respected him for who he was. Even though I knew he wasn’t acting normally because he was affected by aura deviation, I couldn’t bear how pathetically he was acting right now.
    

    
      “I’m basically a baby compared to you. Aren’t you ashamed to do this in front of me?”
    

    
      “Baby? Ha. Babies like you don’t exist!”
    

    
      The Viper’s voice came from all directions because he was constantly moving. In a split second, he arrived in front of me. I used my aura to slow down time around me as much as possible. 
    

    
      With time infinitely stretching around us, the Viper moved to strike my stomach, my chin, and my head. The resolve to kill me was evident in each blow. I moved out of the way, pushed him away, and twisted in place to avoid the blows.
    

    
      “Why?!” the Viper continued to yell. 
    

    
      He didn’t stop. Before the sound of his footsteps could disappear, the Viper appeared from the other side and swung his sword. I unleashed my aura as much as I could and narrowly avoided his sword strike.
    

    
      “Why is it always you, Death King?!”
    

    
      I met his eyes. They were burning with so much venom that I wondered if this was what it was like to stare into a jar filled with snake eyes. The Viper’s gaze became a pot of gu poison and shone dark red.
    

    
      “Why are you the only one making the others happy?”
    

    
      I frowned. “What are you talking about?” 
    

    
      “You’re the heir of the Demonic Heaven.”
    

    
      I wasn’t expecting him to bring this up.  
    

    
      Seeing me freeze in my tracks, the Viper screamed, “You made sure the Heavenly Demon would have the best final moments she could ask for! Even though the pain of dying was eating her away, she could smile genuinely at the gift you gave her!”
    

    
      He had gone into the Heavenly Demon Chronicle with me. While I was on the Heavenly Demon Cult’s side, he fought alongside the Murim Alliance. I took the Heavenly Demon as my teacher, and the Murim Alliance’s leader became the Viper’s teacher. We had shared the same winter.
    

    
      “Why? Why couldn’t the alliance leader do that?”
    

    
      That scream had the power to stop me in my tracks. The aura he fired scratched my cheek. My blood dripped on the ground, but I still couldn’t move.
    

    
      “Grandpa Namgung Woon also tried his best in his life, so he could somehow compete with the Heavenly Demon! He devoted his whole life to training! Even with my one eye, I can see that the alliance leader looks more noble, so why? Why couldn’t he meet an end like her and find his twilight happiness in taking care of simpletons who know nothing?”
    

    
      The Viper’s aura became darker as it rose from his shoulders, slowly undulated until it reached high into the air.
    

    
      “Is it my fault? Was that my fault too, just like I failed to care for my children properly? Have I failed to understand the alliance leader on a deeper level? Why can’t I…”
    

    
      He lowered his head. However, as his voice became quieter, the amount of aura rising from him became bigger. Now, the Viper’s aura moved like writhing tentacles from his back. 
    

    
      The fight between the OJP Sect and my clan was already concluding. Every time Kim Yul swung his sword, two of the Skians possessed by the Viper died. Every time Uburka swung his ax, five or six possessed Skians were hacked to pieces. The Skians controlled by the Viper lined up and attempted to counterattack, but they instantly evaporated when Estelle swung her red greatsword. 
    

    
      The only sound that could be heard was the Viper’s own scream. As his defeat became clearer, the silence deepened.
    

    
      “Death King.”
    

    
      “Yes, Sect Master.”
    

    
      “Why can’t I…” 
    

    
      The Viper slowly raised his head.  
    

    
      
        Ah.
      
    

    
      It wasn’t until I met those eyes that I understood what was beyond them and the source of the tremor in his voice. Perhaps I could understand it so well because they reminded me of my past self. 
    

    
      The first hope I ever had was extinguished because my resentment didn’t disappear even after my first death. My wish, which defined me, was to climb high and breathe only clean air, as if the Tower were a mountain. By swinging my sword and walking strictly my desired path, I wished to live exactly the way I wanted to live. 
    

    
      The moment I looked into the Viper’s eyes, I understood the intense venom in his eyes better than anyone. I Want To Be Like You—the first Skill I acquired. 
    

    
      “I…” 
    

    
      The Viper clenched his teeth. He was gritting his teeth so hard that he seemed to be chewing on his very soul.
    

    
      “I wanted to be like you, too.”
    

    
      That was how others had come to see me.
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      Someone was envious of me now. No, this wasn’t a feeling that could be expressed as envy. Jealousy. Yes, jealousy was more fitting—a feeling as seething as gu poison.
    

    
      
        This isn’t the first time, though.
      
    

    
      Unable to leave the first floor, many Hunters spent their days anxiously waiting for the moment they received their Skills. That alone made countless people already quite jealous of me.
    

    
      
        I know that.
      
    

    
      There were articles praising me. People asked for my autograph. They also pointed at me and whispered as I walked down the streets. I quite enjoyed this tsunami of attention.
    

    
      I looked at the Viper. 
    

    
      
        Still… I can’t believe even someone like you is jealous of me.
      
    

    
      If my past self saw me talking casually and making jokes with the Viper, he would have freaked out because something like that didn’t seem possible. That was how powerful and influential the Viper was in the Tower.
    

    
      I stanned the High Rankers; they were my idols. Even though the leader of the idol group, Fire Emperor Yoo Soo-Ha, had retired due to an unfortunate incident and was preparing to become a trainee again, I still idolized the Viper deep down. He was shouting in all directions that he was jealous of me, all the while his aura boiled.
    

    
      Witnessing that emotion right before my eyes, I couldn’t hold back my laughter anymore. 
    

    
      “Ah. Ahahaha, hahahaha! Hahahahaha, hah, hahahahahaha!”
    

    
      Moonlight illuminated the field. The greenery had crumbled under the desert, covered in the dust that followed the wind. Tens of millions of roses rolled around in the valleys and dunes.
    

    
      And then the rain of autumn arrived. A shower, nothing more. Drenched with water, the edges of the valleys shone, and the rose petals that drank the raindrops became much more vivid. 
    

    
      The falling and flowing rain brought life to the desert, which seemed to envelop the whole world. The golden flower petals embroidered the dunes, creating the illusion that something sacred was sleeping underneath. 
    

    
      “Ahahaha… haha, ha… ahahaha.”
    

    
      When the world around us became an oasis at the heart of the desert, I finally stopped laughing.
    

    
      The Viper glared at me. “Are you done?”
    

    
      I nodded, my face wet from the rain. “Yes. I feel like I laughed enough to last me a year.” 
    

    
      “You bastard!”
    

    
      
        Swoosh!
      
    

    
      The Viper tried to use his high speed to cut my head off, but it was no use. There were grains of Kim Yul’s sand where the Viper stepped to take the stance. Sylvia’s petals were in the air that he charged across. Above all, no matter what he did, he was already soaked in Estelle’s rain.
    

    
      I parried away all the Viper’s attacks, as if I had predicted from where and how he would attack. “I’m sorry, Sect Master. You’re saying that because I’m strong, I was able to serve my teacher perfectly and raise my children well? That’s true in a way, but I think you’re misunderstanding something here.”
    

    
      “And what would that be?”
    

    
      “I wasn’t always strong.” 
    

    
      I grabbed a short spear lying on the ground and compressed my aura into it. The heated spear flew toward the Viper. With a groan, he quickly rolled away to dodge my attack, the sharp spear tearing the flower petals before embedding itself deep into a dune. Raindrops splattered against the spear handle and dripped down. 
    

    
      The Viper stood up, bleeding. He was already a wreck. It seemed he had been unable to dodge the attack completely. 
    

    
      “Fuuuuck! What the hell are you saying?” he yelled. 
    

    
      “I mean it. I wasn’t born strong.”
    

    
      I created three aura spears from a few flower petals, grains of sand, and drops of rain. The three scarlet spears hovered in the air, waiting for my command. I lightly threw them in the direction of the Viper. 
    

    
      Blood splattered.
    

    
      “Uuuuugh!”
    

    
      “Surprisingly, I’ve only learned to do this recently. Still, I can’t waste my aura like this without the support of Estelle, Sylvia, Kim Yul, and my other vassals,” I clarified. 
    

    
      The Viper succeeded in avoiding two of the three spears, but that was my intention all along. The last aura spear hit the Viper’s shoulder and dug into his flesh. He fell down screaming.
    

    
      “I defeated the Demon King of Autumn Rain and comforted my teacher, yes, but it’s not because I was strong from the beginning. That’s absolutely not true.”
    

    
      When I heard the Viper’s remark before, I remembered the time I first met my teacher, so I couldn’t help but laugh. Back then, I had to beg for a very long time to be recognized as her disciple.
    

    
      She had guided me somewhere, saying she wanted to see if I was worthy of becoming her disciple. We had arrived at a pit with a master martial artist zombie—a training course to learn Starvation Death of the Demonic Heaven Arts.
    

    
      As I screamed helplessly and ran away from a martial artist zombie, Teacher guided me.
    

    
      
        “Then why are you hesitating? Hurry up and dive into hell. Remember when you were hungry for the longest time.” 
      
    

    
      
        “The longest time I’ve been hungry was three to four days,” I answered.
      
    

    
      Upon hearing my answer, Teacher stared at me, dumbstruck. “What? Three to four days? There’s just no talking with you. Forget it. It’s my fault! I had hopes for you for a moment, but you’re all talk.”
    

    
      And Teacher just… left me in the pit without even sparing me a second glance. She walked away as I continued to struggle frantically. 
    

    
      
        “Lady Heavenly Demon! Lady Heavenly Demon? Please wait a minute! For god’s sake! It’s not like feeling full is going to kill me! It’s absurd that I can’t learn the arts because of that! Ah, fu—” 
      
    

    
      And, just like that, the martial artist zombie ate me.
    

    
      “Hahahaha…”
    

    
      My teacher had been a cold and lofty person. Even offering her a flower was very difficult.
    

    
      
        Now this guy envies me because I made you laugh. Somehow, he’s struggling to overcome me. What should I do, Teacher? When you were alive, many people probably envied you. What would you have done in this situation? It’s a bit disappointing that I can’t ask you this or hear your voice anymore.
      
    

    
      “Sect Master, I didn’t accomplish everything because I was strong from the beginning. I was just allowed a little more time than others.”
    

    
      Gasping for breath, the Viper looked up at me. Of course, he didn’t understand what I was saying.
    

    
      
        Unlike me.
      
    

    
      I understood the Viper completely, and not just because I once envied others.
    

    
      
        Because I peeked into his memories.
      
    

    
      A little while ago, when the Viper began to scream at me while swinging his sword, I saw the time that the Viper and the Inquisitor had spent together. I hadn’t met them yet at the time. Their memories flashed in my mind from time to time like a mirage. It wasn’t just their appearances, but even the conversation they had.
    

    
      
        “Sect Master, I know you’re trying to fix me because you can’t take responsibility for me.”
      
    

    
      I looked at the Viper, who was still staring at me. His thick lips were closed, and his dark eyes were blazing, but…
    

    
      
        “The two of us are friends and colleagues. Isn’t that enough?”
      
    

    
      Even now, I could hear the voices inside the Viper’s heart. It wasn’t that I awakened to a new Skill one day. On the contrary, my Skill list was full of footprints of my life. I didn’t suddenly become a mind reader. 
    

    
      
        This is the trace that the Tower master left behind. 
      
    

    
      It was the aftereffect of witnessing the Tower master’s trauma after dying at her hands. Amethyst embraced everyone’s misfortune in life, witnessing and remembering every moment of happiness. 
    

    
      Countless people’s traumas were transferred to her. She suffered just as much as they did, screamed exactly when they screamed. Therefore, everyone’s trauma was the Tower master’s trauma.
    

    
      
        Watching the Tower master’s trauma was basically watching the trauma of everyone in this Tower.
      
    

    
      It was an enormous amount of difficult memories for one person to handle. Therefore, I tried to keep them out of my mind. 
    

    
      
        But when the Viper is dragging out the resentment of the past and shouts like he did just now, then I can hear it like the time I see my killers’ trauma.
      
    

    
      The scenes that the Tower master witnessed were the wounds she embraced in her own heart. I didn’t know if these wounds really happened in this world already, or if they happened in another world that Amethyst had intervened in. Perhaps they would happen sometime in the future. 
    

    
      I was awakened to Demigod Eyes.
    

    
      “Ha.”
    

    
      I chuckled again. This was how the Tower master saw the world. If her everyday life was listening to people’s screams whenever she encountered them, what was the point of living that way? The thought saddened me greatly. 
    

    
      “Why are you still laughing?”
    

    
      I shook my head to shove my thoughts aside before looking down at the Viper. “Sect Master, do you want to beat me?”
    

    
      The Viper paused. 
    

    
      “If possible, you want to duel me and beat me fair and square, right?” I asked again.
    

    
      The Viper clenched his jaw before he coughed blood. 
    

    
      “What… What are you going to do, then?”
    

    
      He was lying on the ground, and I was looking down at him. His cough had splashed a few drops of blood from his mouth onto my cheek. Just as I didn’t wipe away the pouring rain, I didn’t wipe off this blood either.
    

    
      “I’ll give you a chance. Again, I wasn’t always strong. It took a long time for me to get to this level. During that time, I met my children and took them in. They became my clan.” I pulled out the aura spear from his shoulder. When blood burst out, the Viper writhed again. “And you have a way to buy a lot of time. Two hundred years, six months, and twenty-one days.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “That’s how much time the Inquisitor spent on the thirty-first floor by himself.”
    

    
      Silence. The Viper didn’t seem to understand what I was implying at first, but his eyes slowly widened. Raindrops from the sky fell on my hair and then onto the Viper. Only after a few more raindrops fell did he break the silence.
    

    
      “So, what you’re saying is…”
    

    
      “Yes. Whether it’s two hundred or three hundred years, spend some time alone on this stage like the Inquisitor did. Train for hundreds of years, recruit people, and challenge me again, Sect Master.”
    

    
      I was suggesting seclusion training to the Viper.
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      The Viper slowly opened his eyes, now empty of venom and blazing fire. He was waking up from aura deviation, that much was obvious.
    

    
      “Are you telling me to do seclusion training?”
    

    
      “Yes, right here, on this very stage. You’ll seclude yourself in this world, so it can’t get much more luxurious and extravagant than that.”
    

    
      I smiled.
    

    
      “What did you think my reaction would be if you said you were jealous of me? ‘Ah, I have grown so strong without even realizing it. I should have paid more attention to how the people around me felt, but I couldn’t do that… I’m very weak and still lacking in many areas…’ Did you think I would say something like that while staring at you with wide puppy eyes? I feel awesome right now!”
    

    
      I laughed boisterously, loud enough for Sylvia’s flower petals to get on my lips, and Estelle’s rain to enter my mouth. Nevertheless, I continued laughing.
    

    
      “Sect Master, having others be jealous of me feels really good. I feel like I was born to make everyone jealous. That’s how awesome I feel.”
    

    
      “You—”
    

    
      “I’m serious.”
    

    
      A spear flew out from the pile of corpses across from me. I lightly waved my hand to disrupt the spear’s trajectory, causing it to fly in a completely random direction. 
    

    
      
        Thud! 
      
    

    
      The Viper possessed another Skian and leaped out of the pile of corpses, rushing at me. Although this Skian was small, he was holding a greatsword. Was he the Viper’s trump card? I could feel the strong desire to stab me at least once even if it meant burying himself in that pile of corpses until the right moment came.
    

    
      “Sect Master—no, Mr. Viper.” I took a step forward. Sand grains rustled under my feet since my surroundings had become part of Kim Yul’s desert. “I’m telling you this won’t work on me.”
    

    
      I struck the ground with my sword.
    

    
      
        Swooooosh. 
      
    

    
      A hole formed underneath the feet of the small Skian. He took a step back, but it was too late. Another hole was waiting for him there. Before he could escape from the hole, it swallowed his feet, calves, thighs, torso, and finally his head.
    

    
      “Do you understand?”
    

    
      I placed my hand on Kim Yul’s shoulder and looked at the Viper.
    

    
      “Bring the Twelve Skian Elites or thirty-six thousand of them. Actually, you won’t be able to defeat me even if you bring the entire Skian species. Do you want to keep fighting like this? Abandon all honor and fight until the species is exterminated?  
    

    
      “‘Regardless of everything, we tried our best, but it didn’t work and we lost. Still, we didn’t lose our pride, so it’s okay.’ Everyone will console each other this way at the funerals. Is that what you want to see, Sect Master?” 
    

    
      I grabbed him by the collar. 
    

    
      “That’s not true, is it? You don’t want a brutal defeat.”
    

    
      Silence followed. Eventually, the Viper opened his mouth to speak.
    

    
      “I…”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Even just once is fine...”
    

    
      “Just once?”
    

    
      “I want to be ahead of you.”
    

    
      I nodded. 
    

    
      “I want to be the protagonist!” the Viper shouted.
    

    
      Yes, he was showing his innermost self. If I were to make it sound like a wish, it would be a very messy one.
    

    
      —I also want to be like you.
    

    
      What a valid desire this was. 
    

    
      “Hahaha.”
    

    
      That lump of desire, however, looked beautiful in my eyes because the Viper  was a man of action. He was different from someone who typed on the keyboard in jealousy and spent his daily life in vain, waiting for good luck that wasn’t guaranteed to enter his life. 
    

    
      The Viper was different from me. Even though he was jealous of me, he tried to figure out a way to catch up to me and acted on it. He was a strong man who turned his jealousy into his own growth, so how could I not laugh?
    

    
      “As you said, Murim Alliance Leader Namgung Woon is the Grand Patriarch of the OJP Sect,” I said.
    

    
      A question appeared in the Viper’s eyes. Regardless, I went on. “I heard that he normally spends his time training the OJP Sect members, but even if they are members of a popular guild in the Tower, the alliance leader was revered as one of the best martial artists in his world, so there is no way they would reach his standards. That is probably why you’re agonizing.”
    

    
      The Viper’s face distorted in pain. Though he didn’t answer, his reaction showed that what I said was true.
    

    
      I slowly said, “But, Sect Master, remember the last Great War of Good and Evil. On both sides of the vast snow field, a thousand demonic cult followers lined up, wrapped in black robes from head to toe as if they were living shadows. They numbered about a thousand. As the snow ate away at their world, they came from all over to exalt the Heavenly Demon’s glory. The Heavenly Demon Cult truly gave everything they had. ”
    

    
      As I continued my speech, my clan members moved until they stood in perfect formation on the wide sandy plain. Even the moonlight faded as it got closer to them, so when viewed from a distance, they looked like one huge mass, like a single black dragon.
    

    
      The Viper swallowed. Even if they didn’t have physical bodies in this world, around one thousand demonic cult elites spread out on the sand plain were worth seeing. Just because they were in their spirit forms, that didn’t mean that their strength couldn’t be recognized.
    

    
      “But, Mr. Viper, they aren’t the only ones. Monster Legion Reincarnation.”
    

    
      Then, new shadows appeared on the field opposite of where the cultists were lined up, peeking out from the dark bushes. At first, it looked as if weasels were sticking their heads out through the bushes, then it looked as if deer were running through a reed forest. 
    

    
      They wore white furry clothes and seemed to light up the world just by existing. Eventually, when the summoning was complete, they gleamed in one mass, standing like a lone snow-white tiger.
    

    
      “Those guys…” 
    

    
      The Viper recognized them. I nodded. They were the soldiers of the legion I had never summoned until now. I had the ability to summon them, but I didn’t have the right to do so. Therefore, I had left them in their eternal peace.
    

    
      “They’re the elites of the Murim Alliance. You are Alliance Leader Namgung Woon’s disciple. Just like I became the Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult as my teacher’s disciple, I would say that you are also qualified to lead them.”
    

    
      The Viper looked blankly at around one thousand young elites of the Righteous Faction across the field.
    

    
      “But they won’t swear their loyalty to you right now.” 
    

    
      “Yes, because you were the one who prepared the war.”
    

    
      “It won’t be easy to win their loyalty.”
    

    
      “Is that what you’re telling me to do?”
    

    
      “No, I’m just saying that you can do that if you want to.”
    

    
      The Viper pulled out the spear lodged in his chest and stood up straight, his face contorted in pain and humiliation. “The Righteous Path warriors will disappear as soon as you leave the stage.”
    

    
      “Yes, they exist because of my Skill.”
    

    
      “In that case, the only time I will be recognized by them will be once my seclusion training is over.”
    

    
      “I guess so.”
    

    
      The Viper spat blood and glared daggers at me. “Just you wait, Death King. Yes, I lost this stage, and my Skian children were defeated, but next time will be different. I promise! Just you wait!”
    

    
      “How would a loser carry out seclusion training here?” I asked.
    

    
      The Viper didn’t seem to understand me, but my vassals did. In particular, Estelle, the advisor of the Death King Clan who had asked for ten thousand species points to descend in this world for five minutes, knew my thoughts better than anyone else.
    

    
      “Princess! I’ll give up this stage!” I yelled.
    

    
      None of the vassals were shaken by my declaration. However, the Viper was.
    

    
      “What? No, wait, why in the world would you do that—”
    

    
      I raised my hand to stop the Viper. “Look behind me, Sect Master.”
    

    
      The heat cleared from the Viper’s eyes again, finally seeing what was going on beyond my shoulders. Thousands of Terra warriors were standing there with folded arms. All the weapons they had held and pointed at the enemies were laid down at their feet. Now, they were glaring at my clan vassals and Uburka, the white giant.
    

    
      The Terras remained silent, but it was impossible not to understand what they meant. They couldn’t accept a victory like this. 
    

    
      “Ah. No matter how absurd the battle was, it seems I have crossed the line.” I spread my arms with a wry smile. “Taking care of children is really difficult. Doing what you think is best for them can end up ignoring their free will and getting in their way.”
    

    
      Now that the Viper’s eyes were clearer, he regained his calm. The Skians who survived from the Playhouse on Fire were staring inexplicably at the Viper, who had been raising their kin’s corpses.
    

    
      “But there is one significant difference. Do you know what that is, Sect Master?”
    

    
      The Terras were protesting, and the Skians were afraid of the Viper. I stood between them and announced, “The winner has the right to refuse a victory they don’t value.”
    

    
      The Viper’s eyes widened. “You!”
    

    
      I nodded. “On the other hand, the loser has no right to deny the victory that ended up becoming theirs.”
    

    
      “Don’t be ridiculous!” the Viper roared. “Do you… Do you really think I’ll take this kind of—”
    

    
      The reason the Viper’s words died down wasn’t that he understood that the loser had no right to refuse victory. The surviving Skians wouldn’t have welcomed the victory if my clan hadn’t stepped in and the Viper himself had ended up annihilating the Terras by using the corpses of Skians.
    

    
      The Viper finally realized this. It made me very happy, even though the Terras were criticizing me. The Viper would become stronger over time. 
    

    
      Therefore, I had no grievance or felt anxious about stepping down from here. The Terras would do well. The Black Witch, the Paladin, the Sword Star, and the Viper would complete the remaining levels all the way to the fortieth floor and, ultimately, the fiftieth floor.
    

    
      “Sect Master, good luck. See you later,” I said. 
    

    
      I was about to turn around when the Viper shouted, “Rao Fan!” 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      The Viper was glaring at me. “My name is Rao Fan! It’s not my nickname or title. My real name is Rao Fan! Do you get it? Rao Fan! Next time I will call you by your name, you will call me by my name too! Don’t forget that!”
    

    
      
        Wooosh!
      
    

    
      Pure white light wrapped around me and my clan.
    

    
      
        [You have given up clearing the thirty-sixth floor.]
      
    

    
      The white light made it almost impossible to see anything. Not only I, but all my clan members—Sylvia Evanail, Kim Yul, Estelle, the Four Demon Kings, and the Heavenly Demon Cult followers— were slowly disappearing in a cloud of white light. Everyone except Uburka. 
    

    
      “You freaking wacko!”
    

    
      A Skian raised his middle finger toward me. His horn was broken, and he was a mess. However, his two eyes didn’t waver as he stared at me, so I quietly raised my finger in response.
    

    
      “They say only wackos can call others wackos.”
    

    
      The Viper frowned. “What? You little fucker, just you wait and see! When I meet you again—” 
    

    
      
        [Teleporting you to a temporary space!]
      
    

    
      My clan members and I blacked out.
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      The pool of light surrounding me slowly disappeared.
    

    
      
        Vroooooong.
      
    

    
      A somewhat odd sound rang in my ears, but what I could see was nothing short of divine. Starting with my head, neck, shoulders, and then arms, the pool of light soon revealed my legs and feet, spreading in all directions like silk.
    

    
      
        That light is probably caused by some kind of Skill.
      
    

    
      Whose story did that Skill tell? I felt a little overwhelmed as I silently watched the silky light vanish.
    

    
      “You withdrew from the floor?! That’s ridiculous!”
    

    
      My peace was disturbed when the face of a familiar princess popped out from the floor. She struggled to climb up from the hole she popped out of. Was she a ghost? Did she finally get a job in a comedy film because of the recession in the horror film industry? What a pity.
    

    
      “What were you thinking? Why would you give up?”
    

    
      The Mirage-Walking Princess was a Pillar supporting the Tower and the daughter of the Tower master. Aside from her mother, she probably had the most power in the Tower. Now, she was releasing her stress by swinging around the pillow she usually carried around.
    

    
      “You’re planning something, right? Deathy, you’re pretending to withdraw from the floor to carry out your secret masterplan, right? Your sis believes in you. Now, spill!”
    

    
      I said, “I really gave up.”
    

    
      The princess went ballistic. “Whyyyyyyyyyyy? Why would you do that after all you did to raise your children!!! They’re so close to conquering the continent, so why would you give up—”
    

    
      “The kids say they don’t want me.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      I sat on a white chair. This space where white stretched all the way to the horizon was surprisingly convenient. I thought that I would like to sit down, and a chair showed up right away.  After I sat down, tea, teacups, and a table appeared as if they had been waiting for me.
    

    
      I picked up the black tea and smelled it. It was a truly high-quality peach black tea. It tasted as if Libton Icetea the First had received knighthood and his family had devoted three generations to the kingdom. Perhaps after Libton Icetea the Third led the kingdom to victory in an important battle, he finally became a noble. 
    

    
      I lowered my head to taste the liquid in the teacup. “I wish I could compliment this delightful tea properly, but I can only compare it to this tea brand commonly found in supermarkets.”
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      “Don’t sigh, Princess. I’m the one who wants to sigh.”
    

    
      Perhaps my commoner-like behavior helped the princess regain her elegance as a noble. She sat down across from me, pressing her fingers into her forehead. Judging from her simple shrug, it seemed she was going to postpone rebuking me for a while.
    

    
      “Well, won’t it take time? When I first ate pizza when I was young, I was as impressed as three pork cutlets, but after I got older and started eating seasoned fried chicken, I was as shocked as five pizzas.”
    

    
      “There are pork cutlets, pizza, and seasoned chicken in your world too?”
    

    
      “Yes, so my standard of tasty food is seasoned chicken. Compared to when I was young, I have a truly luxurious taste.”
    

    
      She truly did. 
    

    
      
        As expected from a noble from the kingdom… Hmm, or should I say a Pillar of the Tower?
      
    

    
      Someone like the princess probably lived a luxurious life, so she wouldn’t be able to imagine a life like mine, where I had to search which tteokbokki shop handed out the most amount of rice cakes.
    

    
      The princess hugged her pillows and said, “But the most delicious thing was the soybean paste stew that Mom made herself.”
    

    
      “There’s soybean paste stew in your world too?”
    

    
      “Yes, it tastes special. No number of seasoned chickens is enough to express it. It’s a nostalgic taste, so I still often ask her to make me some.”
    

    
      “I understand. My orphanage director often fried eggs for me, and I mixed them with rice, sesame oil, and soy sauce. In fact, I asked him to cook this for me several times in the Tower before I got on the thirty-first floor.”
    

    
      If my clan members were present, Estelle would have asked, “Why would someone like the Tower master make soybean paste stew?” Sylvia would question if the princess was actually part of the nobility, while Kim Yul would reproach me and say, “Cook your own egg rice, Patriarch. Your hands are perfectly functional. Stop giving my friend more work.”
    

    
      However, they weren’t here. Only the princess and I were present.
    

    
      
        —Crazy bastard… 
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny shows her agreement with the Sword Emperor in silence.]
      
    

    
      As always, they were present, but I wasn’t going to worry about them much. Anyway, that was when the princess and I reached a dramatic agreement despite our different social classes.
    

    
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      For a moment, I felt slightly dizzy. The Demigod Eyes, which had first activated when dealing with the Viper, activated again without any warning. Before I could resist, I was sucked into a daydream.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It felt as if I was peeking at someone’s traumatic past.
    

    
      “My daughter…”
    

    
      It was a dark basement. Viscountess Amethyst, who was yet to become the Tower master, was looking after a small child. The look on her face wasn’t anything like I had seen before. The child was much smaller than she was now, but I could tell that she was the Mirage-Walking Princess.
    

    
      “I love you,” Amethyst said, rubbing her cheek against the child.
    

    
      “Let’s go home and sleep, Mom,” the girl replied as she reciprocated the gesture. 
    

    
      I watched this daydream unfold. The moment seemed like a sanctuary of its own. It felt like no one should dare get close. As the Tower master looked down at her daughter, there was only affection in her eyes, affection that made me feel choked up just by looking at this scenery.
    

    
      That was probably one of the goddess’ bare sides. She held her daughter's hand and headed off somewhere. That was it. I had no idea where they were going or why they said “Let’s go home.”  
    

    
      The moment when the two people left the dark basement and went up the stairs, the daydream in my Demigod Eyes was cut off.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I blinked. Once the dream ended, reality continued.
    

    
      “—I’m just saying, but I’m also very good at cooking.” 
    

    
      The princess sounded very excited. 
    

    
      “If I were to give an item grade to the dishes I make, it would be EX. There is no way it could be any other grade. Anyway, I inherited Mom’s cooking skills, so when I use these skills to make seasoned chicken instead of soybean paste stew and make my own taste of nostalgia… Death King, it’ll be a great revolution in the culinary arts, so epic that it would be worth writing around two hundred chapters of a novel called The Princess is Cooking!”
    

    
      The princess didn’t seem to notice that I had been daydreaming at all, freely going on about what she wanted to say. When I saw my reflection in her eyes, I noticed perplexity written on my face. It wasn’t just because I was thrilled by her fearsome plan of achieving a revolutionary taste from her dishes. I was also thinking about what had just happened to me.
    

    
      
        Is this also a fragment of the Tower master’s trauma?
      
    

    
      For the Tower master, her entire life was no different from trauma. She remembered not only her own but also collected the trauma of others. In addition to that, she even created countless parallel worlds where she saved others, died, was tortured, or was murdered in their stead.
    

    
      
        All those memories are dormant inside me.
      
    

    
      It seemed that the speculation I came up with while dealing with the Viper was right.
    

    
      
        Even right now.
      
    

    
      The amount of memories was so huge that I couldn’t recognize them on a conscious level, but they occasionally showed up like a daydream.
    

    
      
        This is a problem. 
      
    

    
      Perhaps I would end up seeing the future. I would perhaps see events from hundreds of years ago that took place in a world that had nothing to do with me. In fact, I could see what-if scenarios like the one where Amethyst was Yoo Soo-Ha’s assistant. What should we call this other than a daydream?
    

    
      
        I understand why she tried to stop me that desperately.
      
    

    
      I smiled bitterly. When I declared that I wanted to see the Tower master’s trauma, she kept stopping me, offering other gifts or compensation. In return, all I had to do was not watch her trauma.
    

    
      “Please listen to me. You will be torn apart,” the Tower master had pleaded at the time. 
    

    
      Now I understood the warning. I took a sip of the ultra-evolved version of Libton iced tea and looked up. “Princess.”
    

    
      “Yeah? What is it? Do you want me to cook for you at some point? I’m sorry, Death King. To do that, you need to cook me a dish that will convince me that you’re worthy. I’m the main villain in cooking comics, so to speak. Even if you make the best dish, I can easily create one that surpasses yours and expands the worldbuilding—”
    

    
      “No, it’s just that… You really seem to like your mother.”
    

    
      The princess paused. After a while, a smile appeared on her lips. 
    

    
      “Yes. I love Mom.”
    

    
      “Your mom is a goddess. Have you ever felt burdened because of it, or anything like that? You know, ever felt like you wanted to be born in an ordinary family?” 
    

    
      The Princess traced the edges of her teacup with her finger. “Hahaha. What? Well, I was going to question you for withdrawing from the floor, but I’ll go along with this for now.”
    

    
      “What is it actually like to be the goddess’ daughter?”
    

    
      “Mmmmmm. I’m very happy!” she replied with a beaming smile. “But there is an error in what you said, Death King. The possibility of being at least a little happier if I were born in an ordinary family doesn’t apply to me. Actually, it doesn’t apply to any of Mom’s children.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “We are who we are only because of Mom.”
    

    
      I tilted my head, not knowing what that meant. The princess sipped black tea as she looked at me over the teacup. 
    

    
      “It’s difficult to understand it right away, isn’t it? Then imagine it like this,” she said.
    

    
      Next to the teacup was a glass jar filled with sugar cubes. The princess opened the lid of the jar and lifted the top sugar cube with her slender fingers.
    

    
      “There is a certain special human being who slaughters people unconditionally after birth.”
    

    
      The sugar cube was slowly pulled out of the jar.
    

    
      “No matter what world they are born in, this person remains the same.”
    

    
      The sugar cube fell into the teacup with a pop.
    

    
      “They destroy and burn others. Because of them, countries and continents are annihilated.”
    

    
      The sugar cube that fell into the black tea melted, bubbling a bit.  
    

    
      “No matter what world, what family, or what parents they are born into, that won’t change. This person is truly, truly special in that sense.”
    

    
      That was the way I once saw Yoo Soo-Ha: an unforgivable demon that was born wrong.
    

    
      “No one can convert this person or make them understand love. It’s impossible to convince them why the world should remain as it is instead of disappearing.”
    

    
      The princess brought the teacup to her mouth. By the time the teacup was placed back on the table, I had a hunch about the ending of the story. A chill traveled down my spine.
    

    
      “So…”
    

    
      The princess smiled. “From what I heard, there are a total of twenty-four such special people in all of the universe. My mother happens to have twenty-four children, too. Well, I am the eldest among them. You’ve been to our kingdom. There, I’m known as Goshenite. Really. It isn’t easy being the eldest daughter because my younger siblings are so mischievous!”
    

    
      I stayed quiet. Unknowingly, I muttered the Tower master’s motto. “No one is born wrong…”
    

    
      The princess clapped softly. “That’s right! Mom is a bit silly. Anyway, she only brought in children who were going to be born wrong and made them her own. And she taught us all about love.”
    

    
      The princess winked playfully. “Though that was the limit.”
    

    
      “The limit?”
    

    
      “We know what love is now, but we only love Mom. Our scales are very different from others. When we hang a world and our mother on each side of the scale, it tilts very noticeably toward Mom. Well, to us, a world weighs less than a feather.”
    

    
      It was the complete opposite of the relationship I had with the Terras.
    

    
      “Yes, for example, I’m not tearing down the High Tower or the Towers right now simply because Mom asked me not to.” 
    

    
      The princess was completely dependent on her mother. 
    

    
      She smiled brightly. “Don’t worry. Even though we sometimes disobey Mom’s requests for fun, we don’t do anything that will make her really sad. There are a few wackos, but they can’t enter the Tower. Don’t worry. So what was this all about… Oh, right. Why would you give up clearing the floor, Death King? The Terras were only two steps away from conquering the continent! It’s outrageous to give up right there! Outrageous!”
    

    
      I calmed down. Perhaps the princess didn’t realize the kind of expression she made just now. The moment she said she wasn’t going to tear down the Tower, the look in her eyes was... 
    

    
      No, it would be best left unspoken. No one would benefit from being described as a demon. There was no need for her to speak out about the cursed part of herself that had been sealed away. The princess managed the floors, and I climbed the Tower. Since this was our relationship, what we had was enough for now.
    

    
      “Like I said, the children didn’t want my help.”
    

    
      “Really? The Terras didn’t want your help? That is why you gave up clearing the floor?”
    

    
      “Yes, my clan offered to aid them in war. People die during wars, so who wouldn’t want help? But the Terras outright refused, saying it’s their fight and theirs alone.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      “My children are already building their own path. What happens next, the mistakes they make, even if those mistakes can lead to their death… My children think that they can and should handle everything that comes their way. They also have the skills to do so.” 
    

    
      I smiled a little. The chairman crossed my mind. His response was polite, but he had basically told Uburka to get lost.
    

    
      “They’re all grown up now, so I can’t interfere with their lives anymore. Of course, if I do not interfere, they may suffer greatly. It’s sad and infuriating, but unless they ask for help first, I will just sit back and watch them.”
    

    
      With my luck and skill, I made the Terras into the best species on the continent, but that didn’t mean it was all my doing or that they should serve me as a god. I didn’t want any of that.
    

    
      The mission to guide my children from the outskirts of the world ended here. The Terras now stood their ground with their own feet. They didn’t need more than their physical strength to take down the enemies in front of them, and they made sure they didn’t need to lean on a god’s shoulders to get to their destination. In that case, all their god could do was to stand back and watch them.
    

    
      The princess flapped her pillow around. “But, but! Aren’t you still worried or curious? Like what disasters will strike them on future floors? What will happen with the Terras’ final evolution? Why the rewards were delayed?”
    

    
      “To answer your questions, first, I know what will happen on future floors.”
    

    
      It was natural. Before regression, I had seen Yoo Soo-Ha clear up to the fortieth floor.
    

    
      
        From the thirty-seventh floor, a so-called world quest takes place.
      
    

    
      Since it wasn’t an individual quest, the content wouldn’t differ much from what I knew.
    

    
      “I also know what’s going on with the rewards.”
    

    
      I had once told my Tower colleagues that the fact that the reward for clearing the floors wasn’t revealed itself was a mystery. This mystery would be revealed the moment the fortieth floor was cleared. Because of that…
    

    
      “I’m not worried that I won’t be able to meet the Terras that have undergone their final evolution,” I said with confidence. “I, Death King, will give up clearing the thirty-sixth floor, Mirage-Walking Princess. And I promise you that I’ll soon start climbing again and save your mother as we promised.”
    

    
      I bowed. “So please, allow my children to handle the rest by themselves.”
    

    
      A long silence followed. The princess stared at me for what seemed like an eternity before she sighed. In an instant, the scent and heat of the black tea vanished. For many minutes, we simply stared at each other, hiding the sound of our heartbeats. 
    

    
      The princess smiled bitterly. “Okay, so the goblins became independent before I did.”
    

    
      An announcement from the Tower followed that quiet lament.
    

    
      
        [The Death King has withdrawn from the thirty-sixth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess acknowledges the Death King’s withdrawal!]
      
    

    
      
        My children, now is your time to shine. 
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 253: Independence (2)
“Shall I teleport you to the first floor of Babylon? Or…”
“No, I want to wait here,”  I answered as I set down my luxurious Libton black tea. 
The Mirage-Walking Princess offered a small smile. “Okay. As a bonus, I’ll show you some good stuff.”
When the princess clapped, a vast hologram showing the Terras and the Skians appeared in the air. I could look at any city I wanted, and even quickly zoom in on cities far away from the central region of the continent.
“This is amazing.”
“Yes, you can even control the play speed from ten to ten thousand!”
“Thank you.”
Like that, we watched the world.
***
On the screen, Terra warriors roared, waving their arms. Surprisingly, they were fighting Uburka.
—Everyone, attack!
—Ugor! Fuck you, Ancestor. We said we didn’t need your help!
Uburka guffawed. 
—Yes, you did! However, the Skians used the power of their god to fight against you! It put you at a loss, and you couldn’t even continue fighting. You really think you could have overcome that on your own?
—That, too, was a trial we had to overcome!
—You speak rather eloquently! But the words of the incompetent are empty! If you say you could have overcome this trial on your own without my help, ugor, then you are nothing but lying motherfuckers!”
Uburka laughed, holding his ax tightly. He had the same smile on his face when he stood in front of the Shellmounts’ Holy Land.
—Fight me, win, and prove that you aren’t bluffing!
At Uburka’s taunt, something sparked within the Terra warriors’ eyes.
—That’s what we’ve been waiting for!
While the Terras were taking their graduation exam, the Skians faced their god after their loss.
—I’m sorry. Gods have their responsibilities, and mortals have their own. If I wanted to help you as your god, I should have at least told you my intentions beforehand. From the moment I failed to uphold this basic manner, I lost my right to call myself a god or a warrior. Despite everything I’ve done, I still lost. I really have no excuse…
The Viper bowed to his people and scratched the back of his head. A clumsy smile appeared on his lips before it disappeared like evaporating dew. Tears flowed from his eye.
—I’m sorry. I just… I should have done better.
The handful of Skians who survived the Playhouse on Fire were a mess. At least one part of their bodies was irreparably damaged or cut off. However, they didn’t hold their god accountable.
—Don’t do that, God! Keep your chin up!
—You did your best!
—We haven’t been exterminated yet!
—Our horns aren’t broken either!
Some Skians even smiled.
—We have lost countless times!
—We’re used to it!
—Hahaha! God, you better get used to it too! If you take care of us while your head is cluttered with mud, you’ll get yourself killed and sent straight to the heavens before any of us!
They were simply consoling their god, not in a form of self-deprecation, but to lighten up the mood. This was evidence that jokes were first created to comfort others, not to ridicule them.
The Viper mumbled, his face covered in tears and snot. 
—You guys…
The Skians bowed to their god.
—We lack in many areas.
—So there is a lot of room for improvement!
—We’ll be able to win eventually!
—Please guide us so we can do that.
—Guide us, God!
The Viper remained silent. After a while, he clenched his fists and let out a shout.
—Shit! Of course! Trust me and follow my directions, everyone!”
The Skians’ answer was energetic.
—Yes, sir!
The Terras discarded their god’s protection and fought the proudest hero of their history. Meanwhile, the Skians pledged to their god that they would train hard to become stronger. The contrast left a lump in my throat.
“Awesome!” someone shouted from right next to me. 
I was so immersed in watching the contents of the hologram that I jumped in my seat with a squeal.
“What the frick!” 
It wasn’t the princess’s voice, but a very familiar one nonetheless. Her dark blue hair swayed in the air, and her clothes matched the color of her hair. My friend, the Black Witch, was also watching the hologram with excitement.
***
“B-Black Dragon Master? Anastasha, how did you get here?” I asked, my voice going up at least an octave.
The princess cleared her throat. She looked like a child telling everyone to praise her for doing something very good.
“I brought her here!” 
“You?” 
“Yes, she failed the stage.”
“What happened?”
The Black Witch shrugged. “I went bankrupt.” 
“When you say bankrupt—”
“I mean it literally. My species points were in the negative. I tried to merge the Bloodborns and concubi into one, so I had to go into debt even though I knew I wouldn’t be able to repay it.”
Concubi. It had been so long since I heard the name.
“Have you met the concubi again?” I asked.
“Yes, those guys have grown quite a bit.”
“What exactly happened?”
“You’ll be able to see it for yourself soon. Hey, guys! Come here and sit down,” the Black Witch said as she gestured toward me. 
Guys? When I looked behind me, I spotted the Paladin, the Countess, and the Inquisitor. I hadn’t noticed they were there.
The princess cleared her throat again. “I called them because I assumed they were curious about what their species have been up to.” 
It seemed the princess had deliberately gathered us here. 
The Paladin sat down on the sofa with a sigh.“Thank you for bringing me. I was wondering if the Fingill are doing well.” 
“Nice. Didn’t the Fingills dominate logistics? They are on good terms with the Terras. As long as they don’t get too greedy, they’ll be well off in maritime logistics,” the Countess added.
It had been quite a while since I last saw the Countess’ specialty—her cat transformation. She curled up on the back of the sofa, stretching as leisurely as if she were a yoga master. 
The Inquisitor jumped up and down, placing his arms on the sofa. “It’s good to see you again, Master! It’s been so long!” 
I took a close look at all of the High Rankers around me. The princess offered cup ramen and Libton iced tea to them.
“Pure chaos,” I murmured.
“Oh, how did you know?” the Inquisitor asked with a beaming smile.
“Huh?”
“When I returned to Babylon, I hunted down heretics lurking within the Pantheon. Hahaha, I previously prided myself on managing my personnel with utmost care, but the Pantheon was still infested with heretics! Right before I came here, I finished obliterating a secret organization called Chaos!” 
“Uh…”
No, no, I just said that this situation itself is chaotic... 
As always, the only hero who could calm this chaos was Anastasha. With sparkling eyes, she pointed at the screen. “Guys, look! The Skians requested a duel with the Terras’ Fire Water Council!”
Guided by the Black Witch’s fervor, we watched the screen together. Although I had taken my eyes off for only a moment, quite a bit of time had passed in the world. I didn’t know precisely how many years it had been, but probably at least half a century had passed. The mountain peak that Uburka had slammed down was now a tourist attraction surrounded by fences.
Within the hologram, the Fire Water Council chairman turned seven Skians into a bowl of mush one after another.
“They’re getting their asses kicked, Anastasha.”
“That’s not important! You’re a smart guy, Gong-Ja. Why do you become stupid sometimes?”
The Guardian chose to comment on her statement. 
—No, it’s the opposite. This bastard is born stupid, but he’s a good weasel.
Fortunately, only I could hear him, so his slanderous distortion of facts didn’t spread to the people gathered around me. 
Anastasha continued, “The fact that non-Terras joined the Fire Water Council is important in itself! Look, Gong-Ja! Those Skians attended as council members!”
“Council members? Uh, the Fire Water Council is part of Terra culture. The Skians—”
Suddenly, I had a hunch that the other rankers were acting strangely.
“What’s wrong?” I asked. 
The Countess, who had been watching me blankly, was slightly taken aback. “Ah, I was just wondering if my ears are okay. I thought I heard you and the Black Dragon Master calling each other by your real names instead of your titles.”
I nodded. “You’re not mistaken. Anastasha and I are friends now.”
I didn’t know how many people had seen a cat in shock, but this was my first time witnessing it. Both the Countess’ mouth and eyes were wide open. It wasn’t a nice sight, so I immediately turned away.
“Yes, that’s right. Gong-Ja and I are friends.” 
The Black Witch’s declaration was the equivalent of pouring ice water over the others. No, saying she poured cucumbers was more accurate since the cat got even more scared.[1]
“We decided to call each other by our real names. We even signed a friendship contract.”
The Countess arched her back at a bizarre angle. “Friendship contract? Do guys pay something like friend fees?”
“Countess, you can’t buy friends.”
“But that’s how I got most of my friends!” the Countess countered with a shriek. 
“That’s not what’s important right now.”
While the Countess grieved her friendships, the Paladin and the Inquisitor still wore shocked expressions. 
As if nothing happened, Anastasha pointed to the screen again. “Gong-Ja, as you said, the Fire Water Council is part of Terra culture, but seven Skians were granted membership. And the Skians challenged the Terras to a duel with their pride on the line.”
I crossed my arms. “I see. Instead of starting a war on a large scale, they decided to hold duels during council meetings.”
The Black Witch chuckled, pointing at another hologram. “Yes, but the fun part begins now, Gong-Ja.” 
This chuckle was preserved for close friends only. It had no hidden meaning or intentions, nor was she putting on an act. I had somewhat gotten used to it, but the other Hunters had not. They stood a few steps away, looking at us as if we were one of the Seven Wonders.
“Now, look.” 
The hologram that Anastasha brought into view displayed the council’s seats. Green took over the vast majority. The color signified Terras, but pink could be seen here and there. 
The Countess’ eyes were wide. “They’re Sylvans.” 
“Yes, that’s right. Cavefire used to be the Terras’ exclusive art, but the Death King involved a Sylvan a long time ago, right? It’s safe to say this is the result of his influence.”
Sonia was the name of the Sylvan child who wanted to turn into fire and dance in dark caves.
“It’s just a guess, but ever since that child started a renaissance in Cavefire plays, there have been changes in the Fire Water Council. Even Sylvans can be recognized as official council members if they’re strong or good at acting in Cavefire plays.”
“I see. That is why the Skians are there too.”
“Yes, that’s how the council stopped being the exclusive organization of Terras!”
Anastasha was right. Over time, spots of different colors were added to seats, despite the green being the dominant color. There were also blue seats.
“And those are?”
The Countess squeezed in between us and looked down at the hologram, precariously standing on my right shoulder and Anastasha’s left shoulder. “They’re probably Fingills.” 
“Fingills?” I asked.
“Yes, your country, or rather the country of Terras, has different approaches when it comes to their economic and military departments. The Sylvans monopolized the economy, and the Terras the military. When it comes to the cultural aspect—Cavefire plays—both species cooperate amicably.”
“But Fingills are the ones that make capital and products and transport them via waterways,” the Paladin said. 
The Countess nodded. “Yes! The Fingills have gifts for logistics. Not only have they become proficient in coastal navigation, but also in longer sea voyages after the discovery of the New Continent. As the country of Terras grows, the more products the Sylvans handle, the more important the Fingills become.”
“In other words—”
“The Terras can no longer ignore the Fingills’ voice. If they were to throw a strike, the country’s entire logistics is screwed. The Fingills probably sent a few warriors with outstanding aura skills, and those warriors are the council members shown in blue right now.”
In short…
“The Terras created the council, but—”
Anastasha finished my sentence. “Due to the nature of the Terras, which makes them suck at everything except combat, the council is virtually open for everyone, regardless of species.”
“The Sylvans first joined the council because they were closely related to the Terras economically and culturally. Next were the Fingills, who solidified their standing in logistics. Now, even the Skians are sending warriors to represent them,” the Countess said with a purr as she licked the back of her paw.
We silently looked into each other’s eyes. Anastasha’s gaze was still full of fervor. The Countess nodded, understanding her enthusiasm. 
The Paladin crossed her arms. “This is a world council.”
It was a council in which all species participated. The future was unfolding before our eyes.

1. It’s said that cats hate cucumbers. ☜
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    Chapter 254: Independence (3)

    
      Time passed quickly. The more colorful the flag symbolizing the Fire Water Council became, the more species gathered under it. The development occurred so fast that the Hunters and I could only watch with awe, with Anastasha being the most excited.
    

    
      She shouted, “Wait, wait! Slow down for a second! Another species has challenged the council chairman!” 
    

    
      “What species is it this time?”
    

    
      “It’s a Shellmount! If you look at her clothes, she
      
        [1]
      
      ’s a miner! A Shellmount miner challenged the council chairman to a duel!”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      The Black Witch pointed to one side of the hologram. “Are your eyes just for decoration? Enhance your vision and take a closer look!”
    

    
      Oh, right. The Shellmount had seven tentacles. She originally seemed to have eight tentacles, but lost one of them in some sort of accident. However, damage to one of her tentacles didn’t seem to affect her negatively. Like a soldier who wore a scar as a medal, the miner with one missing tentacle had a very solemn look on her face.
    

    
      A red carpet was laid on the ground with Terras lined up on both sides. Emanating a ferocious aura, the enormous Terras looked down at the tiny Shellmount.
    

    
      —
      
        Lime.
      
       
    

    
      The Shellmount spat on the ground. Her phlegm was squishy, resembling the slime toys I used to play with as a child. This was probably her way of saying “I’ll play with you like you’re my toys.”
    

    
      —First of all, on behalf of all Shellmounts, I salute you, fungi bastards! If it weren’t for you, my people would have gone extinct long ago. The few who escaped extinction would have become slaves and worked until their shells cracked and their skin melted and oozed. 
      
        Laimu
      
      . But we live decent lives with a moderate amount of pickaxing. It’s all thanks to you all, especially Legendary Chairman Uburka!
    

    
      She sounded friendly, but her expression was belligerent.
    

    
      —Thank you! But that’s enough. We, the Shellmounts, can live on our own. No bastards are trying to kill us for something that happened hundreds of years ago. We find it shameful and embarrassing to live under your protection forever!
    

    
      The council chairman laughed softly. 
    

    
      
        —Ugor.
      
       Those who know shame are great because shame makes them brave. I understand why you feel shame. Now tell me about your bravery.
    

    
      —I am the strongest among the Shellmounts.
    

    
      
        Clink, swoosh.
      
    

    
      The Shellmount raised her seven tentacles. The weapons she chose were neither swords nor spears, but pickaxes—tools, not fancy weapons. Each tentacle gripped a pickaxe tightly.
    

    
      —
      
        Ugor!
      
    

    
      The Terra warriors burst out laughing. Except for the chairman sitting on the huge rock, dozens of Terras warriors sneered.
    

    
      —I was wondering what kind of special agent the Shellmounts sent!
    

    
      —Do you really think you can beat us with pickaxes?
    

    
      —If you are a miner, go back to where you came from and dig up rock salt! Who knows? You may come across a piece of silver or gold if you keep going. Consider that your life’s fortune and sell it! 
      
        Uger!
      
       Keep pickaxes out of sacred duels!
    

    
      —
      
        Ugor! Ugor!
      
    

    
      The Shellmount didn’t reply. She didn’t even glare at the Terras. However, from beginning to end, her eyes were on the chairman, who nodded at her.
    

    
      —Those who just sneered at the Shellmounts, I order you to duel her one by one. 
    

    
      The Terra warriors were shocked.
    

    
      —Chairman...
    

    
      —We had no weapons when we were still trapped in Slimepolis, the Shellmounts’ huge cave. Spears? Swords? Don’t be ridiculous. All we had were water buckets and hammers. We had our dear White Lion by our side, but we used hammers to bring down the Slime Empire.
    

    
      The chairman went on. 
    

    
      —The hammer was the weapon that brought down the empire. It’s the weapon of our ancestors, compatriots, and ours, too. What makes a pickaxe any different? A warrior who does not recognize the true nature of a weapon has no right to boast their rank at the council. If you lose the duel against the Shellmount, then you shall give up their ranks and return to Goru!
    

    
      The Terras went pale. However, the chairman, the ruler of fire and water, did not withdraw his order. 
    

    
      —Hurry!
    

    
      Five Terras hesitantly came out to the duel arena.
    

    
      —
      
        Lime.
      
        
    

    
      The Shellmount was still unfazed, but when she waved her tentacles, the pickaxes sharply swept across a three-meter wide area.
    

    
      —Take turns or come at me all at once. Do whatever you want.
    

    
      The five Terras were pulverized before they could even do anything. The real duels began afterward. Warriors who had sneered inwardly earlier stepped forward, but they were also defeated. 
    

    
      Next were the warriors who stopped caring about stereotypes surrounding other species long ago. They were defeated, too. The warriors who also carefully observed the Shellmount's aura came forward. Their outcome wasn’t any different. 
    

    
      A warrior found the aura that dwelt within all things was beautiful. In his eyes, the world was nothing but an eternally burning fire. Nevertheless, he also lost. However, four of the Shellmount’s seven tentacles were cut off, and one tentacle was crushed, leaving only two functional tentacles.
    

    
      —
      
        Huff… huff. Ha, huff… 
      
      This is easier than mining… 
      
        Lime.
      
    

    
      She was covered in blood, and her shell was dented like a car bumper after an accident. Blood and mucus dripped from all over her. The chairman looked down at the Shellmount from the rock throne that only the strongest warrior of this era could use. He guffawed.
    

    
      —What is your name?
    

    
      —Saimeslam. I’m the heir of the Spiral Four Swords and the last descendant of the Lekamulaim family. My family was one of the seven families that ruled the now destroyed Valley City.
    

    
      The Shellmount groaned, dripping mucus. The Terra chairman bared his huge fangs.
    

    
      —Great. From now on, you are the vice-chairman of the Fire Water Council, Saimeslam.”
    

    
      Time continued to pass quickly. For the first time in the history of Terra, a Shellmount became the council vice-chairman. Considering that the Shellmounts had colonized the Terras in the past, it was safe to say that an enemy was now entrusted with a key position in the council. 
    

    
      Unable to understand this, numerous Terra challenged her to duels. Each time, Saimeslam defeated them. She never once refused a duel.
    

    
      —She knows what pride is.
    

    
      The Terras decided to tear down the grudge accumulated over a long history.
    

    
      —She’s strong.
    

    
      They buried the sorrow of the past in the beauty of reality.
    

    
      —That’s good enough.
    

    
      Thus, the Shellmounts were officially granted memberships to the council. When one was strong enough to be ranked in the council, they were no longer ridiculed or disregarded wherever they went. If one was strong, that was enough to be respected. This was the only principle that had been upheld since the days the White Lion had led the Terras to Goru.
    

    
      Anastasha muttered,  “Amazing.”
    

    
      Saimslam was greeted politely by the lower-rank warriors.
    

    
      “They are less developed than us, their society is much more crude than ours, they can’t do as many things as us, and they certainly don’t know much more than we do.” 
    

    
      The corners of Anastasha’s mouth curled up slightly. 
    

    
      “They’re just as strong as us—no, they 
      
        are
      
       stronger than us. These children live with pride. The Shellmounts work in the salt mines, the Fingills swim in the water, the Sylvans take care of the economy and occasionally go on stage for Cavefire plays, and the Skians always send duelists so they wouldn’t start a war with Terras. All of them are really strong.”
    

    
      This made me feel really good. “Yes, the kids are stronger than us.”
    

    
      A strange feeling arose in the center of my heart. I recognized it, though it didn’t cling onto me like toxic glue. From the bottom of my heart, the sensation spread little by little. I looked to the side and saw that Anastasha and the Paladin had similar expressions.
    

    
      
        I see. This is what it’s like to be proud of someone.
      
    

    
      I didn’t know if this was what a parent felt for their child. However, humans could be proud of people other than themselves. That made me feel better.
    

    
      
        [Starting the thirty-seventh floor’s stage.]
      
    

    
      A snowy field of the frozen north was reflected in the hologram. The red dragon that had been sleeping in the Everlasting Snowland for ten thousand years had awakened a long time ago. All the Hunters gathered nearby knew where the volcano was and how much hot lava it spewed out at the time.
    

    
      We couldn’t participate in the stage, but thanks to the Mirage-Walking Princess’ considerate gesture, we could read the quest description.
    

    
      Anastasha frowned at the system message. “That dragon made the volcano in the primordial forest go off on the thirty-first floor.” 
    

    
      The Inquisitor glanced at the hologram and smoothed his chin. “
      
        Hmm.
      
       It’s obvious that the dragon is as strong as a Constellation! Mr. Uburka is there, so we can interfere if necessary—”
    

    
      “No,” I said. “The Fire Water Council will try to solve this issue on their own. Just watch.”
    

    
      The army of the council gathered. The council had started out as a small group of Terras, but the organization became more than that. Fingills, Sylvans, Shellmounts, Bloodborns—numerous warriors gathered under the flag. 
    

    
      Terras still accounted for more than half of the warriors. However, all those present had achieved their rank through fair duels. No Shellmounts complained about the Terras still making up the majority. There were no Bloodborns who had problems with Sylvans being present. They were all warriors.
    

    
      —Is everyone here? 
    

    
      At the chairman’s question, tens of thousands of warriors stomped their feet in unison. The chairman nodded. 
    

    
      —Let’s go.
    

    
      On the road to the icy north, they encountered an army of giants with a single horn—Skians. 
    

    
      —
      
        Uger.
      
    

    
      —
      
        Krr.
      
    

    
      Not even one hundred years had passed since the Viper descended and waged war with the Skians. There was still a strange rivalry between the Terras and the Skians. The two armies faced each other across the tundra plain. From the Terras’ side, the council chairman approached alone, riding a lion. The Skian high priest approached with the help of his staff. 
    

    
      The chairman had a single question. 
    

    
      —Do you want to fight?
    

    
      —Damn well we do, but we didn’t come to fight you guys.” 
    

    
      —Then are you here about the red dragon?
    

    
      —They say that if we leave it alone, a disaster from the legends will happen again. Mother Nature’s wrath will strike the mountains and make them explode with lava. All rivers will burn red, and the continent will become a barren land where no one can live.
    

    
      —I’d like to see that at least once. 
      
        Ugor
      
      .
    

    
      —I agree with that, but young people think differently.
    

    
      The chairman and high priest chuckled.
    

    
      —What does the snake god you worship say? Does he wish to descend?
    

    
      —Our god thought about the matter, but he announced that he wouldn’t intervene after all.
    

    
      The high priest slowly shook his head. The Viper probably wanted to take care of the Skians from the forefront, but he had decided to give them a chance to overcome this crisis on their own. 
    

    
      —When the red dragon spread its wings the other day, the god protected us, but a lot of time has passed. Our god said he believes in us. We are strong, and we’ll become stronger in the future.
    

    
      Seeing the high priest’s gentle smile, the chairman smirked. 
    

    
      —Though you’re weaker than us, 
      
        ugor
      
      .
    

    
      —You fungi fuckers.
    

    
      The chairman held out his hand. 
    

    
      —Our dear parents and friends are watching us from above. Let’s show them how strong we have become.
    

    
      —
      
        Kr…
      
       Let’s fight together.
    

    
      We watched the development of the quest in silence.
    

    
      In the middle of a snowy field, a giant red dragon roared. A snowstorm raged from all directions, but it was not enough to hide the dragon’s bright red skin. Although heavy snow fell from the sky, it did next to nothing to bury the red dragon’s scorching scales. Frozen for thousands of years, the ground was torn apart under the dragon’s claws every time it moved, making the land scream.
    

    
      —Let’s go.
    

    
      The Skian high priest died in the first battle. Caught up in the red dragon’s fiery breath, he disappeared into the snow, not even leaving his old staff.
    

    
      —We’ll go again.
    

    
      In the second fight, the chairman of the Fire Water Council was killed. Someone had to buy some time—one minute—for the warriors to perform the Demonic Heaven Formula Arts, and that someone was him. His people only needed about thirty seconds to concentrate, exchange their aura, project the same image in their mind, and bring this image into the world.
    

    
      The chairman lasted one minute and twenty-three seconds. The ax he swung tore into the red dragon’s skin, and the punch he struck ruptured the red dragon’s left eyeball. The lone warrior swung his ax at the mythical monster whose mere presence caused earthquakes and erupted volcanoes. Just as he was about to swing his ax again, the red dragon’s teeth ended him.
    

    
      —Let’s go.
    

    
      In the third fight, the red dragon’s head fell off. Its skin was thick, and its flesh and bones were even thicker. One pickaxe strike scratched the dragon’s skin. The scratches became deeper after another strike from the pickaxe. Only after three strikes did the scratches become cuts. Four strikes revealed flesh, and five strikes tore it apart. Six strikes scratched the bones before they finally gave in after the seventh blow.
    

    
      A Shellmount stood on the red dragon’s neck, wrapping her only remaining tentacle around a pickaxe.
    

    
      —
      
        Lime. 
      
      This is easier than mining.
    

    
      She struck the final blow. Even though the head of the red dragon, as huge as a hill, fell from its body, the creature still screamed as it fell. Even as its head rolled off the ice cliff, the screaming continued. At some point, a splash was heard, and only then did the screams slowly fade away; the dragon’s head sank into the ice sea.
    

    
      —
      
        Lime.
      
    

    
      On the cliff, the Shellmount shook her head, throwing mucus all around. Looking back, she saw a slightly smaller number of warriors than when she first came to the north. One, two, three—in total, seventy-four warriors had died, including the Skian high priest and the council chairman.
    

    
      —Great.
    

    
      The day before, the Shellmount had been the second strongest warrior on this continent, but today, she became the strongest one. She smiled bitterly. 
    

    
      —Let’s go back to our home, 
      
        lime.
      
    

    
      Saimeslam became the six hundred and twenty-ninth chairwoman of the Fire Water Council. It was the first time in history that a Shellmount had this position.
    

    
      
        [The thirty-seventh floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      It was also the first time a floor was cleared without any help from Hunters. 
    

    
      The Guardian had something to say to me.
    

    
      
        —Gong-Ja. 
      
    

    
      
        What is it, Mister?
      
    

    
      
        —Aren’t you forgetting about a certain old man and the species he looks after?
      
    

    
      I stood corrected. Perhaps this wasn’t the first time a floor was cleared without the Hunters’ involvement after all.
    

    
      
        Something doesn't really add up…
      
    

    
      Anyway, it didn’t matter. Right next to me, Anastasha shouted, “Yippeeeeeeee!”
    

    
      She gripped my arm and jumped around, excited. The OJP Sect Master and Sword Star would work out their problems somehow. I smiled and decided to just cheer for the people I saw in the hologram.
    

    
      
        Congratulations on your victory, kids. It’s yours.
      
    

    
      Our children couldn’t have made us prouder.
    

    

    
      1. Something seems to have happened, and the Shellmounts have genders now. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 255: The One Who Doesn’T Clear The Stages (1)

    
      Time continued to pass quickly. Although the first Shellmount chairwoman of the Fire Water Council was just elected, not much chaos ensued. Even those who had doubts about the new chairwoman immediately dropped them when they heard she chopped off the red dragon’s head. Numerous Terra and Skian warriors who had accompanied her testified to her achievements.
    

    
      “This isn’t just the country of Terras now!” Anastasha said excitedly. It seemed she was really into the story. “The country our children will create will be greater than the Roman Empire! Do you realize how wonderful this is, Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      “Anastasha, I am a high school dropout. Please speak in an actual language I can understand.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , okay. Initially, only Romans lived in Rome. However, when foreigners from other colonies were allowed to take part in politics, and when rural religion became that of the nation, Rome finally became a great empire that embraced everyone.” She cupped her cheeks. “But Rome had its limits. Do you know what those limits were?”
    

    
      Well, I didn’t, but I didn’t need to bring that up.
    

    
      “Religion became more sanctified than it needed to be!” the Inquisitor said.
    

    
      “War kept the empire running, so the economy started to fail when there were no more territories to conquer,” the Countess suggested.
    

    
      “Their corrupt politics ruined the entire society,” the Paladin answered. 
    

    
      Anastasha shooed them away. “Shush. I’m talking to Gong-Ja right now.”
    

    
      With a saddened look, the three retreated.
    

    
      She cleared her throat. “Well, the Roman empire had many shortcomings, but I think it fell mostly because the interests of each group weren’t clearly divided.”
    

    
      “What do you mean?” I asked.
    

    
      “Look.” She pointed to the seats of the council. “The Terras are responsible for national defense and food production, the Sylvans manage the economy, the Fingills control logistics, and the Shellmounts control underground resources. Here, factions are formed around different species. Unless the other species become extinct or fall into slavery, a single individual can’t have all the power.”
    

    
      Anastasha’s cheeks were slightly red, as if she drank a lot. Even her words were slurred.
    

    
      “T-This is important. Decisions are made for biological reasons. Because they need each other, they keep each other in check. This system is powerful and robust. It’s kind even to latecomers of any species. For example, if a new species is way better in a domain where another species was already in charge, the domain will naturally become the new species’ specialty. But… but… Yes, it’s very difficult to get that system in place.”
    

    
      She flipped her hair.
    

    
      “Let’s say a species fears getting pushed out of their field. They decide to oppress latecomers and think they’re doing what is only natural. If this becomes the norm, the system will rot over time.”
    

    
      No species had become extinct because Uburka did not let the other species gang up on the Shellmounts. At a time when it seemed like the Terras would conquer the continent, species discrimination disappeared from the council. This was all thanks to Sonia, the child who was born Sylvan but wanted to dance regardless. She ended up devoting her entire life to Cavefire plays. 
    

    
      The discovery of the New Continent strengthened the Fingills’ standing in water logistics. The concubi, the original inhabitants of the New Continent, were said to have merged with Anastasha’s Bloodborns. And in the war between the Skians and the Terras, both species had established a proper distance from their gods. 
    

    
      They all changed the world. Eventually, the first Shellmount chairwoman of the Fire Water Council was born. The council became bigger, embracing both fire and water.
    

    
      “Yes, everything worked out really well.”
    

    
      On the screen, a grand festival held to commemorate the defeat of the red dragon was shown. A group of talented Sylvans performed all kinds of circus and Cavefire plays, while tourists from all over the continent laughed and enjoyed themselves.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja, what we see before our eyes, this scenery, is like a holy mural made from the overlapping footprints of countless people. It’s one gigantic miracle,” Anastasha muttered in a dreamy voice. 
    

    
      It wasn’t a bad feeling, so I smiled. “That’s right. It truly is a miracle.”
    

    
      “Unless this miracle was made by 
      
        someone
      
      .”
    

    
      I paused. Before I could even blink, the dreaminess in her voice was gone. Her eyes were also sharper when she looked straight at me.
    

    
      “I’m talking about you, Gong-Ja.” 
    

    
      The other Hunters, who had been shooed away, were still standing quite far, so they couldn’t hear us. I met Anastasha’s purple gaze.
    

    
      “Don’t tell me you regressed without letting me know. You didn’t use your Skill like the time we defeated the Demon King of Autumn Rain, right? You didn’t go up to the stage alone, die, and find a route where no one dies and everyone is happy, did you? That isn’t what happened, correct?” 
    

    
      She grabbed my shoulders and pinned me down. The beer cans and nearby chairs fell, and I now lay down on the cool floor.
    

    
      “Don’t tell me the world was built on your corpses,” she said through gritted teeth.
    

    
      To my embarrassment, I almost teared up. It wasn’t that I cried because she recognized my hard work again. I was way past that stage. The old me had already passed its expiration date and lay forgotten in the back of a refrigerator shelf within my heart. It wasn’t that.
    

    
      
        She’s really kind.
      
    

    
      Guilt, regret, gratitude—many emotions of that kind were mixed in her eyes. Even though I had no mind-reading skills, it pained me that I could understand what the emotions in her eyes were. 
    

    
      —I don’t want my friend to die or even not know that he died.
    

    
      Anastasha had gone through that already. The war in the Aegim Empire was believed to have ended miraculously without any damage, but that was all because of my many deaths. She now knew about it. That was why I became serious. 
    

    
      “Anastasha, let’s renew our friendship contract,” I said.
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
      ”
    

    
      “I’m talking about the contract we signed. 
      
        Um
      
      , can you get off me first? If Raviel sees us, she’ll laugh and say, ‘Someone always ends up on top of you whenever you go out drinking.’”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , I can just imagine her saying that. I’m sorry. I’ll sober up, too. The contract is here.” 
    

    
      As if a zipper opened, the air split into two, revealing a pitch-black bottomless pit. The Black Witch reached inside and quickly pulled out something as if this was normal.
    

    
      
        Friendship Contract 
      
    

    
      
        This contract shall be sealed when Kim Gong-Ja (hereinafter C) accepts the request of Anastasha Jelensky (hereinafter A).
      
    

    
      
        A does not trust the validity of human emotions, and is confident that only diligence and intelligence will keep their relationship afloat. Accordingly, A and C pledge as follows:
      
    

    
      
        1. All promises are valid only when both A and C agree.
      
    

    
      
        2. All promises can be canceled if both A and C agree.
      
    

    
      
        3. However, the establishment or cancellation of a promise is only possible during the weekend.
      
    

    
      
        4. If there is a difference of opinion between A and C, roll the dice and follow the opinion of the person with the highest number. 
      
    

    
      
        Name: Anastasha Jelensky (Signature)
      
    

    
      
        Name: Gong-Ja Kim (Signature)
      
    

    
      “This is our contract. Why did you ask for this?” 
    

    
      I concentrated a tiny bit of aura at the tip of my fingernails. “We’re going to add a couple of promises here.”
    

    
      Using my aura-enveloped index finger, I carefully wrote on the document. Technically, I was burning the outer surface of the paper very slightly, so it would be more accurate to say I was scorching letters on paper.
    

    
      
        5. Both A and C can say what they want to say to each other. They can also refrain from saying what they don’t want to say and can even lie.
      
    

    
      
        6. However, when one asks the other to swear on the contract, the one who answers can never lie.
      
    

    
      
        7. Both A and C will never doubt the answer if one of them swore on the contract.
      
    

    
      I raised my head. “How is it? Wouldn’t it be better for you and me to build a little more trust? It’s a bit… well, childish, let’s say. But since we signed the friendship contract in the first place, I think maturity is out of the question. I was just trying to do as you wanted.”
    

    
      Before I finished talking, Anastasha grabbed my hand and looked straight at me. “Swear on the contract. Did you not die at all to create this world?”
    

    
      At most, the contract consisted of a few lines of promises. Letters and promises had no power, so ignoring or breaking them was easy, but not all the time. The contract itself had no power, but the Black Witch was special and gave it power.
    

    
      The country Anastasha grew up in was torn apart. While fleeing from crossfire, she lost her father. I didn’t ask what happened to her mother, and she didn’t tell me either. However, she had left that world behind. 
    

    
      She was cold because she abandoned that world, yet her deficiency was evident in her continued longing for the outside world’s recognition. Her nobility showed that she was rebuilding a tower of order in an abandoned world. However, her anxiety was also palpable in the fact that she could not bring herself to stop attending to the affairs of the tower she built.
    

    
      If our hearts could have different colors, hers would be black, but that didn’t stop her. Instead of collapsing in a fit of sobs or locking herself somewhere with her face buried between her knees, she always continued onward and took care of the given tasks. She was strong.
    

    
      “I died once,” I said in a quiet voice. “It’s a long story. Who I met, why I died, what happened as a result—I will tell you all about it someday. Well, as soon as these stages are completed. But, Anastasha, I can promise you that from the thirty-first floor to the thirty-seventh floor, I have not died once to clear them. The children we raised are amazing. I really didn’t regress. All these miracles you mentioned were possible without me.”
    

    
      She stroked my head with a trembling hand.  
    

    
      “Okay. I see. I…” She paused for a moment. “I’ll ask you to die one day, for the Tower, the world, and the people.”
    

    
      I had no problem imagining that.
    

    
      She went on. “I’ll ask you to die and turn back time so the dead can live again. I’ll use your sympathy and bait you with justice. Our friendship will become a trap. I’ll shamelessly ask you to do these things for me.”
    

    
      On the day I revealed that I was a regressor, Anastasha said she would use me. She claimed that she would use my life and our friendship for the Tower, which she valued more. 
    

    
      “So, actually, I don’t have the right to say things like this, but…”
    

    
      I knew who Anastaha was, and she knew that too. Nevertheless…
    

    
      “This time, allow me to say I’m glad to hear that you didn’t regress,” she concluded with an honest smile.
    

    
      That smile was as complex as the colors of her heart, but it had one emotion that could not be misunderstood, the same one I saw in her eyes a few moments ago.
    

    
      “I’m very glad you weren’t hurt while guiding these kids.”
    

    
      I nodded. “Thank you for worrying about me. I’m grateful to hear that you feel this way.” 
    

    
      We smiled at each other.
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      
        [The thirty-eighth floor has been unlocked.]
      
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      
        [Entering the thirty-eighth floor.]
      
    

    
      We turned our heads and looked at the hologram. The next trial awaited our children.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 256: The One Who Doesn’T Clear The Stages (2)

    
      
        [Entering the thirty-eighth floor.]
      
    

    
      The contents of the hologram changed a bit. The Inquisitor leaned in closer. “
      
        Oh
      
      , look!” 
    

    
      Since I was sitting on the sofa, the only place for him to lean on was the sofa's backrest. He clung to the back of the sofa like a child piggybacking his father.
    

    
      “Something is sticking out of the sea on the right side of the continent!” 
    

    
      The Inquisitor was right. The holographic video showed something huge rising from the deep sea.
    

    
      “
      
        Hahaha!
      
       It’s huge!”
    

    
      He was acting like a kid watching a monster movie, but no one else shared his excitement. On behalf of everyone else, the Black Witch murmured, “Is that…?”
    

    
      It resembled a turtle with a long neck. Once it stood up, waves swept away from its knees. The monster roared as it raised its neck as long as a skyscraper, sending tidal waves in all directions.
    

    
      “This is a dragon that has been asleep since the dawn of time,” the Mirage-Walking Princess clarified.
    

    
      The Black Witch blinked. “A dragon? There was already a dragon on the thirty-seventh floor, and now there’s another?”
    

    
      The princess beamed. “Yes. And actually, this dragon is the real deal. To use terms you are more familiar with, he’s a Constellation. You can think of the red dragon from the thirty-seventh floor as one of this dragon’s apostles!”
    

    
      The blue-shelled monster roared in the middle of the sea. 
    

    
      
        Thud!
      
    

    
      With its huge paws, it headed toward the shore.
    

    
      
        Thud!
      
    

    
      Every time he took a step, an earthquake occurred. 
    

    
      
        Thud! Thud!
      
    

    
      After barely taking a few steps, the monster already made it to a sandy beach, all the way from the middle of the ocean. With each step, he crushed the trees of the dense jungle as if they were straws. 
    

    
      
        Thud!
      
    

    
      
        Roaaaaaaar!
      
    

    
      The monster shook the seawater off his head. Each drop of water that fell created its pond. The fish in the sea, the roaming crabs on the beach, and the animals living hidden in the jungle fled.
    

    
      
        [Constellation: Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea roars!]
      
    

    
      Even though we were watching through the screen, we were all speechless. When one faced a monster almost the size of the Korean peninsula, they were bound to be quiet.
    

    
      I stood corrected. Bambolina seemed to have something to say.
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm
      
      ! This is difficult. I just checked using my Skill 
      
        Pantheon
      
      . This is a really tough opponent!” 
    

    
      “Well, look at his size. I can’t see what a human could do against him,” the Countess added. 
    

    
      Bambolina shook his head. “Yes, his size is a problem, but there’s more! Pay attention to the nature of that Constellation.”
    

    
      Yes, there were different types of Constellations. These types varied greatly, and simply being strong didn’t make one a Constellation. At least, that was what I knew.
    

    
      Uburka had not become a Constellation simply because he lifted a lot of dumbbells. How he overcame his limits countless times made him a Constellation. He had been born with albinism, so the sun was naturally his mortal enemy. 
    

    
      First, Uburka overcame sunlight by learning aura and covering himself. Over time, the limits of mortal body and life pushed him. Uburka overcame these limits by reconstructing his flesh and bones using aura whenever he reached them. Uburka survived everything life threw at him. 
    

    
      The world gave birth to him, and the sun was a constant in the world. Without it, life couldn’t exist. Despite this, Uburka rebelled and eventually transcended the sun itself, proving his resolve and thus earning the right to become a shiny constellation in the night sky.
    

    
      On the other hand, the monstrous Constellation in the holographic video was entirely different.
    

    
      “If we were to describe this Constellation, he’s genesis itself!” Bambolina explained.
    

    
      Genesis and nature. This Constellation constituted this world.
    

    
      “This isn’t even his real form. It’s nothing more than a kind of terminal. So to speak, that’s a puppet he’s controlling!”
    

    
      If the Constellation was a giant sea anemone, this monster was a tentacle sprouting from it.
    

    
      “Therefore, it’s almost impossible to fight and kill him! Still, if we had to come up with a way… 
      
        Hmmm.
      
       Instead of crushing the puppet, we can seal it, trap the Constellation’s consciousness inside, and torture him until his sanity crumbles! I guess that’s the only way.”
    

    
      Shiny and I shuddered. The method that Bambolina described was almost the same as the one the Constellation Murderer had used on the Constellation of Teacher’s world.
    

    
      The Black Witch stroked her chin. “I see. You’re suggesting to curse him in a way.”
    

    
      “Yes! The puppet is the medium, so that’s the only way we can fight him.”
    

    
      “Okay, so there is a way to deal with him. Do you think the kids can reach this conclusion?”
    

    
      “Coming up with the idea itself will be very easy. The fact that the medium is a puppet also means that it has its roots in primitive magic!”
    

    
      The Paladin crossed her arms and said, “But that leaves the question of whether it’s necessary to use this method.”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
       What do you mean?”
    

    
      “According to the Inquisitor, the Constellation is basically the creator of this world. The children wouldn’t have been born if it wasn’t for this Constellation. Unless there are madmen who are hellbent on killing him, there is no reason to turn such a being into an enemy.”
    

    
      Shiny and I shuddered again, remembering one of my vassals with such a history. Regardless, the Paladin made a valid point.
    

    
      
        As expected from the Paladin.
      
    

    
      Before I regressed, Fire Emperor Yoo Soo-Ha had cleared the fortieth floor. Since this was a world quest, not an individual quest for each species, I knew what it consisted of.
    

    
      “But the creator is trying to destroy his own world.”
    

    
      The Paladin shrugged. “That makes no sense, Black Witch. Unless that Constellation wants to commit suicide, there is no reason to destroy the world. It’s not like the inhabitants of that world have wreaked havoc on the entire world.” 
    

    
      This was true.
    

    
      
        In fact, even if they did wreak havoc, the Constellation won’t destroy the world.
      
    

    
      When Yoo Soo-Ha was climbing up the Tower, the continent was in ruins. It was incomparable to the way it was now. Fanatic Sylvans worshiped Yoo Soo-Ha as he ordered them to slaughter and conquer everything they laid eyes on. Both the species and their god had gone crazy as they exterminated the other species or made them slaves.
    

    
      
        Except for Terras.
      
    

    
      Now wasn’t the time to bring up the reason the Terras had survived for so long. The important thing right now was…
    

    
      
        That Constellation won’t destroy the world.
      
    

    
      He would do something a little more ill-tempered.
    

    
      
        [The Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea roars!]
      
    

    
      The jungle, beach, and sea shook. The dragon’s roar was so loud that it reverberated across the sea.
    

    
      
        “Those that live on my skin! You species that flowed out from my lungs! I am the great flow! The winds in the sky, the hills on land, and the waves in the sea—everything originated from me. I am the flow, and the flow is me. Those who can feel the flow are my priests. All of you who know how to use the flow are my warriors.”
      
    

    
      People all over the world turned their heads. The Terras frowned, the Shellmounts’ tentacles trembled, the Sylvans’ ears twitched, the Fingill opened their gills, the Bloodborns flapped their wings, the Purens narrowed their eyes, and the Skians tilted their heads.
    

    
      They were all looking in the direction where the huge monster was lying down on his stomach. His back paws were on the sandy beach, and his front paws in the jungle. A tsunami struck the beach and swept away the jungle.
    

    
      The Guardian crossed his arms with a groan.
    

    
      
        —Unbelievable. That turtle motherfucker sent an Aura Transmission to everyone in the world.
      
    

    
      This incredible wonder stirred up the continent.
    

    
      
        [The Purens tremble in fear at the unknown voice!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Fingills lost some of their scales upon hearing the unknown voice!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Terras are alerted by the unknown voice!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Sylvans are startled by the unknown voice!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Skians feel grumpy upon hearing the unknown voice!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Bloodborns immediately fell asleep at the unknown voice!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Shellmounts are startled by the unknown voice but finish their work anyway.]
      
    

    
      Did chaos really strike the continent?
    

    
      “Their reactions are so varied that I’m not even sure if chaos actually broke out,” I murmured.
    

    
      Why wasn’t everyone freaking out, running away, falling to the ground, or crying?
    

    
      
        They did that when the Fire Emperor was here…
      
    

    
      The Bloodborns and Shellmounts were especially acting weird. The Bloodborns suddenly fell asleep, and why were the Shellmounts still focused on their work? 
    

    
      I looked at the Black Witch and the Inquisitor. Neither of them avoided my gaze. Rather, they seemed very confident.
    

    
      “Remember what I told you? The Bloodborns have joined forces with the concubi. They’re convening for a strategy meeting. It’s very, very, very important to consolidate opinions before taking action,” the Black Witch said as if this were the most normal thing in the world.
    

    
      With a beaming smile, the Inquisitor added, “I taught them to keep working if they don’t think they’re going to die right away! It’s better for them to swing their hammers one more time if they have time to panic!” 
    

    
      I couldn’t help but lament. “I see… As expected from my best friend and my subordinate…”
    

    
      The Guardian clicked his tongue, picking his ear as he glanced over at the hologram.  
    

    
      
        —You guys are a match made in heaven. So, what is this flow that turtle mentioned?
      
    

    
      
        Oh, he’s talking about aura.
      
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      
        The Constellation’s name is a hint. The energy dragon. His breath is the reason aura flows in this world.
      
    

    
      
        —Oh.
      
    

    
      If the Amazon rainforest were the Earth’s lungs, then this Constellation was the aura lungs of this world. The Guardian’s thick eyebrows wriggled.
    

    
      
        —I see, I see. So that’s why the creatures of this world are particularly good at learning how to use aura. The amount of aura in the air is much higher than in other worlds.
      
    

    
      
        That’s right.
      
    

    
      
        —Wow.
      
    

    
      The Guardian nodded, finally understanding what was going on.
    

    
      
        —Well, you did pick up how to use your aura fast, but the goblins were also quite fast. Now I see that the world has been doping them. Hmm. I knew some people were born with a silver spoon, but I didn’t know this also applied to aura. 
      
    

    
      
        I’m not sure if this is a good thing. 
      
    

    
      
        —Huh? Why? If it’s easy to learn aura, that’s definitely a good thing, isn’t it?
      
    

    
      I didn’t answer the Guardian. The energy dragon roared once again. 
    

    
      
        “I bless you for your accomplishments! You are truly my priests and warriors! But what a pity! Those that are neither my priests nor my warriors still walk over me!”
      
    

    
      This statement recognized a category of people while denying the rest. 
    

    
      
        “Despite all the time I gave you, there are so many worthless beings in this world!”
      
    

    
      These so-called worthless beings were the ones who couldn’t use aura. The majority of this world’s population was in this predicament. 
    

    
      Anastasha’s face darkened. She was overly familiar with this kind of talk as a refugee from Ukraine.
    

    
      
        “The worthless can’t even accept or feel my breath. I can no longer tolerate them using the resources that only the worthy should have access to.”
      
    

    
      As the air in the room became heavier, the blue-colored energy dragon shouted, 
      
        “I’ll begin the selection!”
      
    

    
      
        [Displaying the thirty-eighth floor’s quest.]
      
    

    
      
        
          Great Selection
        
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty Level: EX
      
    

    
      
        Goal: A Constellation created this world. The Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea is made up of aura. For that reason, this world is more abundant in aura than others.
      
    

    
      
        Now, the energy dragon is asking for the price of the golden age. He treats those who can’t feel his breath, the people who can’t sense and use their aura, as worthless. His wish is to wipe them all out.
      
    

    
      
        Aura users of the continent will survive, but the rest will die. Save as many lives as you can!
      
    

    
      Silence followed. 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 257: The One Who Doesn’T Clear The Stages (3)

    
      Before my regression, Yoo Soo-Ha had cleared the thirty-eight floor on his own. At that time, I didn’t even get to be the backup, let alone join the expedition team. I was just a low-level Hunter who didn’t even make it into the rankings, so I had no chances to become part of the strategy team. I found out how exactly he cleared the floor a lot later when I read an interview of his.
    

    
      
        “You’re asking how I cleared the thirty-eighth floor? It was fucking easy-peasy. Just do nothing.
      
       
      
        The boss monster on the floor isn’t designed to kill. You know, he’s like an invincible boss monster in a game's tutorial. You can’t take the bastard down unless you cheat or mod the game. He’s like the Demon King on the thirteenth floor or the librarian on the twenty-first floor.”
      
    

    
      To him, the Constellations were like boss monsters that forced the Hunters to admit defeat. The Sylvans he led were no different from game NPCs.
    

    
      
        “The boss monster on the thirty-eighth floor is like those bastards.”
      
    

    
      Therefore, Yoo Soo-Ha’s choice was simple. He just turned a blind eye to the quest.
    

    
      
        “You don't have to do anything. That energy dragon sleeping his ass off in the sea isn’t trying to get in the way of clearing the floor. He’s like a filler before the thirty-ninth floor.”
      
    

    
      That was Fire Emperor Yoo Soo-Ha’s approach. No Hunter could stop the unchallengable Rank 1 Hunter. Now that I looked back on these past events, I realized I couldn’t say that the Fire Emperor had made such a cruel decision because he was a demon freshly crawled out of hell. His strategy was actually based on the shared belief in the Tower. 
    

    
      
        “Many NPCs died, but what can we do about it? What matters is that we climb the Tower.”
      
    

    
      The residents of the Tower that weren’t Hunters were regarded as NPCs, and the Constellations were considered boss monsters. All the floors were like this. Therefore, the lives of these so-called NPCs didn’t matter to most Hunters. The entire Tower was a dungeon they had to clear. 
    

    
      The Fire Emperor wasn’t the only one who believed this. Everyone who climbed the Tower thought the same. In fact, I had the same mentality for a long time, even after my regression. 
    

    
      
        This mentality caused the worst outcome for the thirty-ninth floor.
      
    

    
      When I shook these thoughts off and turned my attention to reality, I heard just how loudly Anastasha was gritting her teeth. She was furious, that much was obvious.
    

    
      “What’s with this quest? Selection? Out of nowhere, he wants to kill everyone who doesn’t know how to use aura? The hurdle is too high!”
    

    
      The Countess was also baffled. “You’re right. It’s only proper to allow some secondary option, like donations.” 
    

    
      Bambolina smiled slightly as he smoothed his chin. “
      
        Hmm!
      
       I was caught off guard. The Paladin said that a creator would never destroy their world. However, a mansion's owner also tends to hire workers to trim their garden. And this god is more like the owner of a mansion.”
    

    
      The Paladin’s face darkened. I laughed bitterly, satisfied with my colleagues’ reaction. 
    

    
      
        Still, it’s not bad right now. Compared to before I regressed... actually, it would be rude to make a comparison. Things are a lot better. 
      
    

    
      No one even considered that they should just sit back and let the quest clear itself.
    

    
      
        Everyone here thinks of the Tower’s residents as real people.
      
    

    
      When we saw others as equals, we treated them the same way we liked being treated and cared about them. But if we treated others as inferior and expendable, we could no longer care about them, not even on a subconscious level.
    

    
      
        Even if we decide that the ones who can’t use aura are expendable after careful consideration, we will do so from the perspective of a leader, not that of a player.
      
    

    
      If so, the weight of our decisions couldn’t be the same. Never.
    

    
      Anastasha looked at me. “Gong-Ja, you have a plan, right?”
    

    
      This question carried numerous meanings, each with its own weight. 
    

    
      I looked at the hologram, which showed the seven species. The Terras were already heading to the Fire Water Council. The Shellmounts climbed walls, the Skians strode down the streets, and the Bloodborns flapped their wings and clung to the pillars of the council building. 
    

    
      “Yes, of course. I planted a seed there long ago and left a farmer to look after it.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The building of the Fire Water Council wasn’t grand. Rather, it was somewhat crude. A waterless basin was built by digging down a spiral staircase. The council chairwoman sat in the middle of this basin. The floor was made of hard soil, just like the staircase. Props used in Cavefire plays lay around haphazardly. It was difficult to imagine that this place was the pinnacle of power that reigned over the continent.
    

    
      —I heard a bark, 
      
        lime
      
      . I don't know if you heard it too, 
      
        laimu
      
      .
    

    
      Saimeslam was the hero who chopped off the dragon's head on the previous floor. She had already aged a lot. Her shell was wrinkled, and her tentacle wasn’t plump anymore. The severed tentacles didn’t grow back, so her only remaining tentacle squirmed. 
    

    
      —Those who use aura will live, and those who can’t shall die… I thought a guy with a death wish was playing a prank on me by using Aura Transmission. I tried to trace it back, but the son of a bitch is much more skilled than me. It didn’t work. 
    

    
      Saimeslam scratched her beautifully patterned blue shell with her tentacle. Perhaps this pattern originated from the Terras’ custom of drawing markings on themselves. I guess this was the influence of Primordial Fashionista, the trait I gave them when I first met them. As time passed, the patterns became more complex, but there was something about them that didn’t corrode in time. It made me feel a little emotional.
    

    
      —What do you guys think?
    

    
      —
      
        Uger
      
      , we also tried to trace the transmission back but failed!
    

    
      —We felt a presence much, much bigger than us.
    

    
      The Terras answered the Shellmount chairwoman’s question obediently. It was a wise choice. At least eleven warriors were left with one leg after challenging her, thinking they had a chance since she only had one tentacle left. 
    

    
      —This presence is too powerful to be considered a living being.
    

    
      —Right. I think this is the will of nature and the violence of the world.
    

    
      —What the heck are you guys talking about? Are you saying that we should just let everyone who can't use aura die? Just because some weirdo said that? Is that it?
    

    
      —This is why there is no talking to Sylvans. No matter what I tell you, you’re still adamant about the conclusion you reached by yourself. All I'm saying is that the bastard who sent us the message is a really strong monster.
    

    
      —That means we should surrender, doesn’t it?
    

    
      —Or we could try fighting it.
    

    
      —We are from the Let-Us-Deal-With-The-Voice-In-The-Head Organization. We demand that a team of investigators be established to thoroughly uncover the possible conspiracy behind the incident. 
    

    
      A heated argument broke out in the Fire Water Council. A few decades had passed since Saimeslam took over as chairwoman. Over time, the council had changed significantly, embracing a lot of non-Terra individuals. It became easier for the council to handle various situations, but it also became easier for dozens of opinions to conflict. A lot of people spoke nonsense, like the last person who mentioned that weird organization with a long name. 
    

    
      A Bloodborn representative sitting near Saimeslam was sleeping so deeply that if the world was destroyed right at that very moment, he wouldn’t notice. His eyes suddenly popped open.
    

    
      —Everyone, be quiet! I just received intel! Shut your eyes and take a nap for an hour! I’ll send out a projection using Dream Notice!
    

    
      The council members looked at each other. Before long, they all leaned back in their chairs and fell asleep. In many cases, this would negate their duties as council members, but they were clearly doing their duty this time.
    

    
      With everyone asleep, the Bloodborn representative used Dream Notice, an ability they gained after merging with the concubi. As a result of many restrictions, they could not ravage people in their dreams like before. However, they could send short projections, which was enough for now.
    

    
      —Oh my god.
    

    
      —What kind of monster is that?
    

    
      Thus, the cutting-edge information obtained by the Bloodborn intelligence unit busily flapping their wings was delivered to the councilmen. Not even a day had passed since the Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea appeared, but now it was known where the monster resided.
    

    
      One by one, the councilmen woke up and started making a fuss again.
    

    
      —It's so big!
    

    
      —Fuck, is that a continent or a turtle? I think you could build a city there.
    

    
      —Will any one of us be able to at least scratch him?!
    

    
      —And what is with the aura around him? Wait, I think his entire body is made of aura!
    

    
      Saimeslam struck the ground with her tentacle. 
    

    
      —Zip it. First, let's summarize the situation.
    

    
      The commotion gradually subsided. 
    

    
      —The unidentified monster turtle calls himself the Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea. Judging from his special name, he’s probably like the gods we worship, so we have to seek advice from those who have directly communicated with the gods.
    

    
      Saimeslam’s words shook the council.
    

    
      —Gods?
    

    
      — Are you talking about someone like the Great Dog? But, 
      
        laimu
      
      , the divine beast’s bloodline was cut off.
    

    
      —Damn it! Even when the Holy Land was lost, we brought the Great Dog’s descendants with us!
    

    
      —If it weren't for that chocolate from the New Continent, 
      
        lime
      
      ...We, the Memorial Society for the Great Dog, strongly recommend that the council build a team of investigators regarding the divine beast’s poisoning.
    

    
      Saimeslam slapped the ground again. 
    

    
      —Silence! There was a time when gods such as the Great Dog, White Lion, and Viper God were with us. 
      
        Lime
      
      . And there were people like First Prophet Gorke who communicated directly with them.
    

    
      She looked around the audience. There was a kind of wisdom in her eyes that went beyond the prejudice and distrust that her species had endured.
    

    
      —And isn't the second prophet still alive and well? I heard he’s sitting alone on the most rugged snowy mountain on this continent and basking in the snow. He’s waiting for the day when his clan patriarch returns.
    

    
      That was right. Just as the Viper had decided to remain on the stage and persevere, so had Uburka.
    

    
      
        “Daddy, you’re leaving, so if I leave too, my people might struggle if they encounter a serious problem. Besides, you’re their daddy, so you have to let your children become independent. 
      
    

    
      
        “But I’m your son and the eldest brother of the Terras. Their big bro, so to speak. Big bros always meddle in their younger siblings’ business. It doesn’t matter if they’re independent now. Ugor. So, go on, Daddy. I will wait here like I did before. Still, I hope we can meet sooner than before.”
      
    

    
      That was the conversation Uburka and I had when we parted ways.
    

    
      
        My son is pretty dang trustworthy.
      
    

    
      The council decided to send a formal invitation to Uburka. Some protested, saying they didn’t want their ancestor to interfere, but they failed to present an alternative plan. Propositions that failed to manifest as actions were nothing more than bravado. Saimeslam destroyed this bravado with her only tentacle. 
    

    
      —Bring in Uburka, the two hundred and twelfth chairman of the Fire Water Council!
    

    
      A summoning ceremony was performed. Uburka seemed to have told his descendants to carry out a special ritual if they needed him. Twelve warriors with a particularly large amount of aura gathered and used all their might to shoot their aura in a straight line at the sky.
    

    
      Twelve rays of different colors—blue, yellow, and apricot—pierced the clouds. The aura was so clear that it could be seen from the other side of the continent. This beacon of light lasted only about six seconds until it gradually faded. The warriors sat down on the ground after they used up all their energy.
    

    
      —
      
        Hufff, huffff….
      
    

    
      —I can't, 
      
        uger
      
      , do something like this again...
    

    
      —W-Will this really summon our ancestor?
    

    
      —I don't know, 
      
        uger
      
      . It's our first time using it.
    

    
      —Even if he does come, it doesn't seem like he’ll hurry. 
    

    
      Three minutes later, a Terra noticed something in the sky. 
    

    
      —
      
        Uger,
      
       is that a meteor?
    

    
      Something crashed with a loud noise in the middle of the council building, turning the council upside down.
    

    
      —
      
        Gyaaaah!
      
    

    
      —
      
        Lime!
      
    

    
      Dust and debris flew around everywhere like sea waves. Everyone trembled. Eventually, when the dust settled, a giant figure rose from the crater created by the impact.
    

    
      
        [The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig has arrived.]
      
    

    
      The living legend was back.
    

    
      —
      
        Uger
      
      , I had a feeling you would call me soon.
    

    
      He didn’t ask why the councilmen had summoned him. Well, it was obvious to anyone what the global issue was. Saimeslam addressed him. 
    

    
      —Uburka, we would like to ask for your wisdom! Do you have any advice for us about that turtle dragonbutt thingy?
    

    
      Uburka grinned. 
    

    
      —Seeing as how you’re calling it turtle dragonbutt thingy, it seems you already figured out what you’re dealing with. 
      
        Uger
      
      , you’re quick with your homework.
    

    
      —I appreciate the compliment, but does this have to do with the advice you will give us?
    

    
      Uburka crossed his arms. 
    

    
      —Of course. My advice is very simple. Since you discovered the monster, you know that the energy dragon is a huge mass of aura. It’s possible to say that he’s the pure essence of aura.
    

    
      Uburka, a warrior who had reached the sky, sat in the lotus position, a basic breathing technique of aura cultivation, and took a deep breath. A pure white airflow entered his nostrils, sweeping through his entire body before he exhaled it.
    

    
      —
      
        Uger
      
      . If so, suuuuuuck it like this!
    

    
      The council members tilted their heads in confusion.
    

    
      —Suck it in?
    

    
      —
      
        Uger.
      
       Suck what?
    

    
      Uburka grinned and stood up. 
    

    
      —You don’t get it.
    

    
      —Get what?
    

    
      —You idiots! That turtle may be the size of a mountain, but it has a body made entirely of pure aura. It’s the very aura you guys want to build up so much. 
      
        Ugor
      
      , that huge creature is no different from a thousand-year-old elixir!
    

    
      Only then did the councilmen pause. When they understood what Uburka meant, their eyes widened. Saimeslam’s tentacle twitched. Soon, they began to talk loudly among themselves. Uburka continued giving them advice.
    

    
      —Gather people. Not only those who can use aura, but also those who haven’t learned how to do it. Bring dozens, hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands, millions of people. 
      
        Ugor
      
      . This is not a crisis. It’s an opportunity! A once in a lifetime opportunity! Even those third-tier martial artists will rise to the first tier! You’ll never get a better opportunity than this!
    

    
      Uburka was suggesting group aura cultivation—no, group aura absorption!
    

    
      —Gather everyone and have them climb on the turtle’s back. Make them sit in the lotus position and start aura cultivation!
    

    
      All the councilmen gaped. My colleagues watching the hologram also had their jaws on the floor from the shock.
    

    
      I smiled. 
      
        I have an incredibly amazing son.
      
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha had conquered the thirty-eighth floor by doing nothing. Although I swore that I would take a different path from the Fire Emperor, my choice had ended up being somewhat similar to his. 
    

    
      
        You guys now know how to weasel on your own. Great!
      
    

    
      I was also going to do nothing. However, even though Yoo Soo-Ha had allowed tens of millions of children to die because of his choice, my decision would yield a significantly different result. In the hologram, my son was shouting about that very different result as he flashed a wicked grin.
    

    
      —Let's slurp that turtle baby’s aura like soup and become Peak-Tier martial arts masters!
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
      
        (Expecting a cool fight -> Rubbing my eyes -> Rereading the raw -> Realizing I read it right. X5.)
      

    

  
    Chapter 258: The Dragon Mound (1)

    
      —Dragon or not, this thing is a ball of aura anyway! Let’s just suck it up like an elixir so we can power up!
    

    
      It was a ridiculously simple idea, but its simplicity swayed the Fire Water Council members. The conference room, now a crater resembling an amphitheater, suddenly filled with murmurs.
    

    
      —Suck a monster that size like we do in aura cultivation? Is that… Is that possible?
    

    
      —This is ridiculous.
    

    
      —But if that monster is actually made out of pure aura, then there is no reason we can’t consume it.
    

    
      Chairwoman Saimeslam slapped the floor with her tentacle. 
    

    
      —Quiet.
    

    
      Everyone immediately fell silent. In the council, where the strongest was always right, the chairwoman’s slap was understood as “Excuse me, but you losers are weaker than me. Please shut up.” Now, a graceful silence hung in the air. Saimeslam turned toward Uburka.
    

    
      —Let me ask you this directly, Uburka. Are you saying we can get rid of that monster using aura cultivation?
    

    
      —
      
        Ugor!
      
       That is precisely what I think.
    

    
      Saimeslam was much younger than him. Her tone was still authoritative as she spoke to him, but Uburka did not pay any heed. He just grinned like a naughty kid playing a prank.
    

    
      —Think about it. When you eat something, it becomes part of your body. Using the same logic, the aura we absorbed became ours even though it came out of that guy’s lungs.
    

    
      Uburka knocked his fists together with a loud thud. 
    

    
      —So you take a bite, I take a bite, we all take a bite. After we consume the aura one bite after another, 
      
        ugor!
      
       That turtle will disappear without a trace. The only ones left will be us, who have become stronger!
    

    
      Saimeslam was deep in thought. A Shellmount was naturally small, smaller than Terras. But after the Terras evolved into hobgoblins, they became bigger. Uburka seemed like a huge tower when standing next to Saimeslam.
    

    
      —
      
        Lime.
      
    

    
      When standing next to Uburka, it was natural for Saimeslam to look tiny. She only had one tentacle left, even though the high number of the tentacles was the pride of the Shellmounts. Her snail shell was very wrinkled because of her old age. However, even beside a huge green mountain such as Uburka, Saimeslam stood proud. The confidence suited her.
    

    
      —Listen, everyone. The Fire Water Council’s policy regarding this unprecedented situation will be decided now.
    

    
      The demonic cult doctrines had been widespread in this world. The Terras had been trained according to those teachings, and the cult doctrines became the main principles of their council. It had been hundreds of years since the Shellmounts joined the Terras. If Uburka was the first Heavenly Demon, Saimeslam was the four hundred and seventeenth.
    

    
      According to the doctrines, losing all but one tentacle was something to take pride in, not be ashamed of. The more wounds a person had, the number of sword trajectories they could see and use also increased. (The more scars a person had, the more freedom they had )As the wounds left behind scars, the person’s Demonic Heaven Arts would become free.
    

    
      Before long, the councilmen stood up as if they had been waiting for this.
    

    
      —We will take Former Ancestor Uburka’s advice and absorb the aura of the Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea!
    

    
      —Chairwoman, I will summon the entire Sylvan species!
    

    
      —Calm down, long ears. Don’t try to get ahead on your own. Our Viper God went first, so those of us with horns also have the right to go first!
    

    
      —
      
        Hahaha…
      
       Everyone is surely motivated, but can you guys really get there without our ships?
    

    
      —Gosh, everyone seems to be feeling very greedy today. We, the Opposing the overly greedy. We, the Organization that Firmly Opposes the Exclusive Use of the Energy Dragon, strongly insist on establishing a committee for the fair and equal use of the Energy Dragon…
    

    
      Saimeslam hit the ground again. 
    

    
      —Silence! I know you’re here to represent your species, 
      
        lime!
      
       But so is everyone else! Therefore, we will be able to reach a conclusion that includes all species! That is our job!
    

    
      Those words made the councilmen clear their throats. Saimeslam was the first non-Terra to become the chairman of the council. She was not only strong but also had the ability to maintain her authority. Before long, the council reached an agreement.
    

    
      —Let us Bloodborns announce this to the world immediately. We will let them know using the Dream Notice.
    

    
      —We, the Sylvans, will mobilize all our merchant guilds to receive pilgrims. Just announcing it would cause mass confusion.
    

    
      —The Skians will be in charge of security along the way to prevent possible attacks from thieves.
    

    
      —We will gather enough ships for the pilgrims. Please leave the traveling to the Fingills.
    

    
      —The Shellmounts will be in charge of architecture, 
      
        lime
      
      . That turtle is huge, so climbing onto his shell will require some of our construction skills.
    

    
      —
      
        Uger
      
      , all our Terra troupes will share their intel and plan an educational Cavefire play so that even beginners can practice aura easily.
    

    
      Even though the issues were sorted out, Saimeslam did not appear satisfied. She looked around the councilmen.
    

    
      —You fools! The most important question remains unanswered! To consume the turtle, we need to kill it first, 
      
        laimu
      
      . But that turtle is alive! How can we decide how to deal with him when he’s not dead?
    

    
      Once again, shame bloomed on the members’ faces. Uburka smiled, watching this unfold with joy.
    

    
      —
      
        Ugor
      
      . Right. We still need to figure that out.
    

    
      —Can’t that fuck up the whole thing, 
      
        laimu?
      
    

    
      Uburka smoothed his chin. 
    

    
      —You could say that. That dragon has an ego of his own. The dragon whose head you cut off and dropped into the sea a little while ago...
    

    
      —A little while ago? It’s been decades, 
      
        lime
      
      .
    

    
      —Oh, I’m sorry. 
      
        Uger
      
      . Once you become a Constellation and focus only on training, your sense of time will become very different from that of ordinary people. Anyway, the dragon whose ass you guys kicked decades ago had no such thing as an ego. It was basically a beast that howled when it was hurt and fought back when attacked. But that turtle is different.
    

    
      Uburka went on. 
    

    
      —Well, scholars enjoy racking their brains, so the reason a giant mass of aura would have an ego should be a very interesting topic for them. 
      
        Uger
      
      , although scholars are probably celebrating this discovery, it puts us in a bit of a pickle.
    

    
      He shrugged.
    

    
      —Even if the people who can’t use aura manage to cling to the turtle, he will kick them away as if they’re flies. To stop that, we’ll have to chop off the turtle’s head, like you did with the dragon in the past. 
    

    
      Saimeslam scratched her shell.
    

    
      —The turtle is too big for us to deal with. I don’t know how many warriors will die for us to do that. We might not even manage to chop off his head despite the many sacrifices of brave warriors.
    

    
      —
      
        Ugor.
      
       You could just stick to him and start aura cultivation. Over time, he’ll grow weaker and won’t be able to fight back as ruthlessly as before.
    

    
      —Not all of us are as strong as you, 
      
        lime
      
      . The basic premise of aura cultivation is to meditate with a serene mind while sitting in the lotus position for a long time. Too bad the turtle will constantly throw a tantrum. You can’t exactly sit in the lotus position while the ground is shaking.
    

    
      Saimeslam scratched the back of her head. 
    

    
      —Besides, that turtle is huge. His tantrum will affect the whole world. The ships traveling between the New Continent and us will sink without a doubt. On top of that, the damage would be catastrophic if a tsunami swept away the cities near the coast. Actually, the pressure will trigger a series of volcanic eruptions similar to popping pimples, 
      
        laimu.
      
    

    
      With that said, she fell deep into contemplation, her worries vivid even through the hologram. The continent’s fate and that of all the species depended on this council. As the leader, she had to make a decision. But that didn’t mean she had the final say in this decision.
    

    
      The Bloodborn representative who had used Dream Notice to tell everyone about the energy dragon’s location and identity raised his hand.
    

    
      —
      
        Um
      
      , I think I have a good solution.
    

    
      As Saimeslam herself had said, the councilmen’s job was to exchange opinions. 
    

    
      —Good solution? What is it?
    

    
      —So…
    

    
      The Bloodborn representative began explaining. His neatly grown moustache moved along with his lips. The other councilmen were left speechless by his suggestion.
    

    
      —Wow.
    

    
      —It’s definitely a brilliant idea.
    

    
      —
      
        Umm.
      
       But is that possible?
    

    
      —The turtle has an ego, so I don’t see why not.
    

    
      A lot of opinions conflicted. Saimeslam tapped the table. 
    

    
      —It’s worth a shot, 
      
        lime
      
      .
    

    
      The Bloodborn representative grinned, but Saimeslam wasn’t done. 
    

    
      —However, for it to work, we have to attract the turtle’s attention.
    

    
      Scoffs resounded from all across the conference room. Since clinging onto the turtle was the same as putting a bell on a cat’s neck, it was a natural reaction, but Saimelsam didn’t mind.
    

    
      —I volunteer to go first.
    

    
      The councilmen paused at her remark. She could only laugh.
    

    
      —Think about it, you eczemas. Whoever gets to the energy dragon first and sits in the lotus position will be the luckiest bastard because they will get the biggest slice of the pie. I have no intention of letting anyone else have that slice, so I declare that I will stand at the forefront as the six hundred and twenty-ninth chairwoman.
    

    
      Saimeslam turned her head and looked at Uburka. 
    

    
      —What will you do, Ancestor?
    

    
      —
      
        Uger
      
      , even if the turtle splashes water or throws another tantrum, I won’t have any issues clinging to his shell.
    

    
      He showed his fangs. 
    

    
      —I am older than you, so I won’t be rude. It’s not okay for me to ask for the biggest slice and still claim to be the big brother. 
      
        Ugor
      
      . Besides, you younger siblings will be embarrassed if you call your oldest brother whenever something happens.”
    

    
      In the past, the council had turned down Uburka and I when we offered to help. Even on the thirty-seventh floor stage, Uburka didn’t show up. The Viper, who was worshiped as the Viper God in this world, also refused to actively participate in the battle against the dragon. The people of this world and era took care of the work and problems. This was the most basic principle of the council.
    

    
      However, Saimeslam scoffed. 
    

    
      —Resolve is beautiful only when a person has the power to prove it, 
      
        laimu
      
      . It’s nothing more than an arrogant struggle if it cannot be proven. If a king makes the wrong choice, his people will be the ones to suffer, not him, 
      
        lime. 
      
    

    
      She slapped the table using her tentacle as a whip.
    

    
      —The turtle fucker said he will kill all those who cannot use aura. This is tantamount to saying that he will kill not only those who failed to awaken their aura, but also newborn babies who don’t know how to do that.
    

    
      Saimeslam struck the table again. 
    

    
      —Some animals may not get angry when their young are threatened, but we aren’t animals.
    

    
      The councilmen’s expressions turned grim. They spoke up.
    

    
      —Yeeeeeah! That’s right!
    

    
      —That’s right, Chairwoman!
    

    
      —We are not beasts!
    

    
      —Yes! We are not. 
    

    
      —We, the Group Of Those Who Aren’t Beasts, also publicly support the chairwoman’s declaration.
    

    
      —Be quiet! 
    

    
      Saimeslam hit the table one more time. She looked fed up as she turned to Uburka. 
    

    
      —So, I will use everything I can, even dog shit. Can you help us, Ancestor?
    

    
      —
      
        Ugor. 
      
      Are you calling me dog shit? You’re harsh, but fine. I’ll help you.
    

    
      Saimeslam nodded. 
    

    
      —Good. Then I’ll organize a special operation team to attract the turtle’s attention. The ancestor and I will take the lead. As mentioned earlier, those who volunteer for the team will have the opportunity to be the first to climb onto the turtle shell and start their aura cultivation.
    

    
      The special operation team was quickly formed. Like ants going after a honey cookie crumbs on the floor, countless people volunteered. The council was now both a meeting of councilmen and warriors. There was nothing to fear with the chairwoman taking the lead.
    

    
      However, Saimeslam frowned. 
    

    
      —
      
        Hmm.
      
       We could do better. Our manpower is not enough. I would have nothing more to hope for if slightly more powerful guys just dropped out of the sky. Two hundred to three hundred warriors would be perfect…
    

    
      Just then, new people joined the council. 
    

    
      —
      
        Hehehe.
      
       We’ve been waiting for this.
    

    
      Sunlight streamed in the meeting room when the large door opened, revealing hundreds of warriors holding their chins and pointy horns high. Sadly, they inspired disappointment. 
    

    
      —We’re the Viper God’s worshippers.
    

    
      —The Viper God’s Divine Guards!
    

    
      —We, the two hundred and fifty-six True Color Skian Rangers, will help you!
    

    
      Silence followed for a moment. Saimeslam rested her chin on her tentacle while Uburka scratched the back of his head. 
    

    
      —Hey, Chairwoman.
    

    
      —I’m listening.
    

    
      —You said you would even use dog shit if necessary.
    

    
      —I did.
    

    
      —Are you going to use these guys?
    

    
      —
      
        Hmm…
      
       Give me a moment, 
      
        lime
      
      . A lot is going on in my head now…
    

    
      After a truly long time, the council meeting for the day ended, and people headed to the Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea. This was the beginning of a pilgrimage that would later be named Aura’s Path.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea, the strongest of all energy dragons, howled. The dragon that sank into the deep sea was so strong that nothing in this world could beat it.
    

    
      “
      
        Agh!
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Gyaaa!
      
      ”
    

    
      He defeated Uburka, two hundred and fifty-six True Color Skian Rangers, and everyone else who dared to attack him. There was no one like the Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea in this world. Anyhow, he continued roaring.
    

    
      “Ah, this is the end for us!”
    

    
      “Let’s run away!”
    

    
      The worthless who didn’t know how to use the aura fled. But the Energy Dragon was more awesome than them.
    

    
      “Ah, damn it!”
    

    
      “Aura... If only I had practiced my aura skill harder!”
    

    
      Their belated regrets were nothing more than a dirge.
    

    
      
        Roaaaaar!
      
    

    
      The Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea crushed and wiped out everyone who hadn’t learned how to use aura yet.
      
        [1]
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      —Brother, that turtle bastard is smiling.
    

    
      The Bloodborn leader paused smoking his cigarette to reply. 
    

    
      —Leave him be. I guess he’s having a nice dream.
    

    
      Behind him, hundreds of thousands of Bloodborns were flapping their wings and sending out mind energy waves.
    

    

    
      1. The weird wording here is very intentional because it is a parody of the source material—Invisible Dragon ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 259: The Dragon Mound (2)
[The Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea feels drowsy.]
The giant turtle slowly put his head down among the jungle vegetation, toppling thousands of palm trees. 
Thud!
[The Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea has fallen into a deep slumber.]
The dragon’s shell gently rose and fell, his breathing even yet incredibly loud. With every exhale, bushes shook as if they were caught in a tempest. A Bloodborn executive flapped his wings under the palm tree that the wind from the dragon’s nose kept shaking. 
—Only the elite concubi who are the best at manipulating dreams were chosen for this unit. There is no need to worry.
The executive, who was hovering in an awkward posture, didn’t even blink. He had an odd way of speaking that made him sound like a machine. Well, he might as well be described as a terminal. After all, the concubi had taken over him, giving them access to his memories, thoughts, and body. 
Uburka looked at him, slightly confused. 
—Uger, excuse me, but what is your name?
The handsome Bloodborn gave a monotonous answer.
—We have no name. We simply exist.
—That answer tells me nothing new. You could have very well said, “Daddy is a wacko.”
—We have no concepts of individuality, only dreams. Anyone can be you or me in a dream. That’s why we are who we are.
Uburka shrugged. 
—Well, I’ll just assume that there are a lot of you. Is that okay?
The Bloodborn chose not to answer. 
—Judging from your silence, I guess you guys are fine with it. Ugor. So, Mist—whatever, how long will that Energy Dragon be asleep?
Uburka pointed at the huge creature. People could barely wrap their heads around its insane size. The easiest way to describe it was comparing it to a mountainous island that exhaled roughly once every twenty minutes and then inhaled again twenty minutes later. 
Snails were crawling along the hillside.
—Move, move! Finish the construction quickly, lime!”
—All tasks must be completed before the dragon wakes up!
—Provide support! We should create as much space as possible so more people can cultivate their aura. Laimu. This guy is constantly moving, so keep that in mind when building!
—We need to finish this in one day!
Shellmounts were in charge of construction for the operation. Around four thousand climbed onto the monster to carry out their duties. Unlike the other species, which were mainly stuck on the ground, the Shellmounts were good at climbing because they shed sticky mucus.
The slightly shaky hillside was just a light picnic course for the Shellmounts. They carried out their construction work, holding tools and lumber with their four or five tentacles. From a distance, they looked just like little people climbing on Gulliver.
Uburka watched them.
—Those guys should try not to get hurt during construction. Hundreds of thousands of people, maybe even a million, will come here from all over the continent. This might still fail even if they all suck in his aura. If that dragon bastard wakes up, all of this will be for nothing.
—Seven days.
The concubi’s response was cryptic, to say the least. Uburka gave the Bloodborn a serious look. 
—Seven days? You can put him to sleep for seven days? Ugor. That’s ama—
—If we use your number system, there are eight hundred thousand of us. All of us are imitating the sea, displaying a very realistic texture of waves to show the dragon what he wants to see. He’s under the illusion that he’s filtering out the worthless by tearing them apart.  
The concubi went on.
—All of us are working together to satisfy that dragon’s happiness, console his sadness, and guide him to the origin of his misfortune. There, we encourage him to overcome his trauma and ask him to figure out why he exists and what the purpose of his existence is if he must live on.
They sighed.
—Anyway, we’ll let that monster get a good night’s sleep without snoring for now. Over the remaining seven days, the key to this operation is how much of that monster’s aura everyone can absorb. If possible, it would be best if the monster shriveled to the size of a doll.
The Bloodborn flapped his wings, seemingly signaling that he was done with the conversation. However, Uburka grabbed the Bloodborn’s leg, preventing it from soaring into the sky no matter how hard it tried.
—What is it? 
Uburka scratched the back of his head.
—I’m sorry. Uger. I still have something to ask you.
—Ask.
—As far as I know… Well, hundreds of years ago, when my daddy went to that Phantom Realm of yours or something, weren’t you selfish bastards?
The concubi didn’t answer.
—As long as you could expand your dream world, you didn’t care if the Fingills, Terras, or any of us from the outside world died. It was enough for you guys to live in the dream world and enjoy your plays forever, so why? What changed that made you cooperate in this great event that will determine the fate of everyone in our world?
The concubi stayed silent for a while.
—You don’t trust people’s good intentions, Former Chairman.
—Sadly, I only trust mine.
—That’s only half true.
—Hmm?
Uburka tilted his head. The concubi smirked. 
—You trust your father’s, too.
Uburka remained silent. 
—When you get the chance, tell your father that the next time he visits our world, we won’t go down easily like last time. We even put the so-called creator of this continent to sleep. It won’t be any different for your father, even if you and your people see him as a god.
The concubi laughed out loud. When Uburka’s grip weakened, the concubi flew into the sky, and hundreds or thousands of Bloodborns followed them. The other Bloodborns had been waiting for the conversation to end in the dark shadows of the jungle. Their wings covered the sky, and they soon disappeared.
Uburka smiled bitterly. 
—Uger. He goes around and captivates people regardless of their species. My daddy is a really shameless charmer.
Clang! Clang!
The Shellmounts’s tools clanged from the middle of the jungle.
***
“Amazing! This is so awesome!”
We watched the whole thing from the waiting room. The Shellmounts actually completed the construction in one day. The lumber and wooden stairs were in geometric harmony, allowing anyone to easily climb onto the monster’s body. 
The Inquisitor’s eyes twinkled as he praised the architectural work shown in the hologram.
“The architectural knowledge I taught them wasn’t lost even hundreds of years after the empire's fall! Hahaha! This is better than I thought. My children didn’t forget what I taught them!”
“After all this time, you finally decided to treat them like your children,” I said sourly. 
“What are you talking about, Mr. Death King? I have always considered the Shellmounts to be my children! I’m confident that I’ve been cherishing them.”
Yes, I had no problem imagining a very sweet father saying, “Guys, this year I brought you a Skian slave as a Christmas gift! Abuse them carefully so they don’t break!”
“This is one hell of a sight,” the Black Witch muttered. “Almost all the Terras, Shellmounts, and Skians have arrived. The other species are on the way. It might be possible to clear the stage without any casualties.”
The hologram showed the many species gathering from all over the continent. Many of these people could use aura. As the warriors took the lead and swung their swords, the overgrown jungle trees of the wild collapsed like straws. 
Soon, a road replaced the fallen trees. Like hundreds of fine blood vessels, wide and narrow roads coursed through the jungle. The people walked on them without hesitation. There was no doubt that everyone’s hearts were beating very loudly right now.
—Welcooooooome~ You can use the staircase here to climb and start your aura absorption!
The Sylvans set up a stall to welcome visitors. Where people gathered, money followed, which the Sylvans were after. Unfortunately, that was simply who they were.
—You guys must be tired from all the aura cultivation. Uh-oh. Coincidentally, here is a pile of white ginseng, a famous fatigue reliever! What’s the point of accumulating all this aura if you end up accumulating fatigue, too? A true master never forgets to enjoy life! Have a bowl of white ginseng soup before you go!
—It’s really bad for your health if you stay in the lotus position without sleeping properly! You should sleep at least eight hours a day! Still, there are a lot of bad bugs here, and the leaves of trees are sharp. I understand why you guys would have trouble sleeping, but rest assured! Cozy hammocks are ready for you!
—Buy our bug repellent! If you apply it to your skin, you will never get bitten! Buy our bug repellent!
Actually, they’re a little too energetic. Did they go there to make money instead of cultivating their aura?
We all looked in bewilderment at the Countess, who was still in her cat form. She leisurely scratched her chin.
“Huh? What are you looking at me for? You should earn money whenever you can. That’s the truth. Money flies, so you have to snatch it if you can. In that sense, I think I’ve raised my children well. I feel like sending my MA members to that world and telling them to learn from the Sylvans.”
The Paladin patted the cat on the back and sighed. “Countess… No, forget it. Just stay who you are forever.” 
Meow. 
The Countess settled down on the Paladin’s lap, looking happy. In contrast to the quiet waiting room for the eliminated Hunters, the people in the hologram video were energetic. 
“000000! Now is the time!”
“Leave it to me, FFFFFF[1]!”
Two hundred fifty-six Skians climbed onto the turtle and assumed the lotus position. Every one of them emanated their brilliant aura and started absorbing the turtle’s aura. These so-called True Color Rangers were the Viper’s legacy and also the main reason the Hunters and I cringed very hard. What was with their name? 
Did you really think that was the best choice of names, Sect Master?
“Do you think all two hundred fifty-six of them are the Viper?” the Black Witch asked, looking a bit fed up. 
“No, he probably only possessed one of them. I think the rest are his disciples or their descendants.”
“How do you know that? I can’t really tell the difference here.”
“I can feel it.” 
I smiled bitterly.
After all, we have become rivals now.
There was one Skian in particular whose aura intertwined and shimmered in gray and purple. His code name was probably Gray-Something. The Skians’ radiant aura burned like rainbows with him in the center. After choosing to stay in this world on the thirty-sixth floor, the Viper seemed to have established the OJP Sect in this world as well.
“Anyway, what’s more important now is that we have a chance to catch a monster deemed invincible,” I said with a smile. 
Do your best, guys. Drink up all the aura and don’t leave even a drop of broth.
Not only the rainbow Skian rangers, but also Terras, Purens, and the warriors and workers of the other species were now at the turtle’s location. They all gathered around the Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea and sat in the lotus position.
The jungle became crowded as days passed. Warriors approached and kindly guided those who didn’t know how to cultivate aura. A Terra mother grabbed her child’s hand and climbed the wooden stairs made by the Shellmounts. Neither of the species seemed to think that they had a reason to hate each other.
This would have been unimaginable a thousand years ago. However, all the species united to face the arrival of the Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea.
I clenched my fists. 
The ones who clear the thirty-eighth floor aren’t going to be gods from another world.
Even though it was night, the jungle was as bright as a star. The aura generated by countless people burned with red, green, blue, and whatever other colors permeated their thoughts. Thanks to this colorful display, the night sky resembled shiny silk.
You guys are the ones who will complete this quest!
My cheer reached the children.
[The Terras are evolving!]

1. The Skian’s special brigade seems to be using color hex codes for their names… ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 260: The Dragon Mound (3)

    
      It was time to briefly talk about the last enemy the people of the Tower had fought just before my regression.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The Fire Emperor lived up to his title and burned everything in his path. That also included people. Unfortunately for everyone else, his cruelty made him able to burn the entire world.
    

    
      “Hahaha! Haha! It feels pretty good to be a god!”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha possessed a Sylvan and led the entire species. Together with his people, they burned everything they came across, the people they ran into, and the entire world by extension. 
    

    
      The Infernal Army was what Yoo Soo-Ha called the Sylvans who followed him. Indeed, they were an inferno that had descended on the continent.
    

    
      “Burn that!” Yoo Soo-Ha ordered, and the Sylvans listened. The voices of the elves were fierce, sharp, and venomous. 
    

    
      “For the Supreme Being!”
    

    
      Primitive worship.
    

    
      “Fire God, we offer you sacrifices! Please accept them!”
    

    
      Human sacrifice.
    

    
      “Burn!”
    

    
      “Purify the world!”
    

    
      “We are the Fire God’s chosen, the only worthy ones!”
    

    
      Elitism. 
    

    
      “You are weak and hungry because you were born lowly!”
    

    
      “How dare a lowly scum set foot in the sacred fire!”
    

    
      Contempt and discrimination.
    

    
      “You took away our strength and rank! That’s why you’re strong!”
    

    
      “High Priest, or should I say Former High Priest! Look! This is proof that the Fire God no longer favors you!”
    

    
      Hatred and lust for power.
    

    
      The Fire Emperor guffawed. “There you go. This is what life is. Love? Friendship? Devotion? Fuck all that. Don’t rely on fantasies! There is no way people are capable of love! Come on, kids! You are the true humanity! We’ll keep this up and unify the continent! Do you understand?”
    

    
      The Sylvans saluted.
    

    
      “For the Supreme Being! For the Supreme Being! For the Supreme Being!”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha set the world on fire. To take the lead in that fire, he purchased Person Possession and Descent whenever he could.
    

    
      “Why would you bother yourself with farming? Are you an idiot?”
    

    
      “You know, farming is actually not easy. You have to build a farm. For that, you need materials and builders. Obviously you need money to pay the builders. To raise money, you need to build a market, which needs a village that inevitably requires a mayor. This mayor will need to make use of all the village, market, money, builders, and farmers. You’ll also need to wait half a year or one whole year to have some millets.”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha scoffed. “Are you guys idiots?”
    

    
      The Sylvans growled.
    

    
      “We aren’t idiots!”
    

    
      “No! We are not thugs!”
    

    
      “We, the Non-Idiotic Flame Cross Order, strongly support the Fire God’s oracle!”
    

    
      It seemed like lava was pumping inside their veins instead of blood. The Sylvans were born physically and intellectually gifted, and they poured all their gifts into massacre. Born with the ability to sense aura, the Sylvans were powerful killing machines. With their outstanding brains, they mostly thought about how to cut off their enemies’ limbs more efficiently and to become stronger. 
    

    
      The Sylvans under the Fire Emperor were fanatics who worshiped him as their god.
    

    
      The Fire Emperor stood on the podium, aura blazing in his right hand. “Good. Judging from the way you’re holding your heads in your hands, you aren’t pushovers.” 
    

    
      
        Whoosh!
      
    

    
      The Shellmount’s head he was holding in his other hand instantly caught fire and turned into ashes. 
    

    
      He yelled, “There is no need to farm! If you are hungry, eat the grain that others have harvested. Kill the centipede creatures they raised with care and throw a banquet!
    

    
      “You don’t even need villages. Kill everyone who lives there. Then you get an exclusive luxurious hotel! Leave only a few villagers to take care of you, and stay in the hotel for two weeks. Eat the food and meat that the villagers bring you. Isn’t that paradise?
    

    
      “After two weeks, kill even the villagers who brought you food. Kill them all. How about that? Don’t you feel refreshed? You rested well for fifteen days. Your stress is gone, and your strength returned, didn’t it? That’s it, guys. Go find the next hotel!”
    

    
      The Sylvans chanted.
    

    
      “For the Supreme Being! For the Supreme Being! For the Supreme Being!”
    

    
      “For the Fire God!”
    

    
      “For the Supreme Being!”
    

    
      The Infernal Army left nothing behind as they swept through the land. A year of hard work and harvest was burned. The female cows, saved for breeding, were roasted in the burning barns. Everything that the residents had built up step by step, all of their aspirations for the future collapsed into a heap of ashes overnight. What remained was an unbearable reality. 
    

    
      Every time the Infernal Army plundered a village, the Fire Emperor deliberately spared five or six people and cut off their limbs and spines. The surviving residents blankly watched their past and mutilated future disappear in flames. Corpses piled up on the outskirts of their homeland. 
    

    
      The Infernal Army hung ropes on the streets and alleys as they left. The surviving residents used them to hang themselves.
    

    
      The Fire Emperor was the tyrant who set the world on fire. However, Yoo Soo-Ha encountered a crisis on the thirty-ninth floor. When he reached the fortieth floor, he felt endangered for the first time since he took over the Sylvans.
    

    
      How a crisis occurred to him was a mystery. A long time ago, the Infernal Army wiped out numerous species. They tore the Shellmounts to pieces, crucified the Skians, cut off the Purens’ heads, burned the Fingills to death, and starved the Bloodborns to death. Who would dare to pose a threat to the Fire God?
    

    
      “Ugor.”
    

    
      For thousands of years, as the continent fell into infernal hell and groaned in pain, only one other species escaped extinction. 
    

    
      “I was wondering who you are. You’re the boss of the crazy Sylvans.”
    

    
      The world of Terras was harsh. In the ever-burning hell, only the strong survived. Fortunately, they had enough tenacity to survive and sow seeds. Some of these seeds grew into warriors. These were the enemies that Yoo Soo-Ha encountered on the fortieth floor. 
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha frowned. “What do you want? On the thirty-eighth floor—no, even if I tell you this, you won’t understand because you’re NPCs. Uh, fine. How did you guys survive the Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea or whatever his name was?” 
    

    
      “It wasn’t a big deal.”
    

    
      “That’s fascinating. Why?”
    

    
      “There were a few of us who knew how to use aura. We stuck to the dragon and absorbed as much aura as we could before time ran out.”
    

    
      “Oh.” 
    

    
      The Fire Emperor trailed off.
    

    
      Fourteen Terra warriors took a step forward.
    

    
      “Yes. We are the last Terras of this world. Even though all of our compatriots died, we became stronger than before.” 
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha let out a short mocking chuckle. “Only fourteen of you guys are left, but you still call yourselves a species? For god’s sake. Alright, you dirty bastards, I’ll give you an express trip to where your compatriots lie!”
    

    
      However, Yoo Soo-Ha couldn’t clear the quest that day. In fact, he had no choice but to admit that he was incredibly underprepared to deal with these enemies. Retreat was the only option. Normally, he would have ganged up on the enemies with his Infernal Army and achieved an easy victory. For some reason, he completely lost the Sylvans’ trust on the thirty-ninth floor. Not only that, he also became the enemy of all Sylvans. 
    

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha had no one to support him. At that time, there was a rumor that he was dating the Saintess. Now that I thought about it, it was probably irresponsible media gossip. Even the Sylvans, who could be considered his subordinates of some sort, now turned their backs on him. He was truly alone.
    

    
      “You fucking cowards. You’re ganging up on me? Alright, you fuckers! I’ll come back. When I do, you won’t know what’s coming!”
    

    
      
        [Retreating from the fortieth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [The quest hasn’t been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        [Please try again next time.]
      
    

    
      The Fire Emperor’s unstoppable march to the Tower’s higher floor was finally on pause. He didn’t really lose to the fortieth-floor boss monster; he just retreated. Not many people ridiculed him or called this a failure. Fire Emperor Yoo Soo-Ha was the legend who had made plenty of progress in the Tower’s ascent starting from the eleventh floor.
    

    
      He wasn’t the only person brought down to his knees on the fortieth floor.
    

    
      「Breaking news. The Black Dragon Guild set out to conquer the Tower’s fortieth floor, confidently claiming that they would show what the best guild in the Tower could do. Unfortunately, they came back empty-handed.」
    

    
      Although Yoo Soo-Ha overshadowed the Black Witch, she had the most influence in the Tower. She set out to restore the guild’s honor, bringing in all her Black Dragon elites to attack.
    

    
      
        [Retreating from the fortieth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [The quest hasn’t been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        [Please try again next time.]
      
    

    
      She also failed and had no choice but to retreat because her guild could not defeat all the Terras. The Black Witch had killed six of them and wounded four despite using all the power she could muster.
    

    
      「As expected from the Rank 1 Hunter! Once again, the Fire Emperor defeated the boss monster on his own!」
    

    
      In the end, the person who struck the final blow on the prey that the Black Witch had wounded was the Fire Emperor, who had been waiting for the chance of his revenge. Even though he retreated earlier, he was still the unchallengeable Rank 1 Hunter. With six Terras dead and four wounded, the remaining four warriors couldn’t take on Yoo Soo-Ha.
    

    
      “Fuck! You assholes gave me more trouble than you pathetic motherfuckers deserve!” Yoo Soo-Ha yelled as he burned the Terras’ heads. 
    

    
      “You,” one of the Terras said quietly. 
    

    
      He was the last of his kind. Yoo Soo-Ha gripped his head as his entire body burned. Nevertheless, the Terra muttered, “You will be cursed…”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      
        “You are not a god but a devil. You pretended to be a god and pushed the Sylvans onto a path of wickedness. You burned the world and destroyed it. Everything that follows you will be the result of karma. If there is a god in this world, and not a devil like you, if there really is a god—”
      
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha frowned. “What the fuck are you saying, you useless mob?” 
    

    
      
        “Vengeance will surely come upon you.”
      
    

    
      
        Whoosh.
      
    

    
      The last Terra burned until only ashes were left. Only then did he go quiet. His throat was already burned, his tongue was reduced to ashes, and his bones were melted. Nevertheless, the last Terra left a will using his aura. Now that he was gone, yet another species had become extinct.
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha brushed the ashes off his hands. “Shit. Those nobodies daring to bring up revenge…”
    

    
      Like that, Yoo Soo-Ha cleared the fortieth floor. The media outlets were practically at war to get an interview with him. The internet was divided into those who praised and those who ridiculed him. No matter what, this proved that Yoo Soo-Ha was important for many people. Other Hunters laughed at the incompetent Black Witch. People like me looked up to Yoo Soo-Ha. That was how the world was at the time.
    

    
      
        “Talk? Ah, yes. I like talking. It’s what gentlemen do. But I make the rules.”
      
    

    
      One night, the Saintess died.
    

    
      
        “But you know I’m the Fire Emperor and you saw me killing the Saintess. So you should die.”
      
    

    
      And so did one Class F Hunter. 
    

    
      In other words, the fortieth floor was the highest level we managed to clear. I briefly went to the fiftieth floor to meet the Constellation Murderer, but that was because I exploited a bug of the Tower. My feat couldn’t be recognized officially. 
    

    
      The fourteen Terras had defeated the Fire Emperor on the fortieth floor and also made the Black Witch retreat. They were the reason I chose goblins as my species even though my colleagues hadn’t understood me at that time. Those fourteen Terras were enough to leave a deep imprint on my mind.
    

    
      
        [The Terras are evolving!]
      
    

    
      It was now time to meet those Terras again.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The change started with a hobgoblin kid.
    

    
      —Uger?
    

    
      The little Terra was sitting in the lotus position with his mother on his left and his father on his right. Befitting of his small body, the kid kept squirming his tiny toes. The kid’s parents were low-ranking warriors in the Fire Water Council, but the aura cultivation technique they had developed together was quite outstanding. They wanted their kid to have the aura, not themselves. That was why the kid was honored to be the first to evolve.
    

    
      —Baby?
    

    
      —This is…
    

    
      The kid began to glow. The parents were surprised, but soon they realized that their kid wasn’t the only one going through this change.
    

    
      —Hmm?
    

    
      
        —Ugor?
      
    

    
      
        Swish!
      
    

    
      Some Terras somehow climbed on the turtle's legs to sit in the lotus position. Others were too lazy to climb the stairs and were sitting on the turtle’s toes. All of them started to glow.
    

    
      —W-What is this? Why am I…
    

    
      —This is a bad omen! A bad omen, uger!
    

    
      The Terras were about to stand up when a roar erupted from the top of the turtle’s head.
    

    
      —Stop making a fuss!
    

    
      
        [The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig reprimands his compatriots.]
      
    

    
      It was my wonderfully immoral son. Uburka was sitting on the giant monster’s philtrum. Every time the Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea exhaled, Uburka went up and down as if he were on a Viking ride. The average person would have regarded this as incredibly scared, but he looked comfortable, as if he was in a reclining armchair.
    

    
      —Don’t stand up! Maintain the lotus position! Continue to use your aura!
    

    
      —B-But…!
    

    
      —This is by no means a bad omen. It is a phenomenon similar to what you guys call metamorphosis!
    

    
      The Terras’ eyes widened.
    

    
      —Metamorphosis?
    

    
      —Isn’t that the level only our ancestor Uburka managed to reach?
    

    
      Uburka grinned, baring his fangs. 
    

    
      —Ugor. It’s somewhat similar, but not quite. It’s different from what I experienced. Besides, all Terras are shining at the same time.
    

    
      —Then what in the world is going on, Ancestor?
    

    
      —I don’t know. But pioneering into the unknown is always exciting!
    

    
      
        Swish!
      
    

    
      Uburka also began to glow like fire, fiercer than any other Terra. 
    

    
      —Fear not, compatriots. The fire has always been on our side. It burned for us even when our ancestors suffered in those stuffy caves. Not even the monster who created this continent can extinguish our fire!”
    

    
      The flames enveloping Uburka burned bright, but they didn’t burn him, much less the world. They just wrapped around the monster’s head quietly. Numerous Terras looked up at Uburka, admiring the realm of their ancestor.
    

    
      —Inhale! Take in the warmth of the world! Concentrate! Think of our great ancestors swinging pickaxes to dig salt!
    

    
      The commotion subsided, and the Terras concentrated on their aura cultivation again.
    

    
      —Everyone, project the same image in your minds!
    

    
      My clan's chief warrior became an orchestra conductor, ready to guide the flames of his compatriots.
    

    
      —Whether this is a metamorphosis or something else, the next time we open our eyes, we will be entirely different! However, what is the use of tomorrow to someone who forgot about yesterday? Time only passes for them, they don’t live it, so don’t forget the screams of our ancestors who died long ago! We burn for eternity only to remember!
    

    
      The fire became more intense. Flames of various colors erupted from the monster’s shell, knees, toes, and nose bridge. Hundreds of thousands of flames wavered, each with its own intensity, but it wasn’t long before the most intense crimson fire consumed the blue, jade, yellow, black, and white flames. 
    

    
      The Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea was engulfed in scorching fire, burning away like a giant candle.
    

    
      
        [The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig is performing the Demonic Heaven Arts.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Terras are performing the Demonic Heaven Arts.]
      
    

    
      The children’s green skin turned red and peeled off like burnt charcoal shells.
    

    
      
        [The Terras are evolving!]
      
    

    
      No, the fiery aura didn’t burn their skin. Their skin was no longer the typical goblin skin of spring green, nor did it have the hobgoblin scent of summer. Now, it was red. 
    

    
      
        [The Terras have reached their final stage of evolution: Asura!]
      
    

    
      After millennia, the seasons that the Terras had lived through until now ripened red, becoming the children’s blood and flesh. In a daze, the Hunters and I watched the children of the land harvesting red autumn leaves. 
    

    
      The Terras grew a little bigger, their fangs a little sharper. Their eyes glowed red. Aura became one with them as it burned fiercely. The bulging muscles were throbbing hard, as if they were about to explode at any moment.
    

    
      “Ogres?” the Black Witch muttered. “No, I’ve never seen an ogre with red skin. Not only are they as big as ogres, but the purity of their aura is ridiculously good. They are…”
    

    
      “No, they aren’t ogres. Only my children can reach this level.”
    

    
      We didn’t take our eyes off the hologram, looking at the majestic Cavefire the Terras lit up.
    

    
      
        Show me my species’ status.
      
    

    
      
        
          Asura.
        
      
    

    
      
        Extinction Risk Level: F (No risk)
      
    

    
      
        Motto: “We are fire.”
      
    

    
      
        Political system: Fire Water Council
      
    

    
      
        Description: Terras were born on land, so they dug holes. In love with swamps, they covered themselves with mud. The scent of rain from the sky brought them happiness, so they love shade and moisture. The species endured for a long time before finally accepting the fire of this world into their hearts.
      
    

    
      
        Fire bloomed in the Terras’ hearts. Now, they symbolize fire that never goes out. When they ignite their aura, it burns in six strands. In combat, they swing their arms fiercely, as if holding six swords.
      
    

    
      
        They pity the extinguishing lives of the world. By acting out the dead’s looks and gestures, the Terras bring back the dead on a dark and shadowy stage. They can choose to be themselves or portray a group of entirely different people.
      
    

    
      
        It is said that Asuras loved the waterways humans have created. The fire the Asuras kindled is their pride. Asuras race through the world that has become an eternal hell. 
      
    

    
      
        If someone calls the Terras demons, it is only because they have willingly chosen to stay in hell. Their beloved father is still laughing in hell. Where else would their home be?
      
    

    
      
        May luck be with you all.
      
    

    
      
        Traits: Fire Water Council, Cavefire plays, Demonic Cult, Demonic Heaven Arts, Demonic Heaven Formula Arts, Scummy Friend Doctrine, Legacy of Record, Competitive Spirit, Multi-Species Culture, Continent’s Monarch.
      
    

    
      
        Evolution: Completed. 
      
    

    
      
        Other names: Asura is the Tower’s way of referring to this species. In their world, they will use a different name for themselves.
      
    

    
      I nodded. All my colleagues were silent. It was said that people judge what their own voices sound like from an objective point of view. I didn’t know if that was true, but to my ears, I sounded happy. At the same time, it also seemed like I was suppressing feelings I couldn’t express.
    

    
      I had to point out, “These are my children. All of them are my proud children.”
    

    
      
        [The thirty-eighth floor has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      
        [You aren’t a participant in the quest.]
      
    

    
      
        [You won’t receive any rewards.]
      
    

    
      These messages made me very happy.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 261: Iconoclasm (1)

    
      
        [The concubi are evolving!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Fingills are evolving!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Shellmounts are evolving!]
      
    

    
      Some time after my children reached their final form, the other species also went through changes. After all, Terras weren’t the only ones who could evolve. The children of the land simply opened the door to the new change. One by one, the species that were capable of evolution emanated aura.
    

    
      
        Swish!
      
    

    
      —Oooh.
    

    
      —This is...
    

    
      Hundreds of thousands of people gathered around the Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea, sitting in the lotus position on the monster’s limbs or even his claws. All of them blazed their colorful aura. The entire area became bright, as if it were wrapped in a rainbow.
    

    
      That light was also like a burning candle, while the giant monster was the wick. 
    

    
      
        [The Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea can no longer wake up.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      
        It’s over. 
      
    

    
      I narrowed my eyes as I looked at the hologram. The colossal dragon was shrinking at a fast pace, similar to when I fought the Demon King of Autumn Rain. The Constellation was losing his divinity before everyone’s eyes.
    

    
      
        Still, he’s very calm.
      
    

    
      The dragon didn’t resist. Actually, he couldn’t do much of anything because the concubi were holding him captive in the dream world. That giant turtle probably didn’t feel pain or fall into despair.
    

    
      
        [The Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea is no longer able to maintain his authorization level.]
      
    

    
      
        [Adjusting authorization level.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Energy Dragon of the Deep Sea’s title has been revoked.]
      
    

    
      It was a peaceful death. Finally, the monster crumbled, consumed by his own children.
    

    
      “This is the good ending,” the Black Witch said. She had remained silent as she watched the children evolve, but now she seemed to have regained some of her composure. “Even if the continent is abundant in aura thanks to that dragonbutt, even if it’s true that all the eight species benefited from him, he shouldn’t feel wronged.”
    

    
      She calmly evaluated the monster’s death. 
    

    
      “He tried to kill his own children. How can a creator or parent bare his teeth at his own offspring? That makes him nothing but a beast. Beasts fight and kill each other, and only the strongest survive.”
    

    
      “And our children are strong.”
    

    
      “That’s right. Our children are really strong.”
    

    
      Anastasha and I looked at each other and laughed. We and our other colleagues looked happy, as if we had cleared the floor ourselves. Perhaps we were happier than that. The air in the room felt warm.
    

    
      “Well, all the species did a good job,” I said with a smile. “If we were to pick the children who did the best among them, wouldn’t that be the Terras?”
    

    
      Anastasha frowned. “Huh? What are you talking about? If the concubi hadn’t put the dragonbutt to sleep, it would have been impossible to clear the floor in the first place, and it was the Bloodborns who brought the concubi. They did the most work. If you think about it, the Terras snatched the spotlight at the end.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor laughed. “Hmm! You have a point, but if it weren’t for the Shellmounts constructing those staircases, people wouldn’t have been able to climb the dragon’s shell! The key to this operation was absorbing aura. The number of people who could cling to the dragon was critical. In that regard, the Shellmounts made a remarkable contribution to the success of the operation!”
    

    
      “You guys don’t know what you’re talking about. So what if a million people wanted to climb on the turtle’s shell?” the Countess asked as she licked her paw. “They needed to get there quickly by boat, have food to eat while traveling and a bed to sleep in after arrival. Needless to say, the Sylvans run the continent’s capital and land logistics. Do you get that? Objectively speaking, the Sylvans actually had the greatest contribution. They just went under the radar.”
    

    
      The Paladin cleared her throat. “Just so you know, the Fingills are in charge of water logistics. This is just an objective fact since you brought up being objective in our judgments.” 
    

    
      
        Huh? Do they truly think that their children had the most contribution in this operation?
      
    

    
      I smiled. “Come on, guys. It’s obvious that the Terras were the best. Love blinded you pretty hard, didn’t it? The answer is so obvious, but you guys are still standing up for your children.” 
    

    
      No joke, the air in the room suddenly became icy, as if the warmth from just a moment ago had never existed in the first place.
    

    
      
        Seriously?
      
    

    
      Did they really believe that their children played the biggest role in this quest? This was ridiculous. Was this what people called cognitive dissonance? Yes, my Terras were the true stars of this floor, but I didn’t dig this jealousy from my colleagues.
    

    
      “[Ding! The Death King has begun to harbor negative feelings toward his colleagues. He has yet to realize that their camaraderie and friendship, which seemed unbreakable at first glance, would turn sour because of their children.]”
    

    
      “What are you doing, Princess?”
    

    
      “It’s a game,” the Mirage-Walking Princess replied. “Do you know that a single person is typing all the messages, descriptions, and status windows?”
    

    
      “What? Wait, what?”
    

    
      “Anyway, you cleared the thirty-eighth floor! Congratulations!” The princess tried imitating a trumpet. “Actually, the stages you have cleared are different in each world. The first to tenth floors are basically tutorials, so they are pretty similar. But the eleventh to the thirty-first floors are completely different. There are more worlds out there than stars in the night sky, and countless stages for you Ascenders to perform!”
    

    
      Her words caught the attention of Anastasha and the other colleagues.
    

    
      “Stages are different in each world… Does that mean that there are different worlds with a Tower of their own?”
    

    
      The princess nodded. “Yes! Well, people from different worlds rarely meet each other before the forty-ninth floor.” 
    

    
      “So that the Tower remains beginner-friendly?”
    

    
      “Something like that. From the fiftieth floor onward, you will have to compete with Ascenders from all across the universe.”
    

    
      My colleagues looked excited. Although I had already known this for a long time, it was as if they were hearing this for the first time.
    

    
      
        Ah, wait. This is really their first time hearing about it.
      
    

    
      My colleagues were different from me. Thanks to the Guardian, I already knew that Hunters from another world existed. After all, he was a legendary figure who had reached the ninety-ninth floor in another world.
    

    
      
        Except for the Sword Star, I doubt everyone else knew about this.
      
    

    
      I was the weird one for meeting the Tower master and digging for the truth about the Tower. Most people didn’t want to know that or had no way of finding out this type of information. 
    

    
      “But the thirty-first to the forty-ninth floors are mostly the same in all realms,” the princess continued.
    

    
      
        Hmm.
      
    

    
      This was my first time hearing this information.
    

    
      The princess smiled brightly. “In the end, it’s a matter of how you handle the stages. Some people take the easy path while others go with the difficult one. You can consider the thirty-first to the forty-ninth floor practice for what happens when you meet people from another world starting with the fiftieth floor! And now it’s time to pay the price for that experience. Well, when children grow up, they are bound to see their parents’ bare side one day.”
    

    
      Price? My colleagues were about to ask what that meant.
    

    
      
        [The quest is in progress.]
      
    

    
      
        [All the quest challengers are teleported to the thirty-ninth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [Displaying the thirty-ninth floor quest.]
      
    

    
      
        
          Iconoclasm 
        
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty level: TBD
      
    

    
      
        Goal: You have helped your species overcome many challenges. These obstacles were the ferocious Mother Nature, a different species, an unidentified plague from a new continent, and even the continent’s creator. Now it’s your turn to be the final test! 
      
    

    
      
        You have become a god and reigned over your species, but you aren’t truly a god. You have to earn each day to continue living. Every day, you need to eat. You laugh or get angry. Just like your species, you are also just a person.
      
    

    
      
        Make a choice. Would you let your species know that you are human? Or will you hide the truth forever and treat your species as your inferiors?
      
    

    
      
        ※If you hide the truth, you can no longer climb the Tower.
      
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      
        This is the quest.
      
    

    
      This was what sank the Hunters and halted the Fire Emperor’s unstoppable march before my regression. It wasn’t a monster or a Constellation that stopped his ascension. The history he had written himself turned around to bite him.
    

    
      
        We aren’t gods.
      
    

    
      Now was the time for our children to know that, too.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I had been preparing for this moment for a long time.
    

    
      
        “If I had to give him a title, Kekerukker is the Terras’ scummy friend.”
      
    

    
      I constantly emphasized to my children that I wasn’t a god but their parent, or, more accurately, a friend.
    

    
      
        “Throughout his entire life, Apostle Gorke always told his kin that Kekerukker isn’t a nice transcendental being. He’s simply a friend who tries to take care of us.”
      
    

    
      
        “He has a foul mouth and is quite petty. He’s not a friend we want to have near.”
      
    

    
      Maybe it would have been easier to pretend to be a real god. I had protected the Terras from the volcano’s lava. I had helped them escape the empire’s salt mine. As they played in the mud, I taught them how to draw markings on their skin. I created their writing system and showed them how to become the sovereign species of the continent. 
    

    
      There had been many, many opportunities for me to become the Terras’ god. If I truly wanted that, they would become more fanatical than any other religion followers.
    

    
      
        “The other names we call Kekerukker are Foul-Mouth Lion, Punch Enthusiast, and Zealot of Violent Education.”
      
    

    
      But I didn’t.
    

    
      
        “Kekerukker.”
      
    

    
      
        “Welcome, Daddy.”
      
    

    
      I couldn’t do that because, one day, I had to let my kids know I wasn’t a god.
    

    
      
        “What?”
      
    

    
      
        “Fire God, what are you talking about?”
      
    

    
      Before my regression, the Fire Emperor had reigned as an absolute god to the Sylvans. When they slaughtered other species, burned the world, and wreaked havoc, the Fire Emperor always commanded them in the name of heaven’s will. The Sylvans, who had witnessed miracles since the genesis of their species, had no choice but to fall victim to his fraud.
    

    
      
        “I’m not a god.”
      
    

    
      Because of that, they were devastated by the betrayal of their “god.”
    

    
      
        “What in the world does that mean?”
      
    

    
      
        “For fuck’s sake. What kind of quest is this? Yeah, something didn’t feel right when the system said that the quests are connected.” 
      
    

    
      The Fire Emperor clicked his tongue. He had to reveal the truth to proceed with the stage. 
    

    
      
        “What part don’t you understand? I’m not a god. What’s with the long faces? So what if I’m not a god? Do you have a problem with that? You gotta be kidding me. If it weren’t for me, you bastards would have gone extinct long ago. Thanks to me, you’re the most influential, prosperous species on the continent. Does any of that change just because I’m not a god? I. Helped. You. You can’t deny that. The massacres? My orders? It’s your fault for getting fooled.
      
    

    
      
        “Wow, you guys are ridiculous. After looting the entire continent, you’re saying you have a problem with that? I didn’t use you. You used me. You guys also enjoyed killing other species. It was so fucking convenient to be able to use the excuse that you’re doing it in your god’s name, right? Then you should know how to be thankful. You ungrateful bastards.”
      
    

    
      The result was, of course, a disaster. The Sylvans realized that there was no god among them. The Fire God was nothing but a charlatan, and there was no reason other species should have been destroyed. Everything they had achieved over thousands of years, all the massacres and wars, was just a hoax devised by a trickster pretending to be their creator.
    

    
      Now, the Sylvans were divided. 
    

    
      
        “What are you looking at? Do you think I’m scared of you? If you have a problem, come at me.”
      
    

    
      The priests, the class reigning at the top of the species, were killed by their subordinates. The warriors were divided and started a civil war among themselves. Of course, most of the Sylvans antagonized False God Yoo Soo-Ha.
    

    
      The enemies the Hunters fought on the fortieth floor were none other than the Sylvans. They had supported and believed in the Fire Emperor up until he betrayed them, so they were now enemies blocking the Hunters’ path.
    

    
      On top of that, the few survivors of the species that the Fire Emperor destroyed also became enemies. Those survivors had rebelled against him even when he had called himself a god. After it was revealed that Yoo So-Ha was human, the resistance became more intense. He truly brought everything upon himself.
    

    
      
        “How can a creator or parent bare his teeth at his own offspring? That makes him nothing but a beast. Beasts fight and kill each other, and only the strongest survive.”
      
    

    
      That was what happened back when the Fire Emperor was the Rank 1 Hunter. The Hunters had ended up stuck fighting the Sylvans. This was no longer the case. 
    

    
      “What do you want to do now?” the Mirage-Walking Princess asked. “If you choose not to reveal the truth, you guys can continue to reign as gods like you have done so far. Ah, even if you fail the quest, the stages you have cleared so far will be preserved. Basically, the entire continent from the thirty-first to the thirty-ninth floor will become part of your Tower! As a bonus, your species will continue following you.” 
    

    
      The princess smiled brightly. 
    

    
      “But if you reveal the secret, everything you’ve done will be made public. All the conversations you’ve had, the actions you’ve taken… That video will be directly screened in the minds of everyone on the continent.”
    

    
      We were silent. 
    

    
      “The continent is going to turn upside down. The muscle pig knows who you guys are, but no one else does! Let me ask you again—what will you choose?”
    

    
      I already knew my answer, of course.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 262: Iconoclasm (2)

    
      Although my colleagues hesitated, my response came out surprisingly easily, as if I had anticipated this moment.
    

    
      “Tell them to watch as much as they wish,” I confidently told the Mirage-Walking Princess. “In fact, I’d like to request that you let the Terras know about everything I’ve done for them. Will you do that? 
      
        Oh
      
      , my goodness. You’re very kind.”
    

    
      “Gong-Ja…?” 
    

    
      “We may not be able to say that we raised the best species, but we did our best. I can say this without a trace of guilt in my heart. What about you?”
    

    
      The Black Witch didn’t answer. 
    

    
      “Anastasha, why are you hesitating? Are you worried your species will be shocked when they find out the truth? Once they learn that we’re humans, do you think they’ll feel despair, sadness, or worse, go mad? Is that what you’re thinking?”
    

    
      Anastasha didn’t answer, but anxiety was clear in her black eyes.
    

    
      
        What if they become disappointed in me? What if they don’t like me and curse me like the fake god that I am? What should I do if that happens?
      
    

    
      I nodded. “It’s normal to be anxious.”
    

    
      Parents knew everything about their children, so they could say they loved them without a doubt. But what about the children? They didn’t know almost anything about their parents, what they used to do when they were young, where they were born, the kind of people they surrounded themselves with, and how they had felt when they left home. The children didn’t try to find these things out, either.
    

    
      The parents showed their children only the sides they wanted to show, somewhat used to acting by now. With smiles, they stroked their children’s foreheads and watched over them like angels.
    

    
      I stood up and met Anastasha’s eyes. Because she was shorter than me, I had to drop to one knee. “Anastasha, please look at me. My orphanage director did his best to raise us. It’s tough to run an orphanage like he did for so long.”
    

    
      In a deliberately casual tone, I told my story while Anastasha listened. 
    

    
      “When the grandfather of some public district office employee died, the director bought a black suit and went to the funeral. Neither the grandfather nor the employee had anything to do with us, and the director wasn’t even close to either of them. Still, he made sure to attend all the events held in the city. Well, he was trying to make an impression on the civil servants at the events. In Korea, this is really important.”
    

    
      “If the district office told him they were holding an event, he immediately went there. There were mountains of work needed to be done at the orphanage, but he always went out if someone from the district office called him. Even if a government office hosted an event, that was basically a small market among some people. Merchants lined up and put up some colorful pottery, succulent flower pots, handmade wallets… The list goes on. They were all from the stores established with the district office’s support. It was about reviving local businesses, or something like that. 
    

    
      “Every time the director went there, he stuck by the district mayor’s side and bought three gifts each, calling the manual work splendid. Keep in mind that he was quite a cheap guy, but back then, he spent twenty or thirty thousand won without a care in the world.”
    

    
      I closed my eyes. That day, I had been secretly following the director from afar.
    

    
      
        The lines of merchants seemed to be part of some kind of festival. They even sold colorful masks. I put on a mask and pretended to be a child who was accompanied by some adults nearby. Pretty soon, I caught a glimpse of the director walking around with the district mayor.
      
    

    
      
        “Wow, District Mayor, look at this. How did she create such a pretty piece? It seems like there are only master artisans on these streets. I think this is another thing our district should be proud of. The kids will love it.”
      
    

    
      
        The director’s face, voice, and tone completely differed from when he dealt with us at the orphanage. If the other children had seen the director then, they would have received the shock of a lifetime. For us, the director was always a little distant. We could always go talk to him, but an unknown fog permanently surrounded him.
      
    

    
      
        “Speaking of which, these are all handmade products, right? Can I ask the craftsmen who made it to teach classes at the orphanage?”
      
    

    
      
        “Hmm? When you say classes at the orphanage…”
      
    

    
      
        “Yes, I’m the orphanage's director, and all the children there are gentle. But they don’t have enough things to play with or learn from. I think it would be good for the children’s ethical education if they could have a class teaching them to make pots once a week... Wouldn’t it be rewarding for you as well? A workshop street is created with support from the city hall and the district office. The artisans from the streets teaching local children creates a pretty picture, doesn’t it?”
      
    

    
      
        “Hmm. But the tuition fee…”
      
    

    
      
        “Oh, it would be great if the orphanage could have the district office’s support. Then it would solely become the district office’s project, right? Sir, you know how clean my orphanage is, right? The orphanage has the cleanest accounting in the entire district. It’d be very easy to work with us.”
      
    

    
      
        “Your orphanage is indeed famous for being an easy place to work with, Director Lee. There have been no incidents regarding document concealment. You have never violated document formatting or deadlines.”
      
    

    
      
        A middle-aged gentleman, whose name and face I didn’t know and I would probably never know, nodded. “Then, let the officer take charge. I’ll send out some guidelines…  Hmm, if we only fund the director, things might look a little strange. Oh, wait, kindergarteners. Don’t you think children from kindergartens will enjoy playing with sand and dirt? Try to focus on a pottery class for them.” 
      
    

    
      
        “Yes, sir.”
      
    

    
      
        The orphanage director beamed. “Thank you, District Mayor! Not only do you fill the street with beautiful art pieces, but you also fill people’s hearts with love. I can’t tell you how relieved I am to have someone like you working with me.” 
      
    

    
      
        “Haha, you’re very eloquent, Director.”
      
    

    
      
        The district mayor’s group got further and further away from me. I had to chase after them, but I didn’t have the energy to run. Seeing this side of the director was an enormous shock for me.
      
    

    
      
        I was embarrassed. At that time, the director was my father figure. Actually, he was something more than that. He was a teacher to us all and a counselor who gave advice whenever we had problems. The castle lord wisely ruled our isolated world known as the orphanage.
      
    

    
      
        Whenever we fell asleep, the director told us stories from thousands of years ago. Our entire legacy was his voice, tone, and facial expressions. His teaching was to dream on a continental scale and always remain calm and rational. Above all, he taught us to be angry at injustice. 
      
    

    
      
        The orphanage children and I were young, so how could the director not be like a god to us? It was embarrassing. I learned what kind of face the director wore in the outside world and what kind of tone he used when he spoke. The director wasn’t our kind and wise god. When I saw him talking to the commissioner or the officer in charge from afar, I realized he was just an old man. An ordinary old man. 
      
    

    
      I opened my eyes. Perhaps because I was unusually silent, Anastasha also stayed silent, watching me. The Inquisitor, the Countess, and the Paladin were also staring at me.
    

    
      “So what if they’re embarrassed by us?” I asked in a quiet voice. “They’re young, so they may be very embarrassed when they realize their gods are ordinary humans. ‘
      
        Ah
      
      , the one who gave us prophecies in a cool voice simply knows how to use aura very well. I thought they were looking after us using some great miracles, but they were all human. They’ve been running around and working from behind the scenes, where we couldn’t see them.’”
    

    
      
        One day, a free pottery class was held at the orphanage. The children were tired of cross-stitching and drawing caricatures, so playing with clay and making pots was a refreshing experience for the kids. Every time a pottery class was held, at least fifteen kids swarmed to the classroom to play with clay. The pottery teacher was kind, and the children had fun.
      
    

    
      
        I didn’t join the class. I felt somehow ashamed to attend it. It was like I was being very disloyal to the director. Without telling anyone what I had seen, I continued watching from afar.
      
    

    
      I recalled these memories from my childhood and said, “Once they see our true selves, they might be a bit embarrassed, but that’s it. As time passes, the children will gradually be able to accept the fact that we worked hard for them. They will understand that we are all just people.”
    

    
      Anastasha still hesitated. “Do you really think so? This is difficult even in classic parents-children relationships, but we’re their guardian gods and they’re our species.”
    

    
      “It’s okay. We are by no means ordinary parents, nor did we raise ordinary children.”
    

    
      In the hologram, the dragon had already collapsed, reduced to the size of a slightly large mammoth. Next to it, hundreds of thousands of people cheered and held a colorful aura festival. 
    

    
      They had endured the disaster without any casualties. Moreover, their success was solely a result of their efforts. Everyone was happy, regardless of species. Yes, we weren’t ordinary parents and children.
    

    
      “Anastasha, we are one of the best Hunters in the Tower. And our children are, quite frankly, much better than the humans of our world. There’s no reason things shouldn’t work out.” I looked away from the hologram and calmly told the Mirage-Walking Princess, “Please let the kids know.”
    

    
      “Really? Are you sure you don’t want to think about this some more?” the princess insisted.
    

    
      “Why would I? No one could have raised them with more care than me. To be honest, they’ll accept me even if I’m some kind of alien monster with a hundred tentacles. Please tell the truth to the Terras right now.”
    

    
      “Wow, you surely are confident, Death King. Well, I do like that confidence of yours. ” The princess looked back at my other colleagues. “What about you guys? Do you want the same thing as the Death King? You were all together when you started this major quest on the thirty-first floor. If even one of you is against this, it puts me in an awkward position. Well, I can put those of you who oppose this decision on a restriction, so you won’t be able to climb higher than the fortieth floor.”
    

    
      “Please let my species know, too,” Anastasha said, determination evident on her face. “I will go ahead with it. Whether the children despise me or not is up to me. If I don’t like it or can’t accept it, I shouldn’t have chosen a species in the first place. All of us have come this far, so raising the children in ignorance is selfishness. Please tell the Bloodborns the truth.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor raised his hand enthusiastically. “
      
        Ah
      
      , I think the same! I did my best to raise the Shellmounts! 
      
        Hahaha!
      
       My best might differ from the others’, but my efforts are far superior to parents who don’t even try! Once the Shellmounts learn the truth, they will surely think highly of me. Please let them know as well!”
    

    
      The Paladin sighed. “Putting aside our innocent psychopath, children have the right to know about their parents, especially if they have matured. The species on this continent have clearly reached maturity. Let the Fingills know the truth, please.”
    

    
      The Countess, still in her cat form, contemplated. She wiped her face several times with her paw, groaning. After five minutes, she finally made up her mind. 
    

    
      “Well, okay! I made sure they didn’t starve to death. Considering how many people are starving to death in our world, I think I’ve done the Sylvans a favor. All Sylvans basically belong to the middle and upper classes. Forget about aura. Money is the most important thing for them. I have nothing to be ashamed about.”
    

    
      “So you also agree, Countessy?”
    

    
      “Yes, I give you my consent. Show the Sylvans the truth!” 
    

    
      The Mirage-Walking Princess laughed. “Really, you guys are so cute. I shouldn’t keep showing favoritism like this… Well, what the hell.” 
    

    
      With a clap, she added, “The Viper and the Sword Star, who are still on the stage, have agreed to disclose the truth. Since all seven participants have voted in favor, I will share the information with all the species under my administrative authority!”
    

    
      
        [Disclosing the information about the Inquisitor to all the Shellmounts!]
      
    

    
      Murmurs resounded from the hologram.
    

    
      —
      
        Lime?
      
    

    
      —What is this, 
      
        laimu?
      
       A hallucination?”
    

    
      —I doubt this is a mass hallucination since we still have our wits about us…
    

    
      The first species to react was the Shellmounts. While they carried the wrinkled snail shells on their backs and dismantled the wooden stairs and tools that had finished serving their purposes, they noticed something strange. As the princess had said, flashbacks from our expedition played inside their heads.
    

    
      “Tower? Expedition?”
    

    
      “My Great Puppy, what in the world…”
    

    
      However, the confusion only deepened, like someone pressing the accelerator pedal all the way down. 
    

    
      
        [Disclosing the information about the Black Witch to all the Bloodborns!]
      
    

    
      Bats hanging from the branches of palm trees in the jungle tilted their heads in confusion, screeching. They whispered to each other on the stairs built atop the monster’s body. Countless leaves in the jungle rustled.
    

    
      
        [Disclosing the information about the Paladin to all the Fingills!]
      
    

    
      The Fingills had been busy transporting food, drinks, and bedding for hundreds of thousands of people who arrived here after a long voyage, but they suddenly flinched. Splashes of water flew in all directions as their fins whipped about, causing several boats to tilt violently.
    

    
      There was more. 
    

    
      “What is this?”
    

    
      “D-do you guys also see what I’m seeing right now?”
    

    
      “Yeah… Did that dragon cast a curse before dying or something?”
    

    
      “No, I don’t think so. I just heard a voice saying, ‘This is the truth of the Great Red Dolphin.’ Unless some devil is trying to trick us…”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugor?
      
       What’s wrong with you guys?”
    

    
      The jungle shook, then the entire world. Entire villages, towns, nearly all the warriors had gathered at the dragon’s tomb were in an uproar. Wherever there was an establishment, commotions erupted. 
    

    
      
        [Disclosing the information about the Countess to all the Sylvans!]
      
    

    
      
        [Disclosing the information about the Viper to all the Skians!]
      
    

    
      
        [Disclosing the information about the Sword Star to all the Purens!]
      
    

    
      
        [Disclosing the information about the Death King to all the Terras!]
      
    

    
      This had to happen someday. 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 263: Iconoclasm (3)

    
      
        [The quest has been completed.]
      
    

    
      
        [All the species have learned their gods’ secrets!]
      
    

    
      
        [The thirty-ninth floor has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      In the jungle, the sun sank beyond the horizon. The palm trees seemed to bend down to watch, as if drawn by gravity, but the sun paid them no mind. The pitch-black shade dyed thousands, tens of thousands, hundreds of thousands, millions of palm trees, turning them into black pillars, so that only the sky and the river had color. There, darkness and color were sharply divided.
    

    
      Amidst this spectacle of nature, hundreds of thousands of people chattered. 
    

    
      —This is ridiculous! There’s no way our god would do this!
    

    
      —Our god takes the great form of a dog! But what are these images playing in my head, 
      
        laimu?
      
       He’s basically a Puren! This makes no sense!
    

    
      —Mr. Kekerukker is quite handsome.
    

    
      —Actually, the love story in the Cavefire play was too intense for him to be just a white lion.
    

    
      —That was just a disguise, you know. The gods deliberately took on animal forms to approach us more easily. Not just any animal, but unique creatures that stood out. Because of that, we served them like gods, so didn’t things work out well?
    

    
      —We were tricked!
    

    
      —We are believers of the Great Dog, not of this strange-looking little boy!
    

    
      The Inquisitor, watching the hologram with me, tilted his head and asked, “Do I look strange?” 
    

    
      “You certainly don’t look like a snail,” the Black Witch answered.
    

    
      “Really? I thought I looked quite a bit like a snail,” he replied. 
    

    
      “What are you talking about? Anyway, this isn’t the time for silly debates.” 
    

    
      She was right. The confusion of the species was escalating. The other Hunters and I had no choice but to continue watching the hologram for now. 
    

    
      
        Although the stage is cleared…
      
    

    
      No one could enjoy it. Anastasha, the Countess, and the Paladin all stared anxiously at the hologram. 
    

    
      
        … nothing is truly over yet.
      
    

    
      In fact, this was just the beginning. How would the children react when they learned the truth? The success or failure of this expedition depended on their response. Perhaps the Tower was telling us that our intuition was correct. They immediately presented us with the next task.
    

    
      
        [The quest is in progress.]
      
    

    
      
        [All the quest participants will be teleported to the fortieth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [Upon entering the fortieth floor, the eliminated participants will gain the status of the challengers again.]
      
    

    
      
        [Displaying the fortieth floor’s quest!]
      
    

    
      The next floor didn’t take place in the next era. The dragon was in shambles while the children were confused and excited. This time, there was no time skip.
    

    
      
        
          The Shellmount Idol 
        
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty Level: B+
      
    

    
      
        Goal: Inquisitor, you have helped the Shellmounts. Under your devoted care, the Shellmounts emerged as the most successful species in early civilization years! The size of the Slime Empire closely resembled the current empire of Terras. 
      
    

    
      
        The Shellmounts assigned jobs according to each species’ unique characteristics, creating a highly efficient labor system. By developing great cities that serve as trade hubs, they continued to thrive.
      
    

    
      
        When the light is strong, the shadow becomes darker. In your empire, non-Shellmounts were slaves. Eventually, the slaves revolted and brought down your great empire along with the proud city of the Shellmounts. After that, the Shellmounts became public enemies of the continent and were forced to wander.
      
    

    
      
        Inquisitor, you have faced both your first triumph and your first defeat. Now, the Shellmounts are aware of who you really are and have come to understand that you aren’t divine. They realized that their glory, luxury, burdens, and oppression have all been caused by you.
      
    

    
      
        How will the Shellmounts treat you now? Let’s begin voting. 
      
    

    
      
        Choice 1: “I’m glad you guided us.” 
      
    

    
      
        Choice 2: “I hate that you guided us.”
      
    

    
      
        Your goal is to gather as many Choice 1 votes as possible. If Choice 1 gains the majority in the vote, the fortieth floor will be cleared automatically. However, you cannot bribe or make promises to secure your votes. You must win over the Shellmounts’ hearts by conversing with them.
      
    

    
      
        ※If you lose the vote, you must exterminate all the Shellmounts on the continent to proceed to the next floor.
      
    

    
      Everyone in the waiting room was silent. I slowly turned my gaze to the individual chosen as the star of this quest. The psychopath, who was probably among the top five people who should never have children, smiled cheerfully. 
    

    
      “
      
        Hahaha
      
      , I understand! Well, I guess I’m up first!”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Anastasha was panicking. “This is really bad.”
    

    
      “What’s wrong? Are you anxious because the Inquisitor is the first to meet his species after the reveal?”
    

    
      “Yes. 
      
        Ah
      
      , I shouldn’t have fallen for your sugarcoated words. At the very least, I should have implemented minimum safety measures before the reveal. After that, I could have created and distributed propaganda materials to demonstrate how much effort we’ve put for the sake of our species to evoke public sympathy. Damn, that’s one of my specialties.”
    

    
      “That’s not revealing the truth. We would just be brainwashing them.”
    

    
      Anastasha was usually calm, but when she found out she could fail, she lost herself. Being a perfectionist seemed exhausting.
    

    
      “It’s okay. Don’t worry too much,” I reassured her.
    

    
      “What? What is supposed to be okay? All the work we did for those children and the kindness we showed them will become nothing but oil to fuel their anger.” Anastasha turned and pointed at the Inquisitor. “Or are you talking about how we’re leaving our fate in the hands of that authentic psychopath?”
    

    
      The Inquisitor laughed.
    

    
      “Do you seriously think he’ll convince the Shellmounts?” Anastasha asked. “I have no problem imagining him tilting his head and saying he has no idea what his wrongdoings are!” 
    

    
      The Inquisitor just smiled brightly. Meanwhile, the situation in the hologram continued to escalate.
    

    
      —The divine spirit that guides us is a dolphin with beautiful pink skin! How can a human, who lacks gills or fins, pretend to be our god?
    

    
      —
      
        Uh
      
      , so the person who can transform into a cat is our god, right? Then it doesn’t seem like there will be much of a problem. The cat god polymorphs into a human form and roams the world for fun. This was also a staple in old Caveplay plays…
    

    
      —The reason we built a mining city and went underground...
    

    
      —So that Shellmount god dragged us into the mines and forced us to live like slaves for hundreds of years?
    

    
      The sunset in the jungle illuminated every face in the crowd. Half of the faces were pitch black, resembling the shade of palm trees, while the other half glowed bright red from the reflection of the setting sun in the sky.
    

    
      —Why would they do something like this?
    

    
      —They basically thought of us as toy soldiers!
    

    
      —No, pay proper attention to the memories. The gods just want to take care of us—
    

    
      —The problem is that they are humans, not gods! 
    

    
      Some were enraged, mouths open in disbelief, others were shocked, holding their heads in exasperation. A few appeared bewildered, hands on their chins as they pondered. Occasionally, someone would abruptly exclaim, “Ah, so that’s what happened.”
    

    
      —They are false gods!
    

    
      —We should bring down the false gods from their temples!”
    

    
      —They’re humans!
    

    
      —They always claimed to care for and love us, but in the end, they were only trying to achieve their own goals! They wanted to get to the Tower’s higher floors and incorporate our world into theirs!”
    

    
      Loud protesters began to emerge, though they were still a minority. People felt betrayed simply because we were human. Some had violent outbursts. To them, it didn’t matter how hard we had tried to help them. 
    

    
      It seemed that finding out we weren’t really gods was enough to make them feel betrayed. Their sense of betrayal led them to curse the gods who had taken care of them for thousands of years. Their curses soon turned into cries for vengeance against us.
    

    
      —That’s right! Let’s bring down the false gods!
    

    
      —Let’s question the false gods about our ancestors’ tragedies and everything else that went wrong in our lives!
    

    
      —Bring down the false gods! Bring down the false gods!
    

    
      The vast majority of species were still experiencing despair or bewilderment. If we did nothing, the anger of a few would spread like an epidemic and quickly engulf the entire jungle.
    

    
      “This isn’t good, Gong-Ja. This really isn’t okay,” Anastasha murmured. 
    

    
      Having lived as the head of the Black Dragon Guild, she was used to dealing with public opinion and propaganda more than anyone else. She was painfully aware how bad the situation was, and how unreliable the Inquisitor—who was supposed to resolve this turmoil—was for this job.
    

    
      “No, when I said it was okay, I didn’t mean that the situation is fine or that the Inquisitor is trustworthy,” I clarified, looking back at the hologram. “Our kids will be okay.” 
    

    
      
        Snap!
      
    

    
      A whipping sound echoed throughout the jungle, shutting everyone up. Hundreds of thousands of people were startled by the noise and turned to look in the direction it came from. There, they saw Saimeslam, the six hundred twenty-ninth chairwoman of the Fire Water Council and the strongest Shellmount warrior.
    

    
      —You’re too noisy, 
      
        laim
      
      u. Be quiet.
    

    
      Immediately, some species protested.
    

    
      —What? How can we not talk about this when such a world-shaking incident has just taken place?
    

    
      —I now submit a bill as the Fire Water Council chairwoman. The bill goes like this: “If you wish to speak a single word about the gods here, you must duel with the chairman. Each time you block or evade an attack, you will be given one opportunity to speak.”
    

    
      Yes, the council had unique traditions. Regardless of species or origin, anyone among the world's top two thousand strongest individuals could join the council right away. Once they joined, they were treated as a council member and could freely speak and vote in meetings that decided the fate of their species.
    

    
      However, they had to submit to the victor’s opinions if they lost a duel. As a result, the strongest fighter was generally chosen as the chairman. The votes also typically aligned with the chairman’s intentions. If someone opposed them, they could just challenge all the opposers to a duel and defeat them.
    

    
      —
      
        Uh...
      
    

    
      —Coincidentally, all the council members are present, 
      
        laimu.
      
       Those who oppose the bill, raise your hands. Though I’m certain there will be none. Isn’t unanimity a long-standing tradition and pride of our council? 
    

    
      Saimeslam’s voice was nonchalant. The warriors hesitated. In the history of the council, Saimeslam was the first non-Terra councilman. This fact alone clearly showed her prowess as a formidable swordswoman. Many of the Terras had been reluctant to acknowledge this reality, leading to a brief boom in the funeral industry.
    

    
      —
      
        Ugor…
      
       Chairwoman.
    

    
      While all the councilmen remained silent, one of the Terras raised his hand. Well, it would be more accurate to call them Asuras now.
    

    
      The Terras’ shiny skin was now red. Their muscular shoulders, chests, and abs glistened as if they were coated in oil. Their crescent-shaped fangs were so sharp that they instilled fear in anyone who looked upon them.
    

    
      —It’s not that I’m particularly opposed to the bill you raised…  
    

    
      The fearsome Asura was surprisingly polite. He placed his hands on his abdomen, kept his head at a forty-five-degree angle, and emitted no aura or bloodlust. 
      
        Hmm
      
      , what was he doing?
    

    
      Saimeslam narrowed her eyes.
    

    
      —What is it then?
    

    
      —D-Don’t I look a lot different?
      
         Ugor
      
      , I’ve grown a bit bigger. Doesn’t it seem like my amount of aura has increased tremendously? It’s not low-quality aura that would dissipate with one blow. This is the aura of a dragon that created this world. Isn’t that amazing?
    

    
      —What are you trying to say?
    

    
      —C-Chairwoman. I think I’m a little stronger now, you know? Maybe today we can install the six hundred thirtieth chairman, and perhaps that will be me… 
    

    
      —Are you requesting a duel?
    

    
      —Just o-one.
    

    
      No further words were needed. Saimeslam grabbed her sword with her remaining tentacle, rushing at the challenger. In just one second, she closed the considerable distance between them.
    

    
      —
      
        Uger
      
      ?
    

    
      But the challenger was no rookie either. He was a warrior who made quite an impression on the council. 
    

    
      
        Claaaang!
      
    

    
      The Asura raised his ax and countered the attack. His red palms went numb from the impact.
    

    
      —The fuck.
    

    
      Saimeslam wasn’t fazed. 
    

    
      —Spit it out or not whether you will fight until you die or not. Otherwise, your head—
    

    
      —No! No! We’re going to stop before that!
    

    
      The challenger dropped the ax. Saimeslam’s sword was already right under the challenger’s chin. The Asura could only stare at the strongest warrior of his era. His eyes showed disbelief, and sweat streamed down his red forehead.
    

    
      —We… Terras… evolved.
    

    
      —Do you think you’re the only species that evolved, 
      
        lime
      
      ? I, too, have evolved. Do you think you’re the only ones who basked in the dragon’s aura while I only absorbed the jungle’s air?
    

    
      —Damn it!
    

    
      —If the Terras and the Shellmounts were to split into two groups and fight, the Terras would win by a landslide. Your evolution seems to have had a far more dramatic effect, but I’m not just a snail, 
      
        lime
      
      . I am the strongest snail in the world.”
    

    
      Saimeslam shook her sword, surveying the hundreds of thousands of spectators watching their duel.
    

    
      —Is there anyone else?
    

    
      The spectators were silent. 
    

    
      —If not, I declare that the bill I proposed has passed. This has become the council’s temporary meeting place. As long as the council’s authority holds, everyone who sets foot here has to follow our instructions. If you’re going to speak about the gods, at least try to block my sword once, like the councilman here. This world is too beautiful to be marred by excuses of the weak.
    

    
      Saimeslam chuckled. 
    

    
      Back in the waiting room, a bright light suddenly began emanating from the sofa where the Inquisitor was sitting, gradually enveloping him. Everyone turned to see what was happening. The Inquisitor realized something.
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
       Ah. I see. Having to persuade them through conversation means I have to go there and talk to them myself! 
      
        Ahaha
      
      . Well, it’s much more efficient for one person to be summoned there than to bring the Shellmounts here!”
    

    
      The light became a lot brighter. In just a few seconds, the light would completely envelop the Inquisitor and teleport him away. I needed to give him a warning before that happened.
    

    
      “Mr. Inquisitor!”
    

    
      “Yes, master?”
    

    
      “You are the parent of those children! You have to respond and treat them as if you are their actual parent… Wait, even if I tell you this, you won’t understand!”
    

    
      The Inquisitor smiled broadly. “That’s right!”
    

    
      Fuck!
    

    
      “Just think from other people’s perspectives and imagine how they would feel in this situation! Do you understand? If it’s difficult, just ask the kids around you how they feel!”
    

    
      The Inquisitor saluted. “I will try my best!”
    

    
      The bright white light enveloped the Inquisitor completely.
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      The Inquisitor vanished without a trace. There was a slight dent in the middle of the sofa, a sign that he had been there until a few moments ago. The other Hunters and I looked back and forth between the empty spot on the sofa and the hologram. 
    

    
      “Gong-Ja, do you really think he’ll do okay?” 
    

    
      “Hmm. The Inquisitor has changed a bit.” 
    

    
      “Even if you take out the ‘h’ in psycho, the word will still be pronounced the same. He’s just as insane as he was before.” 
    

    
      “Anastasha, think of it like this. Wouldn’t he make significant progress if the ‘path’ in ‘psychopath’ disappeared?” 
    

    
      “You think so?” 
    

    
      “What the hell are you guys saying?” the Paladin asked, baffled. “Ever since you two became friends, listening to your conversations makes me dizzy. Black Dragon Master and Death King, I thought you two would never become such good buddies, so it’s astonishing that you ended up getting along so well. One was the epitome of a goofy gangster, and the other used to be a perfect city girl.” 
    

    
      “Why? Are you feeling lonely since we became besties? I’ve always kept my heart open for you, Miss Paladin. Let’s have a magical friendship! Come on!” 
    

    
      The Paladin could only sigh. “You are the second in rank in our Tower…” 
    

    
      Something changed in the hologram. 
    

    
      
        —Hahahaha! 
      
    

    
      Just moments ago, laughter like that used to fill the waiting room. This time, it was coming from beyond the hologram. We turned to watch the Inquisitor. He was like a stinky trash can left open in the sun, so we had no choice but to turn our heads toward the source of the foul smell. 
    

    
      The universe’s cutest blonde trash can smiled radiantly, floating above the jungle. He beamed, his smile similar to the stars twinkling in the sky.
    

    
      —Hello! Greetings to you, Shellmounts and non-Shellmounts! It’s my first time seeing you like this! While I was in Slimepolis, I mostly used dogs to communicate with you. Even in your dreams, I took the form of a dog! So perhaps this is the perfect greeting I can offer for you here. Nice to meet you like this for the first time, Shellmounts!
    

    
      —I-Is that…?
    

    
      —It’s him, the same guy we saw in our heads!
    

    
      —What is the meaning of this?
    

    
      The Shellmounts gazed up at the sky. It wasn’t just them. Because Saimeslam had displayed tremendous skills, numerous people from all species glanced above her, where the Inquisitor was.
    

    
      —Lime, he looks very divine…
    

    
      —He’s beautiful... 
    

    
      The Shellmounts were in awe. Indeed, seeing someone leisurely walking on air felt sacred. In reality, the Inquisitor was using his Divine Formula: Teleportation at intervals of 0.5 seconds, creating the illusion that he was floating gracefully. The Shellmounts had no way of knowing this, so they gazed up at their god with shiny eyes.
    

    
      A flicker of hope crossed the minds of my colleagues in the waiting room.
    

    
      “Huh? So far…”
    

    
      “It’s going surprisingly well, isn’t it?”
    

    
      “Yeah, Mr. Inquisitor does look rather captivating. Honestly, no one would argue if he were ranked fourth in the Tower based on looks alone. He’s the most handsome person in our Tower. With just a few bright smiles...”
    

    
      “It might be surprisingly easy to sway them.”
    

    
      Yes, we probably underestimated the Inquisitor too much. He and the Black Witch were both extremely attractive. 
    

    
      With the Inquisitor’s stunning face and deceptively innocent voice and smile, he had no issues attracting ignorant humans. Since he was also floating in the sky, didn’t that make him a god?
    

    
      The Inquisitor gently placed his hands on his chest. Having been the guild leader of the Pantheon for ten years for a good reason, he moved in a very divine manner as he said his prayer.
    

    
      —Dear Shellmounts, I love you all.
    

    
      His face resembled a beautifully-carved marble statue. Beneath his slightly lowered eyebrows, his bright eyes stood out. His lips were delicately pursed, as if he was about to share a secret or a confession. All these gestures captivated the Shellmounts as they watched in awe.
    

    
      —You've all seen the memories, so you know that I’m the Inquisitor, the one you hailed as the Great Dog. For two hundred years, I left my colleagues and imprisoned myself in this world. I wished to be with you so I could watch over you closely and care for you all!
    

    
      —Lime…
    

    
      —Yes, he’s telling the truth. When the other gods’ work was done, they quickly left for the other… Hmm, should I call it other world or outside world? Anyhow, they simply went elsewhere.
    

    
      —But our god chose to remain by our side… It's tough for a human to live for fifty years, let alone two hundred.  He stayed by our side for two hundred years without revealing his true self to anyone or even speaking to his friends… That's…
    

    
      The Inquisitor clasped his hands together with yet another bright smile.
    

    
      —Yes, I did it because I love you.
    

    
      
        —Ooooooh!
      
    

    
      Cheers from excited Shellmounts erupted. It was understandable. Finding out that their god was actually a human was undeniably shocking, but knowing they were cared for by a human who was devoted to their cause eclipsed the initial shock and made the Shellmounts emotional. Since this human had watched over them for so long, did it matter that he was human? If he wasn’t a god, then what was a god in the first place?
    

    
      A young Shellmount waved their tentacles.
    

    
      —Angel! He’s an angel!
    

    
      —Exactly! He’s an angel who loves our species!
    

    
      —Angel, you are so beautiful! Ah, angel! Thank you!
    

    
      All they had to do was replace the title of a god with that of an angel.
    

    
      —Hahaha. My lovely snails!
    

    
      The Inquisitor was adept at manipulating emotions, fabricating stories, orchestrating pyramid schemes, and mass-producing fervent followers. With a most enchanting voice, a very elegant appearance and equipped with a chillingly psychopathic personality that distanced him from humanity, it was inevitable for him to become who he was today.
    

    
      —Don’t be surprised by our differences in appearance. What matters is the love we share! 
    

    
      When the Inquisitor snapped his fingers, his form changed to a slimmer adult. Startled, the Shellmounts waved their tentacles and shouted “Laimu!” 
    

    
      The Inquisitor transformed back into his boy form. 
    

    
      —As you can see, I can alter my appearance at will. Appearance isn’t important! Love! Only my love for you and how you all cherish me truly matters! 
    

    
      —Oooh, lime...
    

    
      —Great Dog, the leader of our species…
    

    
      I had to admit that I had underestimated the Inquisitor's abilities. “He would be able to establish a cult in any world he stepped foot in.” 
    

    
      The Black Witch shook her head. “Yes, he’s inherently gifted to become a cult leader. Isn’t that strange? I think the universe is at fault for birthing the Inquisitor.” 
    

    
      The Paladin commented, “The Inquisitor has encountered countless religions and heretics from outside the Tower. He has found and dealt with all of them. The believers he didn’t kill are now under his management. It’s impossible to defeat him in the religious department.” 
    

    
      But there were always exceptions. 
    

    
      —So noisy. 
    

    
      
        Slap! 
      
    

    
      The sound of a whip echoed. The palm leaves in the jungle shivered, and the wind whisked away the fine bark on the trunks. The Shellmounts quickly regained their composure, directing their tentacles toward the source of the whipping sound. 
    

    
      —Despite the recently submitted bill in the Fire Water Council, it seems my foolish compatriots are unaware of its severity. 
    

    
      Saimeslam was visibly annoyed. Her tentacle twitched.
    

    
      —If you want to discuss gods, you must challenge me to a duel and block my attack at least once. That’s the law. It’s unmistakably clear. Yet, lime, why are you all gawking at this guy? Is it because you’ve forgotten why I considerately offer a grace period? It’s acceptable to execute everyone who breaks the law, you know. 
    

    
      The jungle's air grew heavy with tension. 
    

    
      —But, given the case’s uniqueness, I’ll let it slide this time.
    

    
      —Phew…
    

    
      —Laimu...
    

    
      Sighs of relief echoed throughout the jungle. Everyone knew how strict the chairwoman was. Her strictness was especially famous among the Shellmounts. The prevalent belief was that Saimeslam was stricter with her own species.
    

    
      When the area fell silent, Saimeslam raised her tentacle and gazed upward at the Inquisitor.
    

    
      —Lime. You said your name is the Inquisitor, yes?
    

    
      —Yes, that’s right!
    

    
      —First, can you confirm if that’s the actual name of the Great Lime?
    

    
      The Inquisitor grinned.
    

    
      —If you're asking whether that's my real name, hmm, that's a little tricky to answer. I possess a name signifying my life and another that I was born with. The Inquisitor represents the former. It’s akin to your title of Chairman of the Fire Water Council! It expresses my position, defines my responsibilities, and showcases my capabilities.”  
    

    
      Saimeslam looked at the Inquisitor impassively.
    

    
      —I am Saimeslam, the council chairwoman, but I can still choose to resign if I want to. I had a life before I assumed my chairmanship, and I can forge a new path after I quit. Thus, Saimeslam alone is my name. What is yours?  
    

    
      Time drifted by. It was noon. The sun was shining brightly. The midday sunlight rays bounced from the palm leaves, casting fractal shadows on the ground. Saimeslam’s face was half-covered by one of these shadows, while the Inquisitor’s face darkened.
    

    
      —It’s Bambolina.
    

    
      —Bambolina?
    

    
      —Yes.
    

    
      The Inquisitor offered a faint smile.
    

    
      —It translates to “doll.” From your perspective, it's a word from a language belonging to an entirely different realm. It makes no difference if you call me Kukra since it bears the same meaning. However, I kindly ask that you avoid calling me Bambolina if possible.
    

    
      —Why?
    

    
      —It’s the name my one and only master occasionally uses for me! If you must address me by my actual name, please refer to me as Kukra.
    

    
      —I understand, Kukra.
    

    
      My colleagues silently observed me. The Inquisitor himself had spread the news that I was now his master. People of high caliber, like the Black Witch and the Paladin, would have guessed how exceptionally special the contract between the Inquisitor and me was.
    

    
      The Inquisitor revealed his real name to his children. It was a name he had revealed to me to show his loyalty. Now, he had to do it a second time.
    

    
      “Bambolina must have realized that the meeting isn’t merely a congregation of religious leaders and followers,” I said. 
    

    
      I had to meet many prerequisites to learn the Inquisitor's real name, such as surmounting numerous challenges and validating my qualifications and capabilities. I had to prove I was more competent than him and that I could utilize his potential. However, there were some people in the world whom one had to reveal their true self without meeting those requisites. 
    

    
      “If I were to describe what I’m seeing, this is a meeting between a father and his children.”
    

    
      Children. Daughters. Sons.
    

    
      I went on. “Even though he is the leader of one of the Tower’s top five guilds, the Inquisitor can’t introduce himself as the Pantheon Master. Being the Rank 4 Hunter isn’t an accomplishment he can flaunt right now.” 
    

    
      When parents and children spent time together, the parents aged while the children matured until the latter reached a stage where they coexisted with their parents in society. Once that happened, they could come to appreciate the weight of his titles like Pantheon Master or the Rank 4 Hunter. This could also foster affection from understanding and respect, but that wasn’t the case now.
    

    
      “As Bambolina mentioned, this is his first official encounter with the Shellmounts.” 
    

    
      It was the first time he properly met his children. Because of this, Bambolina had to show his true self, not the Inquisitor or the Pantheon Master, unless he intended to use his children for his own gain.
    

    
      The Inquisitor was still smiling, though the air around him felt rather cold. The warm, bright, and kind smile of everyone’s leader transformed into a mere courtesy to comfort others. However, the Shellmounts were basically his children.
    

    
      —Laimu. 
    

    
      Saimeslam stared at her father, her god and angel.
    

    
      —We Shellmounts possess a unique way of thinking. In our view, only the useful are worth living. The useless ought to be neglected so that they can perish.
    

    
      Saimeslam waved her tentacle.
    

    
      —We dedicate our lives to being useful. Rest serves merely as preparation for labor, and sleep is a necessary part of daily life. We wake at dawn, train ourselves, and return only after finishing our work at night. Throughout the day, we continually assess our usefulness and check for any lapses in our diligence.
    

    
      Saimeslam’s voice resembled the shadows of numerous palm trees creeping along the dark ground.
    

    
      —Lime.
    

    
      The Shellmounts, clinging to the shade and coated in mucus, nodded in agreement. Saimeslam went on.
    

    
      —The useless are flawed from the start. We bestow bluestones to them and let them rot in the old tunnels that no one uses anymore.
    

    
      Bluestone was a luminous blue stone primarily used as medicine among the Shellmounts. Still, it was highly addictive, so consumption was shunned. 
    

    
      
        —Lime.
      
    

    
      The other Shellmounts nodded in agreement once again. Like a cuckoo’s echo, the Shellmounts murmured from the shadows. The air felt tense.
    

    
      —There is no need to kill the weak. Rather, we spare them as much as we can. If they run out of bluestones, they scream that they don’t care that they’re starving, they just want more bluestones. When we see them, we think, Oh, we’re still useful and are at ease.
    

    
      
        —Lime.  
      
    

    
      —It’s not bad to be a loser in life. After all, these losers squandered their lives because they got addicted to bluestones. They say that they like bluestones better than living normal lives. If that’s the case, we give them gifts that are better than life. We tell them “Lime, eat more. More. Indulge.”
    

    
      —Lime. Lime.  
    

    
      —They are losers, but that alone holds value. It keeps us vigilant. Lime. We are a remarkable species. We subdued all six species under our tentacles, constructed the Great Cave, and reigned there. Although the millennium empire fell because of the slaves, the empire still lives in our memories. Even today, we aspire to spend a useful day as citizens of the empire.
    

    
      
        —Lime.
      
    

    
      —These are…
    

    
      
        —Lime.
      
    

    
      —These are all your lessons.
    

    
      —Lime.
    

    
      —You taught us what is valuable and what is not. We were young, so we just nodded along and followed what you said. As we matured, we used our tentacles and took action. You encouraged us to be proud, so that’s what we did. With your guidance, we built an empire. Your words made us who we are.
    

    
      
        —Lime.
      
    

    
      —You gave us life. Taught us how to hate others, feel joy, pride, what is and isn’t considered taboo… Everything we know is what you taught us. You passed these lessons down to us.
    

    
      
        —Lime, lime.
      
    

    
      —So, Kukra. Even if you didn’t physically give birth to us, you birthed our spirit, our senses, and our very lives. You are our father. I mean, think about our way of speaking. At first, you called yourself Lime, so we say lime when we feel happy. If we feel down, we say laimu. Do you get it? Your name shapes happiness and sadness.
    

    
      
        —Lime, lime. Laimu. Lime.
      
    

    
      —However, after spending time with these Terra fools…
    

    
      Saimeslam looked around. The red-skinned Asuras stood with their arms crossed, listening to her with remarkably serious expressions. Maybe that was what made her chuckle.
    

    
      —I came to realize just how abnormal our species is. A person can be useful in one moment and be completely useless the next. Uburka, revered as the mightiest warrior in the history of the Terras, was born with albinism and struggled to walk under the sun. He was a failure as a warrior, yet he saw albinism as a challenge to conquer and has built his life through perseverance. Had he been born into our species, he likely would have been addicted to bluestones since childhood and lived in a pit. And he would have served his purpose by accepting our scorn and mockery.
    

    
      The Inquisitor was silent. Saimeslam gazed at him impassively.
    

    
      —Kukra. Father.
    

    
      —Yes.
    

    
      Only then did I realize that the Inquisitor wasn’t smiling anymore. The experienced Shellmount child asked her father a question.
    

    
      —Why are you a psycho?
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      The Inquisitor rested his chin on his hand, pondering.
    

    
      —Hmm. Why did I become a psycho? 
      
        Uhmmm
      
      , that's a tough question. 
    

    
      —Tell us, 
      
        lime
      
      .
    

    
      The Inquisitor groaned, his expression serious, as if he was confronting a challenging math problem. Being able to remain rational at any given moment was both his strength and flaw. Still, that wasn't the look his children wanted from their father.
    

    
      Saimeslam interrupted the Inquisitor’s train of thought. 
    

    
      —Why are you so fixated on success? Why do you dedicate yourself to distinguishing between what’s useful and what's not? Well, it's fine to differentiate, but why do you rush to categorize everything? 
    

    
      With all the Shellmounts and the other species watching them, Saimeslam questioned their god, who used to have unwavering faith from his people while ruling the ancient empire that had spread across the entire continent. 
    

    
      —Humans aren’t omnipotent. There are many things you do not know. It’s impossible to recognize the hidden potential of your children instantly. That's why you should be humble and modest and give your children time to develop their abilities. This is how you should think, 
      
        laimu
      
      . Kurka, why are you so intent on rapidly categorizing everything into useful and useless? Father, why do you live this way? Is there no way for you to lead a different life? Is there?
    

    
      The last rays of sunset disappeared behind the damp palm leaves. Night fell in the jungle. The Sylvans flitted about, placing torches everywhere. 
    

    
      
        Wooooosh!
      
       
    

    
      Hundreds of thousands of Shellmounts, previously hidden in the forest’s shadows, were now revealed by dim flames. They could crawl along the ground and scale walls to go anywhere, yet they lived carrying their homes on their backs. Destined for both freedom and confinement, the Shellmounts held their breath as they waited for the Inquisitor’s reply.  
    

    
      —
      
        Lime...  
      
    

    
      —
      
        Laimu.  
      
    

    
      It wasn’t that they were submitting to Saimeslam’s power or the Inquisitor's authority. Saimeslam asked her questions on behalf of all Shellmounts. She gathered her people’s screams, resentment, and blame, and offered them in the form of questions for their father.
    

    
      In a sense, Saimeslam had become the representative of their species, or more like their eldest sister. As she pointed out each of their father’s mistakes, the other Shellmounts sat quietly around her, like younger siblings. The scale of this gathering was immense, but this couldn’t be called anything but a family meeting.
    

    
      The Inquisitor slowly descended on the ground and sat down across from Saimeslam. Now, what lay between the father and children wasn’t just the disparity in heights. It was something deeper. 
    

    
      In the background, someone gently swayed a torch.  
    

    
      —Saimeslam, I can apologize to you again and again. Because I wasn’t thorough enough, the empire fell. All the privileges you once enjoyed vanished. Since then, you guys have been living in baronies instead of an empire. You mine salt and supply it to the Terras. This is all due to my failure. I have no excuse, so I apologize—
    

    
      —No, it’s not like that.
    

    
      Saimeslam lifted her tentacle and scratched her face. It looked as if she was massaging the area between her eyes.
    

    
      —The first empire, the privileges we lost, the Shellmounts now being reduced to mere workers... I’m not planning to blame you for what happened in the past. You did a very good job, actually.
    

    
      —I did?
    

    
      —Think about it. Only two species in this world have become the ruling species of the continent: us, the Shellmounts, and the Terras. Father, that’s an incredible achievement. Though the empire collapsed, 
      
        lime
      
      , we respect your abilities. What we are asking has nothing to do with your success or your failure. 
    

    
      Saimeslam stepped closer.
    

    
      —Look at us. Look at us, Kukra.
    

    
      She wrapped her only remaining tentacle, scarred from numerous battles, around the Inquisitor's hand, prompting him to look down.
    

    
      —Look at us, Father.
    

    
      Saimeslam had exactly the same smile on her face as the Inquisitor. That smile seemed to leave the Inquisitor paralyzed.
    

    
      —We throw useless kin into the bluestone cave. We laugh and say, “
      
        Lime
      
      , we have no other choice.” The laughter may come from our nasty viciousness, but I don’t think that’s the case. 
    

    
      
        “Hmm! What a shame. This one will be useless!” 
      
    

    
      
        “Shall we just toss them out?” 
      
    

    
      
        “Ahahaha.” 
      
    

    
      —We may look slightly different; we have a few more arms than you… or less.
    

    
      Saimeslam playfully swayed her remaining tentacle. 
    

    
      —Nonetheless, we have inherited nearly all of your legacy. Everything you meant to leave behind, and everything you didn’t. Your laughter, habits, and the weight you've chosen to carry in this world... that’s everything. So, Father, you don't need to be grateful for the empire we built or apologize for its decline. That doesn't matter right now. I—
      
        we
      
       want to understand why you became such a psycho. Only then will we be able to grasp why we have also become psychos. 
    

    
      The Inquisitor was silent. All the Shellmounts pointed their tentacles at him. 
    

    
      —Tell us, Father. We want to know why.
    

    
      The creatures fell silent. To disperse this thick silence, the Inquisitor spoke.
    

    
      —I… I…
    

    
      
        [The fortieth floor quest is in progress.]
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      —Why are you so obsessed with making money?
    

    
      The Sylvans surrounded the Countess. The jungle was noisy, as if a hearing was taking place. Unlike their beautiful appearance, the Sylvans scrunched their faces and verbally attacked their goddess in waves.
    

    
      —Whatever we do, our instincts tell us to make money. That we should have money even if we don't do anything. Money, money, money. That’s all we know. The world is full of money, so much money.
    

    
      —I take it you don’t like that?
    

    
      The Countess leisurely held a hookah, inhaling its smoke. She had purchased this particular hookah, crafted by the Sylvans, at a premium price. The Sylvans’ mother had bought products made by her children, but discussions didn’t seem to go smoothly.
    

    
      —Doesn’t it feel great to earn money? 
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      —Well, it feels nice to 
      
        handle 
      
      it, but can’t you teach us something else besides that?
    

    
      —Like what? Music? Singing? Art? Ways to flaunt yourself by claiming “I feel like dying because the world is just so beautiful?” Or “I’m so beautiful that the world is better off if I’m gone?” How to deceive other people? I can’t teach you anything apart from how to earn money.
    

    
      
        —Ah
      
      , but why?
    

    
      Behind the swirling hookah smoke, the Countess smiled.
    

    
      —I was born into a dirt-poor family. We had nothing. Actually, we didn’t even have a house. Have you ever heard of a city made purely of trash? Well, probably not. The world I was born into was much larger than your continent. A mountain range could be created from all the trash that the people discarded.
    

    
      
        —Huh?
      
    

    
      —But among the rubbish, some things can sometimes be recycled, so people managed to make profits. Consequently, there were merchants searching through trash discarded post-meals, left behind after using the toilet, abandoned after they were no longer useful, or thrown out after intercourse... We sifted through waste to find profitable items.
    

    
      —
      
        Uh
      
      , was that really a lucrative business? The profitability sounds really low.
    

    
      The Sylvans were gifted businesspeople, so making quick calculations in their heads was easy for them. The Countess beamed, seemingly pleased.
    

    
      
        —Haha.
      
       It doesn’t sound profitable at all, does it?
    

    
      —Yes.
    

    
      —Exactly. My daily wage was far less than a cookie. Even then, if adults took it away from me, I was left with nothing, so what could I do? I had to wake up when adults were asleep and secretly sift through piles of trash. If I got caught, I was dead meat. I had to interrupt my sleep three or four times and act like everything was okay so I could gather as much valuable trash as possible. Listen closely, my children. Well, you’re not 
      
        actually 
      
      my children, but I see you as my offspring.
    

    
      The Countess slowly lowered her hookah and leaned toward the thousands of Sylvans gazing at her. Her voice was dark as she used aura transmission.
    

    
      
        “Don't whine at me for not teaching you anything else. The moment you complain about that, you’re proving that you are nothing but brats.
      
       
      
        Making money is hard, so luck heavily influences earning money.”
      
    

    
      The Countess’ eyes gleamed as if they were will-o'-the-wisps.
      
         
      
      The Sylvans listened intently.
    

    
      
        “Imagine a penniless child living in a trash city, a child like me. They suddenly wish to learn to play the piano. That’s a useless fantasy, isn't it? A good dream is one that remains a dream. For that child to truly learn how to play the piano, they must be fortunate enough to find a discarded piano among the rubbish, have someone nearby who knows how to tune it, gather sheet music from the trash and, last but not least, possess musical talent. For those who have no money, the desire to learn or achieve something is a gamble they keep making throughout their life. This gamble involves everything: your time, luck, and even your life. And you still might not succeed. What about you?”
      
    

    
      The Countess surveyed the Sylvans around her. When their eyes met hers, several Sylvans shivered. Although some had been alive for longer than her, the pressure given off by the Tower’s Rank 5 Hunter overwhelmed them
      
        . 
      
    

    
      
        “What about you?” 
      
    

    
      It was sometimes easy to forget this because she often playfully patted foxtails in her cat form, but the Countess had risen after growing up in a forgotten trash city. Now, she was a wealthy merchant controlling the Tower's money. She was a force to be reckoned with. Few could withstand the venom hidden in the Countess, whether they were from this world, our Tower, or the outside world.
    

    
      
        “Do you wish to learn music? Then pay for it. Get a teacher and pay them. Buy yourself an instrument. Yes, choosing an instrument will require some thought. It’s quite costly. Balance your passion for music with your family’s financial situation. Take your time… yes, take your time.” 
      
      The Countess chuckled. Her laughter was laced with old malice.
      
         “Money gives you the opportunity to contemplate.” 
      
    

    
      The Sylvans couldn’t say anything. 
    

    
      
        “Money opens many doors. Want to learn music? Try it out a bit, and if you lose interest, move on. It’s gonna cost you some money, but you won’t go broke. Many people think money is a goal or an end, but that’s not exactly the case. It’s more like a starting point. As your mother, I’ve merely provided you with a starting point.” 
      
    

    
      The Countess pulled a fan from her pocket. 
    

    
      
        “So, you want to know why I only taught you how to make money? That’s good. Very good. Think about it. Even if you waste time pondering, you aren’t going to starve because you don’t live off the minimum wage, right? Feel free to waste time. Worrying, pondering, reflecting—these are very pleasant distractions. Every time you worry or ponder, you secretly acknowledge your abundance and realize you’re living a life of luxury. Don’t you see? These small luxuries elevate you, or, at least, create the illusion that you’re great.”
      
    

    
      The Countess smiled and opened her fan to cover the lower half of her face. Her sharp, cat-like eyes surveyed the Sylvans. 
    

    
      
        “Think when you wish to think, dwell where you choose, and act as you please. This is what I call freedom. Money grants you this freedom. Only money.
      
       
      
        I’ll ask again, my children, or at least those I consider like my children: have you ever experienced misfortune just because you were born as my children? Or did you ever consider yourself unfortunate? If it’s the latter, what did you feel when you thought about how unfortunate you were to be born as my child? Were you sad? Or perhaps...”
      
       
    

    
      She grinned.
      
         
      
    

    
      
        “Did you feel a bit prouder, a tad better, just for having those thoughts? As I mentioned, thoughts, worries, and reflections are delightful luxuries." 
      
    

    
      Her smile resembled a dark crescent moon. She chuckled. 
    

    
      
        “Haha, in my eyes, you look like you’re living quite enjoyable lives. Am I wrong?"
      
    

    
      
        [The forty-first floor quest is in progress.]
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The Fingills had a question for the paladin.
    

    
      —Why did you choose us? We live in water. But you, Great Dolphin, you seem to live on land. We live in very different worlds.
    

    
      The Fingils resembled merfolk, with markings reminiscent of waves adorning their entire bodies. They created the illusion of beautiful waves crashing on the shore when they swam together. Water was where they dwelled. Now, they were gathered in a river.
    

    
      —Kekerukker chose the Terras. Lime selected the Shellmounts. Though they may appear quite different, they have more things in common as they all live on land. So, why did you choose us? Why?
    

    
      The Paladin was perched on a massive rock overlooking the river and was surrounded by thousands of Fingills. It was possibly tens of thousands, including the children splashing in the water below.  
    

    
      She gazed down at the river, where the blue moonlight was softly reflected on the water’s surface. If she looked closer, she could see the Fingills’ tails. As they rested their arms on the rocks, they played in the water, sending splashes giving off the glow of moonlight. 
    

    
      —I didn't want you to live on land.
    

    
      —What?
    

    
      —When you live on land, you eventually come to hate it. Little by little, you come to resent everything that treads on land. Even those who breathe.  
    

    
      With a click, the Paladin slowly removed her metal helmet, setting her blond hair free.
    

    
      —I didn't want to raise you that way. I wanted you to breathe in only the refreshing scent of the sea rather than experience the world’s scorn. When you swim, you should be free from the people’s oppressive pull of gravity. The gentle waves and forgiving waters should cradle you.
    

    
      The Paladin gazed at the moon’s reflection in the water. The golden strands of her hair hid part of her face, making her voice sound as though it came from the moonlit water itself.  
    

    
      —The air is too light, and the ground is too rigid. We’re all alive, but walking and standing are effortlessly easy.  For people like me, it’s hard to acknowledge our own existence. I got too used to it, but you are different.”
    

    
      A Fingill waved their tail, creating ripples in the river that seamlessly merged together. Thousands of Fingills halted their movements, silently gazing at their mother.  
    

    
      —The water's surface is light, and the underwater feels heavy. I imagine the bottom of the ocean is quite overwhelming. You will feel the world whenever you swim. This doesn’t happen while you walk. When you navigate your way in the world, you become aware of the essence of your being and your outlines. As you skillfully dive into the water and break through the waves crashing around you, the brilliant sunlight shines on the sea. I thought you would be happy if you witnessed that.
    

    
      The Fingills listened as if they were in a trance. 
    

    
      —You should relish in your swimming abilities, admire the shifting colors of the ocean, and savor the various flavors of the water that enters your gills. And when the sea and waves become tiring, you can come to the surface to see the land. Look at the ground, the green, brown, gray, and red maple leaves scattered upon it, look at the vast golden wheat fields. So many beautiful sights will be waiting for you on land. That is what I wanted you to see. I wanted you to admire and cherish the earth and all that treads upon it.
    

    
      The soothing sound of flowing water echoed throughout the jungle. The dark river blended seamlessly with the forest's chirping birds. Small sounds cascaded from all corners of the world. 
    

    
      The Paladin raised her head.  
    

    
      —So, I chose you, Fingills, also known as merfolk. Was I too greedy?
    

    
      The queen of the Fingills splashed around the water with her tail.  
    

    
      —Yes, you were. However, compared to other parents and gods of the other species, your greed is beautiful.
    

    
      The merfolk stretched out her webbed fingers and stroked her mother's blonde hair, which had suffocated while confined in that metal helmet. The Paladin took a deep breath. The merfolk’s touch was damp. As the Paladin approached the water, her breath had the same moisture as the river. 
    

    
      The breath that a human inhaled wasn’t very different from that of a merfolk. Cool water droplets dripped onto the Paladin’s hair, which was the same color as the moon.  
    

    
      —I am very happy that you are our mother.
    

    
      
        [The forty-second floor quest is in progress.]
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 266: The Family Meeting (3)

    
      Slowly, the Inquisitor kneeled.  
    

    
      —I'm sorry. I was wrong.
    

    
      The Shellmounts observed him from a distance, gasping in surprise. Finding out the truth didn’t erase the fact that they had been worshiping the Inquisitor—a transcendent entity who had cared for them since the dawn of time and a father who had granted them both victories and failures—for a very long time. The same god now kneeled before them.
    

    
      —I’m very well aware that I am far from normal. Well, I see myself as normal, but everyone else disagrees, especially the Death King. So… perhaps I’m not. But being a psycho could describe pretty well, just like you mentioned earlier!
    

    
      Saimeslam asked a question on the behalf of all the Shellmounts.
    

    
      —How? How did you become a psycho?
    

    
      —There is nothing unique about my story. The mafia kidnapped me when I was about three years old. I don't know if they took me away because my parents couldn't pay off their debts or if they picked a useful child from the orphanage. I've already killed all the people who could answer these questions. I was taught how to kill people, how to keep them alive, and how to charm them. I would sometimes dismantle a man of steel into hundreds of scrap iron so I could make him my subordinate. I learned this by watching organizations collapse from the inside after they were destroyed by external forces. This is all I know. It was inevitable for me to turn out this way.
    

    
      The Inquisitor sighed. His expression brightened when he turned to Saimeslam. 
    

    
      —I thought I wasn’t supposed to teach you these things! 
    

    
      —Why is that? 
    

    
      —Well, these are my strongest skills, but I didn't want you to lead a life like mine. If too many people like me lived in the Tower, that would be quite troublesome. One of me is enough.
    

    
      The Inquisitor smiled widely. 
    

    
      —But I couldn’t just teach you nothing. Shellmounts, this world is not easy; it’s genuinely frightening. Even if you did nothing wrong, that doesn’t stop others from attacking or kidnapping you. Take what happened to me as an example. I had to raise you all to be strong.
    

    
      The Inquisitor had advanced the civilization of the Shellmounts by using all his knowledge.
    

    
      —There’s no one you can trust no matter what. Well, there are some exceptions. Rare miracles that only happen once in a lifetime and are entirely dependable on your luck. So forget about finding someone like that. Forget all about it. Learn to control others before they turn against you.
    

    
      The Inquisitor had captured all the remaining species and enslaved them. To prevent them from betraying the Shellmounts, they were locked in caves divided into hundreds of isolated sections. The guards in the watchtowers always kept lookout over the slaves.
    

    
      —Then, there will be no need to fear this world. I'm sorry I’m a psychopath. I’m sorry I’m your father.
    

    
      A heavy silence enveloped the jungle. Saimeslam gradually looked up and gazed at the Inquisitor.
    

    
      —Father. Kukra.
    

    
      —Yes.
    

    
      —You're a psychopath, yet you still tried to teach only the most rational, valuable things about you.
    

    
      —That's right.
    

    
      —Even though you didn’t have a lot you could work with, you made a home from planks and a hammock for a roof. It was so shabby that wind and rain could have easily destroyed it. Yet you still tried to build the best home for us, didn’t you?
    

    
      —Yes, I did. 
    

    
      —Okay.
    

    
      Saimeslam loosened up. She grasped the hilt of the greatsword embedded in the ground.
    

    
      —You tried to teach us your best abilities and hide your worst traits from us. You never asked us to understand. 
    

    
      
        “I… I just hope you will become a better person than me.”
      
    

    
      —You just… did your best to care for us. You have many flaws, but I don’t want to curse or question you for bringing us into this world and raising us.
    

    
      Saimeslam retrieved her greatsword from the ground and rested it on her shoulder and shell.
    

    
      —I'm glad to have you as my father. 
    

    
      She chuckled. The Shellmount, who had made history as the first non-Terra chairwoman of the Fire Water Council, had been reigning for several decades. She was often expressionless. Even when she laughed, it sounded as if she was mocking others rather than being genuinely amused. However, she now smiled brightly.
    

    
      —Perhaps I feel a bit happy right now. I appreciate that you apologized. Thank you very much, Father.
    

    
      
        [The quest is in progress.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Shellmounts’ voting has begun.]
      
    

    
      
        [Choice 1: I liked your guidance.]
      
    

    
      
        [Choice 2: I didn't like your guidance.]
      
    

    
      Fireflies lit up the jungle. Upon closer inspection, the Shellmounts realized they weren’t actual fireflies. They clung to the trunks of the palm trees. Some watched from the top of the trees. Others hid in the shady part of the jungle and listened to the conversation between Saimeslam and the Inquisitor.
    

    
      
        [Votes are being counted.]
      
    

    
      Bluish light came out of the Shellmounts, then flew into the sky. From a distance, the balls of light looked like fireflies. Hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands of “fireflies” swept through the palm trees and the jungle, rising into the night sky. They twinkled, giving the illusion that they were floating in the middle of a galaxy, not a jungle.
    

    
      A small voice rang out in the forest of the galaxy.
    

    
      
        [All votes have been counted.]
      
    

    
      
        [Choice 2 Voting Percentage: 22.5%]
      
    

    
      
        [Choice 1 Voting Percentage: 77.5%]
      
    

    
      
        [Choice 1 has earned the majority vote.]
      
    

    
      The Inquisitor stared at the night sky where the galaxy swirled blue and green. Fireflies danced, starlight fell, taking away his breath.
    

    
      
        —I'm glad to have you as my father.
      
    

    
      Maybe what Saimeslam just said shook the Inquisitor to the core. As long as the Inquisitor stayed by my side, I would find out at some point.
    

    
      
        [The fortieth floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      A Sylvan shrugged. She wasn’t the only one.
    

    
      —You’re right. Money is everything.
    

    
      —That's true.
    

    
      —Life without money is terrible.
    

    
      —We may not be cool, but we have money.
    

    
      The Sylvans seemed rather enthusiastic about agreeing on this factor. Before my regression, they used to be bloodthirsty fanatics under the reign of the Fire Emperor. Now, they were fanatics, apostles, and preachers of the omnipotent gold. 
    

    
      
        Hmm. This species has some serious issues…
      
    

    
      —Mother, your words are so profound that we can’t refute them. To be honest, we were just curious about what the fu—what you were thinking when you made us stingy misers.
    

    
      The Countess chuckled.
    

    
      —I feel relieved that I seem to have satisfied your curiosity. If you knew how much it costs to talk to me, you would be even more grateful. After all, every second is money for me. Well, since I've been watching and raising you as if you were my biological children, I'll offer you a parental discount and not charge you this time.
    

    
      The Sylvans bowed gracefully.
    

    
      —We always appreciate discounts. Thank you.
    

    
      —Now that you aren’t charging us for the seconds we spend talking, we want to ask another question.
    

    
      —Who taught you guys to be so thrifty? Sure, go ahead.
    

    
      —Why are you still so desperate to earn money?
    

    
      The Countess blinked. The Sylvans blinked back in response.
    

    
      
        —Hmm. 
      
      What do you mean?
    

    
      —You said money makes many things easier, Mother. If you want to learn music, you can follow that dream as long as you can pay your tutor and buy yourself an instrument. This applies to many dreams. You can even contemplate your life from the comfort of your luxurious home. We totally agree with that.
    

    
      —But?
    

    
      The Sylvans tilted their heads. 
    

    
      —How long are you going to do that? It seems like you have a lot of money. Can't you just live leisurely without worrying about money? You can already live any life you want, right?
    

    
      —Why do you want to earn more money?
    

    
      —What are you planning?
    

    
      —What do you want to do with your life?
    

    
      —What are your dreams?
    

    
      —Why?
    

    
      The jungle was dark, so the Sylvans’ questions seemed to come from all around.
    

    
      —What are your plans?
    

    
      —Is there something you really want to do while alive?
    

    
      —Are you worried about something?
    

    
      —Isn’t your life better now? 
    

    
      The Countess folded her fan, revealing her expression. She stared ahead, her face expressionless, yet there was a rage underneath that had been consuming her from inside out for so long, a rage she did not want to reveal. There were only drags left of her anger, but it still gave off a foul smell. She barely managed to filter through those drags to string together a sentence. 
    

    
      —Those scumbags… I’ll change the world. There’s too much scum in this world.
    

    
      Even after filtering the bad bits out, the Countess’ voice was still too poisonous for the Sylvans to handle. Aura waved over her shoulder. She used to have some difficulty handling aura, but was now somewhat used to it after experiencing the previous floors. With her heightened aura mastery, the Countess revealed the colors of her heart.
    

    
      —Listen. I realized something after being born on a garbage mountain, growing up in a garbage town, and moving to a garbage city. It’s the only lesson I learned. Thanks to it, I considered being born surrounded by garbage somewhat lucky.
    

    
      —What is this lesson?
    

    
      —Whether trash washed up from the ocean, fell from the sky, was buried underground, or was rolled around before being thrown away, it’s still less dirty than humans.
    

    
      The Countess flashed a mocking smile.
    

    
      —But I couldn’t find any professional cleaners that specialize in humans. So I thought, shouldn’t I be the first to take over this vast market? I’m going to clean up every scummy human using money.
    

    
      She crossed her arms and laughed.
    

    
      —Of course, I don’t think all humans are scumbags. Not at all! On the contrary. I believe many people shine brighter than the stars. And, just like stars, good people are too far apart from each other to often meet during their lifetimes. If I look from afar, countless stars decorate the night sky.
    

    
      Was the Countess thinking of someone in particular? Her smile seemed genuine.
    

    
      —For them, a janitor like me is needed.
    

    
      The Sylvans had more questions.
    

    
      —How would you do that?
    

    
      —Do you save those who shine with money?
    

    
      —Do you drive out bad guys with money?
    

    
      —Tell us!
    

    
      The Countess burst into laughter. There were no traces of mockery in her laugh, only genuine amusement.
    

    
      —Sure! I don't have to be a hero. I don't have to put on a bat costume and precariously straddle the line between what’s legal and what isn’t, weave webs to save poor victims from crimes, or hold up a giant shield to stop evildoers. I just spend money!
    

    
      It was all so simple.
    

    
      —Just let people make money! Good companies and bad companies. Good organizations and bad organizations. Good businesses and bad businesses. Good people and bad people… Yes, many people have difficulty distinguishing between these two simple categories. People mistakenly believe that human nature gets revealed only during extreme situations. That is why they artificially stage such situations, but they’re wrong. Do you understand? Listen carefully.
    

    
      The Countess spent money to establish a sound economy and praise for the undistorted cycle. After all, bad money drove out good.
    

    
      —You can see one’s nature when they have everything, not when they have nothing left. When I throw money in the air, good people reveal their good nature, but the trash begins to stink. Still, my work remains the same! I give everyone money and make them earn money! I fatten them up until they’re plump and juicy. Then, they end up rotting after committing crimes. Until then, I will continue investing my money in them.
    

    
      Suddenly, a thought occurred to me. The person who trusted people more than anyone was the Countess.
    

    
      —And, if all humans or companies turn out to be rotten pieces of garbage… Well. Those heroes I have been sponsoring with a lot of money will take care of it. For that, I am constantly earning money like crazy, as you all said. Sometimes, I break some laws. Such is the inevitability in life.
    

    
      The MA Master smiled as she shrugged.
    

    
      —That is why I make money.
    

    
      Without realizing it, the Sylvans were staring at the Countess. Their gazes were a bit hazier than when they worshiped her as their goddess. They weren’t very zealous in their faith to begin with as they were more faithful to the goddess’ command to make money. The Sylvans were the most carefree of all the species when it came to their faith.
    

    
      —And that’s also why I raised you.
    

    
      Today was different. Divine faith appeared in the Sylvans’ eyes. They idolized the Countess because she was greater than them and had guided them.
    

    
      —You are all much more capable than most of the merchants in my Tower. Well, 
      
        duh
      
      . They live their lives and make money, but you live to make money. Getting to enjoy life is a bonus to you guys. Do you understand? You were born to be merchants. I have been waiting for people like you to come to my Tower. I really mean that. 
    

    
      The Sylvans flinched when the Countess stood up. Regardless, she stepped down and walked toward her people.
    

    
      —I’ve been looking for people who know how to make money, people who see through the flow of money and goods.
    

    
      The Countess walked in front of the Sylvans, gently lifting the Sylvans’ chins one by one with her fan before locking eyes with each and every one of them. The Sylvans seemed dazzled by her eyes and were unable to avoid her gaze.
    

    
      —People who find pleasure in making money but aren't obsessed with it. People who ponder what money is really for. People who find joy in pondering. In short… People like me.
    

    
      The jungle was dark, so her whispers seemed to come from all around her. The Sylvans’ breathing slowed down.
    

    
      —My children, follow me. This continent is small. It is but a corner of the universe. Even if you are well versed in logistics and monopolize some villages and cities, what is the point? Follow me, climb the Tower, and grasp all the money that flows through the universe. Tear and trample everything, from a single gold coin floating around the world to a handful of wire thrown into the trash can. Let the money of the universe flow unhindered. I need you.
    

    
      The Sylvans’ eyes were bleary. Their breath was hotter than their body temperature.
    

    
      —I will love you all. I am the leader of all merchants and the master of MA. You will become my children. You will sweep away all the world's garbage with me.
    

    
      The Sylvans looked in amazement at the woman who had once been their goddess and was now their mother.
    

    
      —Will you follow me?
    

    
      It didn't take long for the Sylvans to speak. Under the shadows of the dark jungle, they all spoke at the same time. 
    

    
      —Yes, Mother.
    

    
      
        [The quest is in progress.]
      
    

    
      
        [Votes are being counted.]
      
    

    
      
        [All votes have been counted.]
      
    

    
      The Countess smiled brightly.
    

    
      
        [Choice 2 Voting Percentage: 11.60%]
      
    

    
      
        [Choice 1 Voting Percentage: 88.40%]
      
    

    
      
        [Choice 1 has earned the majority vote.]
      
    

    
      She spread out the fan to cover her lower face, but her smile remained. 
    

    
      —Thank you all. Join me to rid the world of garbage.
    

    
      
        [The forty-first floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 267: The Family Meeting (4)
“Mother?” a Fingill asked the Paladin.
She was gazing into nothingness, so the Fingills followed her gaze. Their webbed hands rested on the rocks while their fins splashed in the water.
“Mother, why are you interested in where the Sylvans are?”
A bitter smile hung at the corners of the Paladin’s mouth. “So ridiculous. I told her to talk like a mother does to her children, but she really can’t help herself.”
The Fingills became anxious.
“We know a lot about you, Mother, but not much about her. Is she a good person?”
“She’s sad but transparent,” the Paladin simply stated. 
She became lost in thought, as if she was recalling her past. It didn’t take long for her to pick up the helmet she had left on the rock. 
Clink. 
Without saying a word, she put the helmet back on. Wearing it filtered out the chatter from the world. The dazzling colors of the world also became paler. Her view was filtered and narrow, enough for her to only think about what she had to do.
The Paladin stood up and looked around. In the river where the dragon had sunk, the Fingills were slowly swaying their tails in the water. They all looked up at their mother.
“Fingills, because I’m inexperienced, I made many mistakes. Thank you for comforting me and not blaming me for my mistakes. I’ll treasure the stories you all told me tonight. Seeing you crossing the dark waters will remain in my heart forever.”
“Are you leaving, Mother?”
The Paladin nodded. “I’ll come by sometimes, but I have a lot of work to do. I have no choice.”
Silence fell. The rivers and seas where the Fingills swam always splashed around with ripples. The merfolk had developed a habit of holding each other tightly and whispering in each other’s ears. Like many other times, they gently grabbed the shoulders of their fellow kin. Their whispering spread until it reached everyone.
After they were done whispering, a Fingill spoke on behalf of their species.
“Mother, won’t you take us with you? You said there is a place called the Tower, and that we would soon be able to see it. If that is your home, wouldn’t it be okay for us to follow you there? We love water, but we love the land a little more, even though we can’t swim there. If the Tower is the land you call home, we will love it even more. Please take us with you.”
The Paladin stroked the hilt of her sword. “There are many vile people in the Tower. I don’t want them to hurt you.”
“How vile are they?”
“They’re going to call you fish just because you have fins. Not because they think it’s a funny joke, but because they want to make you feel bad. There are so, so many people who live as if nothing else matters for as long as they can hurt other people’s feelings. So—”
The Fingills looked at each other before turning back to the Paladin. “Mother, there are many people like that here, too.”
“There are many of them among us.”
“Weak people.”
“Sick people.”
“Many people bully others because they are in pain.”
“Such people will always exist, no matter what.”
“Not just them.”
“There are already people among us who think this way.”
“So, that can’t be why we shouldn’t see your world, Mother.”
The Paladin hesitated. “I…” 
Someone grabbed her shoulder. “Just a moment.”
The hand was gentle and considerate, yet filled with determination. The Paladin knew only one person who would grab her shoulder like this.
[The Death King has descended.]
***
“You don’t have to be so scared, Senior.”
The Paladin turned her head and looked at me. “Death King, you say I’m scared? How so?”
I didn’t answer. I presumed she was afraid that the Fingills were disappointed to find out that their goddess was just an ordinary person.
Cheerfully, I asked, “How about something like this?”
“Something like what?”
“Instead of inviting the Fingills to our Tower right away, we send them to study abroad in the Aegim Empire. There are merfolk there, too.”
The Paladin opened her eyes wide. I nodded.
It’s understandable that she hadn’t thought of that. The Paladin wasn’t there with me at the time.
Back then, I stood as one hero, taking in Preta. However, the Aegim Empire hadn’t known that. They had formed a multi-species alliance army to chase after the witch. Among the troops, there was a lizardfolk mage.
“I believe the matter at hand is ultimately simple.”
“We just need to verify three facts: is the young man really the Great First Emperor’s messenger, and is the woman actually the witch? If both these claims are true, all that’s left is to determine whether or not he actually managed to control her.”
“This is the Soul Gem bestowed by the Mermaid Queen.”
“Using the gem and a drop of blood, we can tell what kind of soul he carries. The gem will shine bright white if his soul is kind, but black if his soul is evil.”
Of course, I had sprinkled my blood on the gem without hesitation.
“H-huh?”
“How many lives did he save for it to be so white…! This is… This is…! Ahhh…! He’s light…!”
That was the moment when I earned the name Shining Light.
“The merfolk living on the fifteenth floor love me. They truly think I’m a divine herald. Well, the goddess there is the Goddess of Protection, and I have Shiny hanging from my waist. I guess it’s not exactly wrong to call me that, but…”
The sword at my waist shook. It seemed like a protest demanding my attention. But I had a lot to do—meeting the Tower master, raising my children, mediating between my colleagues, or joking around with the Guardian.
Shiny, just hold on a little longer. Someday, you’ll get a spin-off—your gourmet travelogue like Twinkle Twinkle Goddess’s Dining Diary on the Tower’s First Floor.
Anyhow…
“The point is, there are merfolk in another world who are very friendly toward me. Wouldn’t it be a good idea for the Fingills to study abroad? It’ll be like a tutorial.”
The Paladin looked into my eyes. “Can you arrange that for us?”
“Of course, connections exist for times like this.”
The Paladin’s expression changed. “Death Ki—Gong-Ja…” 
Because she wasn’t exactly an expressive person, it was hard even for me to tell her inner feelings usually, but the emotion on her face was so clear this time.
“You have my gratitude,” she concluded.
I waved my hands. “No, no, it’s nothing. I’m just doing what’s right.” 
“Gong-Ja—no, Shining-Ja, you’re truly kind.”
“Hahaha… I guess I am a little. Anyway—”
“You’re kind and handsome. They say a person’s life is reflected in their face. I guess this is where the saying comes from.”
“Well, I’m a bit handsome, so you don’t have to bother—”
“Even your voice is beautiful. You could be a singer. Is this where the term ‘born singer’ comes from? Sing-Ja.”
“Sing-Ja? Um… Senior?”
“You’re kind, handsome, and good at singing, so I think you’ll be exempt from military service. Korea still has mandatory military service, right? Have you done yours?”
“No, the mandatory military service was abolished when I was young.[1] It’s now a volunteering system. And celebrities avoiding military service is a really, really old story[2]. Above all, I’m a High Ranker, so even if it was still mandatory, there’s a high chance that I would have been exempt for helping with the national prestige or something—”
“That must be true. You’re a man of national merit.”
“Yes, as a man of national merit… Senior! You’re teasing me right now, aren’t you? Just like when we worked together on those Cavefire plays!”
The Paladin feigned innocence. “I don’t know what you’re talking about.” 
I sighed. The Paladin smiled at me and grabbed my shoulder, pulling me in. Naturally, I leaned into her orbit. The Paladin put her arm around my neck and showed me the Fingills.
“His name is Death King. He’s the Terras’ god and a High Ranker from my Tower. As you can see, he is my junior and also my friend.”
“Death King!”
“God of the Terras!”
“Mother’s junior!”
“Mother’s friend!”
“A man of national merit!”
Damn, my cheeks are burning…
The Paladin let go of me with a soft smile on her lips.“So, Death King. Thank you for your excellent offer. Hmm. I’ll keep your offer in mind and come up with a plan.”
And the Paladin quickly put together a proposal. Some Fingills would be selected and sent to the Mermaid Fall of the Aegim Empire to study possible problems or conflicts and come up with solutions. In time, she would send over more merfolk. Eventually, the Fingills would be invited to Babylon, the Tower’s first-floor city.
The Paladin chuckled. The Fingills seemed convinced by this proposal and decided to follow it without any objections.
“What would a mermaid from another world look like?”
“They don’t live in the sea but a gigantic lake.”
“Do lakes that big exist?”
They acted like children right before going on a school trip.
“Life is truly unpredictable,” the Paladin murmured.
“What?”
“Even though I’m not an actual parent, I really feel like I’m raising these children. I reconciled with the Black Dragon Master and the other guild leaders…” The Paladin smiled at me, but her gaze was beyond me. “After all that…”
Her gaze grew distant. Perhaps she was reminiscing about the past, so I kept my mouth shut.  Before reaching the fifteenth floor of the Tower, where the mermaid lake was, when I first went up to the thirteenth floor of the Tower, there was a traitor dividing us.
I had a guess as to who the traitor was, but instead of revealing who they were, I buried my worries deep down and instead decided to change the stage itself. I sometimes wondered if it was a good idea not to pursue the traitor’s identity at that time, but now that I saw the Paladin’s face, I could tell for sure that it had been a good choice. 
That’s enough.
Morning mist slowly enveloped the jungle. Behind the palm trees, the Inquisitor was talking to the Shellmounts. His expression was serious, but he would occasionally laugh.
Meanwhile, the Countess was stroking the Sylvans’ heads. Was it some kind of oath of loyalty? Or was it her first expression of affection that a parent showed her child? Perhaps it was both, but the Countess smiled and the Sylvans looked happy.
“Thanks,” the Paladin told me. “You are a good friend, Gong-Ja. You may call me Patricia.”
Silence fell.
“That’s my real name. Patricia. From now on, when no one else is around, you can call me by that name. If the league people hear about it, they might accuse me of favoritism.” She paused before continuing, “The children you raised will surely understand you too, mi amigo.”
The Paladin walked to the river where the Fingills were splashing around. She removed her heavy armor, helmet, and gloves before diving into the water.
[The quest is in progress.]
[Votes are being counted.]
Splash!
[All votes have been counted.]
[Choice 2 Voting Percentage: 01.32%]
[Choice 1 Voting Percentage: 98.68%]
[Choice 1 has earned the majority vote.]
The Fingills’ laughter could be heard from afar. I had heard stories of gods walking along people, carrying them, or dancing with them. Having a god who swam with their people was a happiness that only the Fingills could experience.
[The forty-second floor has been cleared!]
I watched the Paladin and her people swimming in the river shaded by the palm trees for a long time. 
“Ugor. Daddy,” a familiar voice called out from behind me. 
I nodded.
Okay.
The Inquisitor, the Countess, and the Paladin had cleared their stages, so now it was only me and the Black Witch left. Before she left the waiting room, she had made me promise, “Don’t peek, Kim Gong-Ja! If you do, I’ll poison you to death!” 
It had something to do with her not wanting to be seen talking openly with the Bloodborns while in her parent mode. I could tell Anastasha was serious since she specified she would poison me to death. That left no choice for a noob who didn’t have the Impervious Body.
“Phew…”
Unlike Anastasha, I wasn’t embarrassed at all. I was very close to my children. Rather, I wished everyone would see how amicably I talked with the Terras and how strong our parent-child relationship was. It would make me feel even better if they felt envious.
“Okay, Uburka.” 
I slowly turned my back and spread my arms, planning to hug Uburka. The Inquisitor had proven his mental growth by apologizing to his children. The Countess had shown her capitalistic virtue by personally providing jobs for her children, and the Paladin had shown that she would always prioritize her children’s hearts.
I, Kim Gong-Ja, was in another league. I was confident I could demonstrate spiritual growth, capitalistic virtue, as well as my profound character. Unlike the others, I knew from the beginning that my true self would be revealed to my children one day.
It was said that one never lost if they knew their enemies. In a way, the biggest enemy in life was one’s own children. In that sense, the Terra children were no match for me. I already knew everything about them.
Maybe they would say, “Ugor! Even when his colleagues laughed at him for choosing goblins, our daddy still chose us, the Terras!” Or something like “I knew the legend of how you taught us our letters and markings, but it was so touching to see it myself! Ugor! You have been taking care of us in every way possible! 
Or perhaps they would say something like “Daddy’s grace is like heaven. It knows no bounds. There is no way to repay it. If it weren’t for Daddy, we would have had a hard time becoming the sovereign species of the continent, and we would have been much more ill-tempered than we are now. Daddy is our true friend.”
I could go on and on. In my head, I could already hear the sound of hundreds of thousands of Terras, including the Uburka, singing a hymn. “Daddy! Daddy!”
Of course, I was in favor of this hymn. I was ready to act humble and say, “Hey, what are you guys doing? This is all because you guys are so great. As your daddy, I’m fine to just watch you grow up and become so strong. I love you, my children!” 
It was perfect. From now on, I was no longer Shining-Ja. I was the Shining Sky. The glorious moment when I would be reborn as Shiningsky-Ja would take place now. I looked back, flashing the business-like smile I had practiced under the Black Witch’s training as I anticipated the children’s passionate hug.
“Come on, come hug me—”
“Daddy.”
Well, something passionate was definitely waiting for me.
“Your back is wide open.”
A huge ax flew toward me, fervently aiming for my chest.
“What the fuck?” I muttered.
It was purely thanks to my high skill level that I could avoid that blow. Perhaps it was because I had a bad feeling after seeing the frown on the Guardian’s face. He had been watching me with extreme disdain since earlier. Even so, if it weren’t for my footwork, I wouldn’t have been able to avoid the strike.
“Uger.” Uburka, the one who swung the ax, spat on the ground. “Daddy moves like a squirrel running around in the forest. I thought I caught you off guard perfectly.”
“W-what are you doing, Uburka?” 
Confused, I looked over Uburka’s shoulder and spotted a swarm of Terras. Not only their hearts but also their flesh reddened. Unless my eyeballs weren’t seriously damaged, they each held a weapon. It was a very inappropriate item to hold when meeting parents.
“What about a touching reunion? Didn’t you see the footage of me caring for and cherishing you for thousands of years!”
“We saw it.”
“But why are you swinging an ax?”
Uburka bared his fangs. “I don’t know what you’re talking about. We’ve known for a long time that you love us, Daddy, so watching it on video now doesn’t really make us feel anything.”
“W-what?”
“Think about it. Whenever we are bored, we go to the theater and watch Cavefire plays. The main themes of those plays are your love, trials, and your friends’ stories. The Cavefire plays where you’re the protagonist have been performed so often that all the Terras can recite them with their eyes closed. You seem to have forgotten that there is such a thing as an emotional perception threshold, Daddy.”
I couldn’t believe it. What was he saying? Did they take my paternal love for granted? Was that why they felt no filial piety toward me?
“N-no way!”
Uburka swung his ax again. “Yes way.” 
This time, he wrapped aura around his weapon with care. After absorbing the energy dragon, the level of his aura seemed to have gone up. His already destructive power transcended what he had been capable of until now.
“Eek! Someone save your Daddy!”
Uburka’s biceps throbbed. “Oh, I’ve been waiting for a day like this! You wiped the floor with me when we first met! Even after I became a Constellation, you crushed me. But, today, on this day after I slurped all that aura from the turtlehead, I will finally teach you a lesson, Daddy!”
“You crazy bastard! Don’t you think losing twice was enough? Why can’t you let go of it already?”
“Ugor. Who do you think I am, Father?”
[The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig roars.]
“I am Uburka, the chairman of the Fire Water Council, the chief warrior of the Death King Clan, and your son! My sole dream is kicking your butt!”
Stop living up to your Constellation title!

1. It’s actually still mandatory. ☜


2. No, they can’t. Celebrities are not exempt from military service. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 268: The White Lion (1)

    
      “Whish, whish!”
    

    
      “Our hearts are candles!”
    

    
      “Iwish!”
    

    
      “We will achieve immorality!”
    

    
      The Terras loudly sang the song from the Cavefire play. I barely, barely managed to avoid Uburka’s ax swing, but my heart couldn’t have been more uneasy.
    

    
      After I dodged the sixth blow coming my way, I screamed, “Hey! Don’t use that prayer at a time like this, you nutheads!”
    

    
      “Why not?”
    

    
      “Just don’t!”
    

    
      The Heavenly Demon Cult’s doctrines had been widely spread among the Terras. Through the cultural project known as Cavefire and the military training program known as the Demonic Heaven Formula Arts, the Terras adhered to the doctrines, regardless of whether they were aware of them or not.
    

    
      Iwish was a phrase that boosted the Terras’ morale. Though they were free to sing it as much as they wanted…
    

    
      “You’re going to use that prayer while trying to take me down?! You didn’t use the formula arts even when you were hunting the energy dragon. You just sat there and did aura alignment, so why are you going all out on me?”
    

    
      Uburka chuckled. “Ugor. Do you really not get it, Daddy?”
    

    
      
        Wooosh!
      
    

    
      Uburka swung his ax with great force, destroying everything in his path. Using only the wind pressure from his swing, he ground down palm trees, rocks, and all life that lived in between.
    

    
      “Shit!” I said. If I hadn’t stepped back quickly, at least one of my heels would have been cut.
    

    
      “You’re everything to us, Daddy.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “You’re our everything,” Uburka repeated. 
    

    
      He approached me, his eyes gleaming red. His gaze was so intense that it made my heart sink a little.
    

    
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      I thought that perhaps he had used his vital energy and was suffering from aura deviation. However, that couldn’t be right. Uburka’s wasn’t unskilled enough to enter aura deviation. Moreover, in our cult, entering aura deviation was considered a disgrace because it was like losing to yourself.
    

    
      Uburka was drawing so much of his aura that I had mistakenly thought he was in aura deviation.
    

    
      “You don’t know how much you mean to us, do you? You have no idea.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about? Of course, I’m your best friend—” 
    

    
      “That’s what I’m saying, ugor. Daddy, you really don’t know yourself.” Uburka laughed heartily, finally opening up his heart as if the story he had been telling me until now was a joke. “As you said, you left messages for us. We were aware of how you saw us and what kind of messages you have been leaving for us, but watching it in our heads felt completely different.”
    

    
      Behind him, the Asuras clapped. 
    

    
      “Ugor! It was worth seeing.”
    

    
      “Ugor!” 
    

    
      
        “Ugor!” 
      
    

    
      It seemed that the red waves were turning huge as they approached me.
    

    
      “Do you remember the day when you first taught us how to write? What about the day when you taught us how to pronounce words?”
    

    
      I gripped my sword by the hilt. An all-powerful spirit boiled among the red waves. It was the same feeling I experienced when the Constellation Murderer approached me on the fiftieth floor to kill me. Something bigger and stronger than me, and perhaps more desperate than me, was closing in on me. In the thick red waves, I could feel the thrilling bloodlust I had felt when they pointed their swords at me.
    

    
      I measured the distance between us and answered their question. “I remember it as if it was yesterday.”
    

    
      “You taught a writing system to children who weren’t intellectually mature yet. While teaching them, you first created symbols only for the things they loved and played with.”
    

    
      “Kindly.”
    

    
      The mud was ■. The sky was ○. The sun was ☆. The moon was ★. The water was ~. The days of teaching symbols to little goblins by digging in the soft mud with my lion claws were still vivid in my mind.
    

    
      “You knew way more words than us, but you knew that we only need about seven ​​to survive. You may as well have resented us,” Uburka said.
    

    
      —Why is your perception of your world so narrow?
    

    
      —Here are the symbols for tree and mountain. You should strive to study more.
    

    
      “But you didn’t. Instead of resenting us, you wanted us to make the most of the little world we had. When it rained, you didn’t tell us that it would stop soon, so we didn’t have to worry. While we trembled in primitive fear, saying that the rain was angry and clashing with the ground, you came forward and roared.”
    

    
      
        “Keeeeeeeee!”
      
    

    
      
        It was the goblin word for rain, written as ke. To put it in today’s terms, it meant that water was coming.
      
    

    
      
        “Kerrrrrr! Keeeeeeeee!”
      
    

    
      
        Water was coming to the land. Outside the hut, the downpour continued. The little goblins hiding inside the hut cowered in fear. To these primitive beings, a downpour was a divine spirit that was angry at them and attacked them with rain.
      
    

    
      
        In a tribal society where language was yet to be elaborately structured, it was difficult to think of clear sentences like “Maybe we did something wrong and angered the spirit.” In reality, at best, words came out in pieces like “We, sky, wrong?”
      
    

    
      
        In those ancient times, it was difficult for the goblins to express their fears in fragmented words. That was the kind of species they were. Back then, the color of the sky was ever-changing and the reason for the sun and moon’s rotation was a mystery. All living beings trembled in fear because they didn’t know what was attacking them from outside, or what they felt on the inside.
      
    

    
      
        “Kerrrrrr! Keeeeeeeee!”
      
    

    
      
        “Kerr! Kee! Keeeeeeeeeee!”
      
    

    
      
        Then, someone cried out. 
      
    

    
      
        “The water is coming. It’s coming to the ground.” 
      
    

    
      
        It was a simple cry. In the middle of a downpour in the primordial forest, as if it was going to sweep away the whole world, a white-maned lion climbed up on a rock and roared. 
      
    

    
      
        The water was coming. The water was coming. The water was coming…
      
    

    
      
        “Ker…”
      
    

    
      
        “Kerruk…”
      
    

    
      
        It was sorcery. It was a clearer spell than any wicked wizard could have used.
      
    

    
      
        “Kerrrrrr… ”
      
    

    
      
        “Keeeee... Keeeeeee!”
      
    

    
      
        Several goblins left the hut and approached the White Lion. The heavy rain had already flooded half of the hut, so they moved quickly. They climbed the high rock, slippery from the rain, repeatedly stumbling and shrieking in terror.
      
    

    
      
        “Keeeeeeeee…!”
      
    

    
      
        “Kerr, keee! Kerr, keee!”
      
    

    
      
        The water was coming. It was coming to the ground. As dozens of goblins struggled to reach the top, the White Lion stood there, looking up at the dark sky with his head raised high.
      
    

    
      
        “Keeeee…”
      
    

    
      
        The goblins panted, gripped by fear. It was scary. The dark clouds were boiling and seemed ready to spit out divine wrath at any moment. To the ignorant goblins, lightning, thunderbolts, and thunderstorms were all abilities of the gods. The goblins couldn’t understand, overcome, or avoid what was happening. The only thing they could do was submit so that the divine spirits would favor them and spare them.
      
    

    
      
        “Keeeeeeeeeee!”
      
    

    
      
        Nevertheless, the White Lion roared proudly. When the world was enveloped in gray mist, everything was gloomy, and even the comfortable humidity was blown away by the strong wind, leaving the goblins confused. It looked as if the world would be destroyed at any moment. Yet the White Lion simply raised his head and roared.
      
    

    
      
        “Keeeeeee!”
      
    

    
      
        The water was coming.
      
    

    
      
        “Keeeeeeeeee!”
      
    

    
      
        The water was coming.
      
    

    
      
        “… Keee, rrr. Kerrrr…”
      
    

    
      
        “Keeeeee…”
      
    

    
      
        “Kerrrrrr…”
      
    

    
      
        The small goblins clung to the White Lion—his paws, tail, torso, and mane. They shook in fear, unable to wrap their heads around the reason for the White Lion’s roars. They also had no idea why they had followed him when they heard the roar. And they certainly didn’t understand why they were also trying to imitate the roar that the White Lion let out.
      
    

    
      
        “Keeeeeeeeeee!”
      
    

    
      
        “Ke, keeeee!”
      
    

    
      
        “Kerr! Keeeee!”
      
    

    
      
        The goblins shouted with all their might. The water was coming. The water was coming. The water was coming.
      
    

    
      
        The downpour that lasted all night gradually weakened. The goblins who had climbed up a distant rock and looked up at the sky were the first to notice that the raindrops falling on their hooked noses became lighter. The raindrops falling on their wrinkled green forehead also became soft.
      
    

    
      
        “Ke…”
      
    

    
      
        What was going on?
      
    

    
      
        “Kerrr…?”
      
    

    
      
        What miracle did they just witness?
      
    

    
      
        “Keeeeeee.”
      
    

    
      
        The goblins looked up at the White Lion. The rain that had fallen all night had made his mane droop, but his eyes were brighter than the morning sun that peeked from behind the horizon. The water that seemed to destroy the world was gone.
      
    

    
      
        “Kerukke.”
      
    

    
      
        The White Lion roared happily, pointing to the water drops falling from the sky to the ground. The heavy rain had receded and now only gently soaked the meadow.
      
    

    
      
        “Kerukke.”
      
    

    
      
        The goblins tilted their heads. With a very odd emotion, the children repeated after him.
      
    

    
      
        “Kerukke?”
      
    

    
      
        “Kerukke.”
      
    

    
      
        Rain.
      
    

    
      
        “Kerukke.”
      
    

    
      
        Rain. 
      
    

    
      
        “Kerukke.”
      
    

    
      
        Rain.
      
    

    
      
        That day, the Terras realized something. The White Lion was trying to teach his primordial children the word “rain.” However, that wasn’t all. What the White Lion had taught the Terras, as well as the influence he had left on them, was so great that it could not be contained in just the word “rain” alone.
      
    

    
      
        “Kerukke!”
      
    

    
      
        The Terras triumphed over fear. They had been shivering in their safe huts, praying that the divine spirits would be kind to them and spare them. They would have made altars and offered sacrifices to appease the divine spirits, preparing a scapegoat and killing a fellow goblin every rainy season. A thousand years would have been wasted.
      
    

    
      
        The goblins would have probably spoken with fear about rain. To them, it wasn’t just water flowing to the ground, but water pouring down from the sky where the angry gods were. Because of that, rain would have become a divine spirit, and its name would have been much longer and more terrifying, such as the World-Sweeper or Ruler of the Autumn Terror.
      
    

    
      Uburka, the living witness of Terra history, picked up his ax and leaned it against his shoulder. “But you didn’t resent us. Daddy, you didn’t just teach us how to write. You taught us something much more valuable—victory!”
    

    
      Victory over fear. The world was a giant mass of unknown. To escape, one had to dig a tunnel and crouch under a small hut. In ancient times, houses weren’t comfortable havens but mere shelters meant to escape from the world.
    

    
      “We beat our fear of rain thanks to you, Daddy.”
    

    
      
        “Ugor! Ugor!”
      
    

    
      “We defeated the fire, too.”
    

    
      
        “Ugor! Ugor!”
      
    

    
      “We have conquered the thunderstorm, the river, and the sea! We have even conquered hellish salt caves!”
    

    
      
        “Ugor! Ugor!”
      
    

    
      Uburka spread his arms and shouted, “Kerukkeeeeee! It’s not the name of a god who threatens us, but rain! It’s just rain! We overcame our fear of rain! Kerukke isn’t just a word for us. It’s the name of a war that we won, and therefore a proud trophy of ours!”
    

    
      
        “Kerrrr!”
      
    

    
      “The sky isn’t a god who punishes us! We’ve deprived Keruk of its status as a god. It’s just the sky! We admire the purple silk that the sky weaves at dawn, and weep at the slowly reddening blush of the evening. However, these are no different from the tears of pity we shed for the defeated enemies! We have also plundered the sky!”
    

    
      
        “Ugor! Ugor!”
      
    

    
      “There are two ways to write. Some write what they fear. If the other species had developed a word for fire because they were afraid of fire and hoped to avoid it, we only wrote fire to celebrate our victory! Because it’s the prey we took down by piercing it with our swords! We wrote the word ‘fire’ in our damp caves and laughed about it!”
    

    
      
        “Gor!”
      
    

    
      
        “Gor!”
      
    

    
      
        “Gor!”
      
    

    
      
        “Gor!”
      
    

    
      In the jungle where dawn had yet to arrive, the fire rose not from the sky, but from the ground. Tens of thousands of Asuras unleashed their aura.
    

    
      “That is the name of our fire!”
    

    
      “When others fear, avoid, or try to control fire, we just shout our crimson ‘gor.’”
    

    
      
        “Ugor!”
      
    

    
      “Good!”
    

    
      The fire burned brighter.
    

    
      “Fire. How nice! How beautiful!”
    

    
      
        “Ugor! Ugor! Ugor!”
      
    

    
      All the Asuras were members of the Fire Water Council. As trainees, they took their first step in martial arts using the Demonic Heaven Arts. When they became proper warriors, they studied the Demonic Heaven Formula Arts one by one, finally reaching the required skill level and taking a seat in the council. They were the elites of elites.
    

    
      The Asuras became excited and started swinging their spears, swords, axes, and fists. “Kekerukker! Kekerukker!”
    

    
      At the very front, Uburka was smiling with his arms spread out. “Daddy! You didn’t just teach us how to write or view the world! Victory isn’t the only thing you taught us, nor did it have to do with methods to face, acknowledge, and overcome the fear that everyone carries in their hearts! What did you give us? What are you to us? Were you a teacher who taught us many things?”
    

    
      
        “Ugor! Ugor! Ugor!”
      
    

    
      “No! Then what are you? A god? A creator who gave us the earth and the sky so we could finally breathe? Are you just a god to us?”
    

    
      
        “Ugor! Ugor! Ugor!”
      
    

    
      “No, you aren’t!”
    

    
      
        [The Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig roars.]
      
    

    
      “Then what are you to us, Daddy? My beloved compatriots! Like me, you love damp water and are charmed by the rain, and your lips tremble when the sky weeps. Your hearts beat when fire rages! My compatriots, what is Daddy to us?”
    

    
      “Kekerukker! Kekerukker!”
    

    
      “That’s right!” Uburka laughed boisterously. “Daddy, you are our world!”
    

    
      
        Ah.
      
    

    
      “You’re our everything!”
    

    
      
        I…
      
    

    
      “We have triumphed over all things in this world! I, Uburka, even defeated death. Therefore, we can sing every word with joy. Every sentence is proof of our victory over fear! Every conversation is a ceaseless celebration of our victory in war! We may cry, but we’re brave. We honor all who fought us, and we laugh because we have triumphed and will continue to do so in the future!”
    

    
      “Kekerukker! Kekerukker!”
    

    
      “Except for one thing.” Uburka raised his ax and aimed it at me. “You, Daddy. Kekerukker! Father!”
    

    
      A pure white beast descended from the sky. In Terran language, it meant neither a devil nor a god. It was a world. 
    

    
      “We are happy to have been born in your world, opening our eyes in your world, smelling your world, and stepping into your world! Ugor! We’ll say it out loud with all our hearts, Kekerukker! We love this world!”
    

    
      The beast rose from the shadows of the palm trees and bushes where the light of dawn could not reach. The Asuras, rulers of the continent, lit a beacon fire where the turtle, said to have created this continent, had died. It was the Demonic Heaven Formula Arts—the whish that was lit simultaneously by hundreds of thousands of Asuras.
    

    
      “Now, it’s time to have our final victory!”
    

    
      “Kekerukker! Kekerukker!”
    

    
      I meant a lot more to those kids than I thought I did. That was who I was. I closed my eyes as the fire of the entire world engulfed me. Strangely enough, the fire wasn’t hot, as it was filled with love and affection for me. Only the joy of trying to defeat me was delivered to my heart. There was no fire gentler than this that could warm my heart.
    

    
      
        I see.
      
    

    
      I recalled the moment when Teacher had cut down the snow-covered mountain. At that time, what she had in mind wasn’t just a high mountain peak.
    

    
      
        A person can become a world to someone else.
      
    

    
      At that time, Teacher had cut down a season that froze all life, slaying the world.
    

    
      
        Okay.
      
    

    
      Slowly, I drew my sword.
    

    
      “To be a god to someone, one must be prepared to become a parent. Those who wish to become parents must also be prepared to become a world.”
    

    
      The holy sword that had been with me for a long time shone brightly in white light. I gave life and an entire world to the fire. In response to my sense of responsibility, the sword that had once been a goddess turned white.
    

    
      I took out a pair of white gloves with Raviel’s scent on them and threw them toward the beautiful bushes. 
    

    
      I said, “You are fire, so you would be good at burning the world. It’s the law of murim to introduce yourself before engaging in a duel. Our cult originated from the world, so shouldn’t we respect the tradition?”
    

    
      I was ready to summon my Death King Clan army at any time.
    

    
      “I am the Rank 2 Hunter in the Ascension City, the herald of the Aegim Empire, the disciple of the peony that fell in the snowy field, the Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Guild, the one and only moon of Ivansia, the patriarch of the Death King Clan…”
    

    
      I told my history of victories obtained after regression to the children who had been victorious for thousands of years. 
    

    
      “... And your Kekerukker.”
    

    
      I swung my sword.
    

    
      
        [The world has been named.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Anonymous World # 30-1316782 has been registered as the Lion Realm.]
      
    

    
      
        [May luck be with the Lion Realm.]
      
    

    
      Something fell on my sword. It was a drop of rain.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 269: The White Lion (2)

    
      I saw raindrops falling on my sword.
    

    
      
        It’s raining.
      
    

    
      My eyes captured all those water drops falling slowly, moment after moment. Because I enhanced my cognitive ability with aura to focus, my heartbeat and my senses were now far faster than those of an ordinary person.
    

    
      I charged the sword with my red aura and struck the water droplets. My red aura instantly coated the droplets. Then, I launched them in Uburka’s direction.
    

    
      
        Splash!
      
    

    
      The drops of red water hit and burst on Uburka’s cheek. As if a child had thrown a water balloon on his face as a prank, red paint dripped down Uburka’s cheek. He could have easily avoided my attack, but he accepted it as a pleasant joke.
    

    
      Uburka smiled brightly. “It’s no use showing off your peak aura mastery. I am already familiar with it. By mixing aura into the water droplets that fell on your sword, you seeped in your aura’s sadness and resentment into each and every one. The droplets that you threw at me weren’t just some of the countless drops of rain that would wash away, but the ones that felt dirty and gloomy. It makes me feel pitiful. Amazing. Your aura mastery is exquisite.”
    

    
      “Uburka.”
    

    
      While Uburka was busy complimenting me, I composed myself. I had a habit of intervening when the situation turned awkward. I somehow always tried to get on the good side of people when I first met them. 
    

    
      I threw away each and every layer that made me who I was and started thinking as a cult follower. I was now the Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult, not just Kim Gong-Ja. 
    

    
      “Do you think I made those aura droplets?” I asked. 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Raindrops are just lumps of moisture that can’t endure their weight and fall to the ground. There’s no other reason they fall. They’re just water, force, and gravity. That’s why they’re called raindrops.”
    

    
      When the Heavenly Demon mentored me, she had told me a story about snowflakes. It was my turn to recite the same story to my followers. 
    

    
      “I loaded grudge and resentment into my aura, and turned drops of water into a projectile weapon. Since I mixed my own aura with the rainwater, it’s not natural. Isn’t this truly the demonic cult’s way to use aura? But you’re wrong, Son.”
    

    
      To the Righteous Faction, the land was absolute. To imitate the land meant that a martial artist had to transform into a speck of dirt. 
    

    
      But what was land to the demonic cult? It was an enemy that made them dig their nails into dirt to bury their younger sister’s body. The enemy had made their younger sister catch the town magistrate’s eye on that quiet day. It hid in the landowners’ ledgers and ridiculed their pathetic lives even if they and their entire families worked themselves to their bones. Their enemy never became theirs. This only made them realize how worthless their lives were.
    

    
      The Sword Emperor, my other teacher, had explained this to me, and I was passing it on to my descendant now.
    

    
      I said, “I did not mix my own grudge and resentment.”
    

    
      “Then whose grudge and resentment did you mix?”
    

    
      “The people’s.”
    

    
      All the resentment and grudges of people living in the universe gathered to form the sky, which was called Demonic Heaven.
    

    
      “The Young Heaven is the agent of the Demonic Heaven.”
    

    
      So the emotions mixed in there weren’t mine, but I could dare say they were. They perhaps belonged to someone who had once lived, or someone who had yet to live. These emotions were resentment and regret.
    

    
      “This is the Demonic Heaven’s sword!” I said as I swung my sword.
    

    
      Thousands of red raindrops shot at Uburka. What I was entrusted with, what I had to keep, what I had to act on behalf of—all of these precious things struck my son. 
    

    
      
        Boom! 
      
    

    
      The sound of the explosion was unbelievably loud and resembled a scream. It swept away Uburka, and the jungle shook violently.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      In the drenched forest, the birds were unable to fly. The branches shook, and the water droplets scattered all at once. 
    

    
      Uburka was at the center of the crater created in the jungle. He laughed and bumped his fists together. 
    

    
      “I see. So that’s how it is. Then…”
    

    
      Uburka stood up, flickering in the rain. The white giant smiled, revealing his pure white teeth. 
    

    
      “I will show you our world this time.”
    

    
      The rain intensified. This was the most humid jungle on the continent, so rain was a daily occurrence during this season. Light rain, downpour, misty rain, or torrential rain always drenched the region. Schools of piranhas raged in the nearby rivers, and freshwater eels bit and swallowed them. Heavy rain now fell in the jungle.
    

    
      “Ug.”
    

    
      In an instant, low water fog covered the jungle. The river flowed under the fog, and it was impossible to see even an inch ahead.
    

    
      
        Pop!
      
    

    
      Occasionally, a piranha would jump out of the water and disappear into the fog again. Under the water, the fish’s flesh was being torn apart.
    

    
      “Ug.”
    

    
      The bases of the palm trees were submerged in fog. Since the roots of the trees were concealed by the gray, the trees seemed to hang in the sky, as if a sculptor had carved temple pillars out of wood to worship some god. Millions of trees were shrouded in fog, transforming the entire area into a damp temple of gray mist.
    

    
      “Ug.”
    

    
      There I was at the bottom of the fog. Floating palm trees had become temple pillars that surrounded me. The Asuras were chanting “Ug” as they circled me.  
    

    
      
        I see.
      
    

    
      I looked up at the sky and realized that those dark clouds weren’t just rain clouds brought by the sea breeze. 
    

    
      
        Rumble… 
      
    

    
      Lightning flashed between the clouds. The dark clouds crashed against each other, swallowing each other’s thunder.
    

    
      
        I was wondering why Uburka ganged up on me instead of requesting a duel like usual. He wanted to fight me with the Demonic Heaven Formula Arts, not the Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      The moment I realized this, the call of rain erupted from all over the jungle.
    

    
      “Ug! Ug! Ug! Ugor! Ugor! Ugor! Ug!”
    

    
      “Kerukke, ug! Kerukke, ug! Kerukke, ug!”
    

    
      “Ugor!”
    

    
      “Kerukke, ug! Kerukke, ug! Kerukke, ug!”
    

    
      “Ugor!”
    

    
      The Terras struck their weapons on the ground, hit palm trees with their fists, and kicked rocks with their feet, awakening anyone who was asleep in the jungle. It was a wild rhythm. As Asuras, their aura burned an intense shade of red.
    

    
      “Kerukke, ug!”
    

    
      
        Thuuuud! Thuud!
      
    

    
      When Terras struck the trees, aura shook the tree from within. The palm tree became a huge musical instrument that reverberated loudly.
    

    
      Good.
    

    
      Fog was an invisible and intangible wall that separated this continent from the underworld. Thus, the river, shrouded in fog, became a hellish landscape. The area rising from the fog became the land of the living, but what was there to rely on when even the ground was covered in fog?
    

    
      
        It’s great.
      
    

    
      The palm trees bent down. The trees that hung lazily in the sky, piercing through the fog, were the only ones that escaped this hellish underworld. All of those trees were temple pillars that sang of the gods’ grace and glory. Small animals, snakes, squirrels, and spiders that lived in the jungle all took refuge in the palm trees.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Formula Arts.
      
    

    
      
        Extra Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Bloody Ashen Cloud Fog.
      
    

    
      The Asuras weren’t even done. Even though they made the sky rain to scatter thick fog, they turned the jungle into a very unfamiliar stage.
    

    
      “You’re getting a lot better,” I exclaimed as I witnessed the Asuras’ form. “It’s beautiful.”
    

    
      The gray sky cast its dark clouds low, very low.
    

    
      Rumble. 
    

    
      On one side of the clouds, lightning struck, but the clouds nearby swallowed it, raining down a thunderstorm. An endless fog shrouded the jungle. The flowing river, the rocks lying in the river, the rough bushes, and the insects chirping under the bushes—the fog swallowed them all. 
    

    
      Now they whispered their conversations in secret. The insects, birds, and beasts were invisible in the fog, and they passed by only occasionally as ominous shadows.
    

    
      
        Zirr… krrr, kieee, kiee… Kee… Krrrrr… Grr… Bieeeeee…
      
    

    
      The dissonance of shadows was unintelligible. I could only see the sky covered in dark clouds and the ground enveloped with dark fog. Between the lowered sky and the high ground, the bent-over palm trees were hanging with some difficulty.
    

    
      “Haha.” 
    

    
      I lifted my sword and used it to swirl inside the fog. The fog didn’t disappear at all. Instead, it became a darker shade of gray, forming a river of fog.
    

    
      
        This isn’t just ordinary fog. It’s made of aura.
      
    

    
      When I tried stirring it a little more, the fog began to take on a blood-red hue, revealing the color of the Terras’ aura.
    

    
      “The fog is strong enough to cover this entire area… You guys are surely utilizing every bit of the energy dragon you slurped.”
    

    
      Blood dripped down from the fog when I cut at it, flowing like a stream in the ashen fog. Wherever it flowed, the fog grew redder until it eventually dyed the ground bright red. In an instant, I was sucked into another world.
    

    
      “Is this my underworld?” I murmured. 
    

    
      Uburka stepped through the mist-shrouded river. It sounded as if he was walking on chimes, not water. “No, Daddy. This is our origin.”
    

    
      I tilted my head. “Origin?” 
    

    
      “Ugor. When we first opened our eyes and looked at the world, this was what we saw.” Uburka looked around. “The sky wasn’t blue. There was no reason to look up at the blue sky, so it had to rain for us to be interested. The sky was always gray when it rained. Therefore, to us, the sky was nothing but a strange mass of dark clouds, burping out lightning bolts to solve its indigestion. 
    

    
      “The land? The land was terrifying. We didn’t know what kind of beast would harm us. Even the smallest bug was strong enough to poison our children to death. It was where demons, big and small, roamed. In the distance, an unknown beast roared. A Terra who said he would return by night didn’t return for some reason. Why? We didn’t know. We didn’t know anything. We didn’t know why the beasts roared or why the Terra wasn’t returning. The world was full of the unknown. It was no different from thick fog. Sometimes…” 
    

    
      Uburka looked around the primordial world dominated by endless gray.
    

    
      “Sometimes there was something to cling to, like these palm trees. All we had to do was find something to cling to. If it saved me and gave my family a home, then it was a god. We were just drifters wandering between hell and the underworld, looking for divine spirits to cling to.”
    

    
      I smiled. “It wasn’t easy raising you. The only words you guys knew how to say were water, sky, earth, those kinds of things…”
    

    
      “Ugor. This is the world we saw, so we didn’t need a lot of words.”
    

    
      It was raining. Even if it was the Asuras’ aura that brought the dark clouds, the raindrops falling from the clouds looked gentle. I opened my mouth and let some rainwater fall on my tongue. Refreshing. A much cleaner energy than old aura soaked me.
    

    
      “If we stay here, nothing will happen,” Uburka said. “Daddy, you love us. No one among our species doubts that love, but wasn’t it difficult?”
    

    
      “What do you mean? Well, I’m having a hard time facing this mass of immoral sons who gang up on their daddy…”
    

    
      “Since you led us out of that forest, many things have happened. Our civilization developed. We were conquered, and our entire species was enslaved. Surely, you don’t think that no one died during those moments. Those tortured to death, those who suffered accidental deaths, those who died tragically, those impaled on spears while resisting the Shellmounts, those who died dressed as gladiators and were mocked by the audience, those who died attempting to escape, and those who died because they couldn’t flee… Do you perhaps feel like all of that is your responsibility?” Uburka asked. 
    

    
      A long silence followed. 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 270: The White Lion (3)

    
      I turned my eyes away from the beautiful, ashen underworld and looked at Uburka. “I know someone who thinks like that.”
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      “I know someone who thinks like that,” I repeated.
    

    
      The Tower master felt that everything was her responsibility. Well, actually, she made it so that everything was her responsibility.
    

    
      “But I’m not her,” I said calmly.
    

    
      
        Kieeeeeeeeee—
      
    

    
      On a distant rocky mountain, a white beast stood tall. Its roar pierced through the fog. Small green creatures that were afraid of the beast could be seen flocking around it.
    

    
      
        Gorrr…
      
    

    
      They clung to the bottom of the rocks, seemingly unsure whether to climb to where the beast was or stay put.
    

    
      I held my sword up. “I decided to go down a different path from that person. Of course, you are allowed to blame me. The mistakes you make, the curses you hear, you may think these are all my fault for choosing you as my species. I sent you into this world for seemingly no reason and raised you. Maybe that is how you feel. It’s okay to blame me, but… Come back when you become stronger than me. If you can make yourselves happier than I made you, then come at me!”
    

    
      With a chuckle, I swung the holy sword. Shiny, the Goddess of Protection, shone brightly, living up to her name. The ashen, dark clouds were cut in half, the blue sky coming into view through the gap.
    

    
      “If you can make yourselves more lovely, cool, intelligent, and beautiful than I did, then sure, I’ll gladly admit my failure as a parent! Until then, I am the strongest daddy ever!” I clenched my right hand. “Estelle!”
    

    
      “Yes, Patriarch.”
    

    
      Estelle was already kneeling beside me. She had been waiting somewhere other than the Hunters’ waiting room so she could appear whenever I called her.
    

    
      “I, Estelle, am here as your advisor, Master.”
    

    
      “It’s raining. Doesn’t it look a bit shoddy?” I grinned. 
    

    
      Estelle glanced up. Despite the raindrops befitting the rainy season of the region, she seemed indifferent, as if she were looking at a drizzle falling on the streets of her neighborhood.
    

    
      “Yes, it is.”
    

    
      I laughed and held out my right hand. “Clear it!” 
    

    
      With a smile, Estelle held my hand tightly. “Yes, Master.”
    

    
      Aura resonated from our clasped hands. It wasn't just that the red and black aura mixed and became stronger. We circulated the aura within ourselves as one while having the same image in mind. We pictured a bloody downpour that had befallen a continent. 
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Formula Arts.
      
    

    
      
        Extra Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Radiant Rain of the Tragic Sky.
      
    

    
      It rained.
    

    
      “Was your primordial fear so terrible, Terras?” Estelle questioned my children. 
    

    
      It rained.
    

    
      “Did the sky in those days, when you knew nothing at all, seem gloomy? Is that why only premonition and unease stirred within your hearts, making you so afraid that you could not come out of your huts?”
    

    
      It rained.
    

    
      “You don’t have to fear that anymore!” she shouted. 
    

    
      It rained. The resentment of the villagers who had been unjustly burned to death and the screams of countless deaths in the empire were contained in the bright-red rain that fell in the Asuras’ Demonic Heaven Formula Arts form.
    

    
      
        Drip!
      
    

    
      Drops of blood pierced through the thick fog and reached the ground. 
    

    
      
        Drip!
      
    

    
      Before the fog could restore itself, another drop of blood fell, mercilessly eating away at the fog.
    

    
      
        Drip!
      
    

    
      
        Drip! Drip! Drip! 
      
    

    
      
        Drip! Drip!
      
    

    
      
        Drip!
      
    

    
      
        Drip! Drip! Drip!
      
    

    
      “The horrors you are about to face are even more dire!” Estelle yelled. 
    

    
      The fog couldn’t withstand the blood rain. Raindrops burst, subsided, crushed, and tore the fog to pieces. When the Asuras’ form was destroyed, the ground was revealed, devoid of any mystery or magic.
    

    
      “We constructed this form with all our might…”
    

    
      “Unbelievable, ugor. Our collective aura should have overwhelmed them.”
    

    
      When the bare ground was revealed, so were the Terras; they were panicking. They had probably planned to hide themselves in the fog and, using the low visibility to their advantage, attack me with swords and axes. However, they failed before they could even do anything.
    

    
      With my chest held high, I said, “The fiftieth floor of the Tower and up are filled with masterful fighters from all over the universe. You don’t think all of them will be like me and my colleagues, do you? We talked to you guys and understood each other. Even now you fight me, not because you don't like me, but because you want a breathtaking finale."
    

    
      Estelle’s autumn rain had already melted all the fog. My children were looking at me.
    

    
      “But those on the fiftieth floor will be different,” I said. “The princess said that each Tower’s quests are different, but from the thirtieth floor onward, they are generally similar. To accept you as equals and cherish you as children, we Hunters first have to accept all of you as real people. Not as NPCs or dungeon dwellers or anything like that, but as living beings.”
    

    
      How many Towers would have such a mindset at the ready, though? Back when the Black Witch was ranked second in the hierarchy, people had considered the Tower as some kind of game.
    

    
      “How many other Hunters do you think wiped out their own species and cleared the fortieth floor?” 
    

    
      As I thought of the fourteen Asuras who had fallen to the Fire Emperor before my regression, I looked at the hundreds of thousands of Asuras now gathered before me.
    

    
      “If there were one such Tower, that means there are at least tens of millions of Hunters who live there. With ten Towers like that, that makes it hundreds of millions of Hunters. If there are a hundred Towers, there would be tens of billions of Hunters. They would all be standing on top of the countless corpses.”
    

    
      Before I knew it, the vassals of the Death King Clan had gathered around me. Kim Yul looked down as he tied up his long hair with the hair tie I had given him, while Sylvia Evanail clasped her hands together in front of her and stood quietly and obediently. They didn’t care about the gazes of millions of people looking up at them. 
    

    
      Estelle’s autumn rain soaked all of us. 
    

    
      “Those Hunters don’t see you guys as people,” I went on. “They will kill others before their victims can even scream.”
    

    
      Steam flowed out from the Terras’ shoulders. Their skin was spitting out the warmth of their hearts. My children, my treasures who had studied the demonic cult’s doctrine and danced in Cavefire plays, knew better than anyone what I was talking about.
    

    
      “Those guys will pompously call themselves winners.”
    

    
      Like the Fire Emperor used to.
    

    
      “A swarm of fans will worship those guys as heroes.”
    

    
      Like I used to.
    

    
      “You will meet them in the world beyond the fiftieth floor.” 
    

    
      I raised my hand and pointed to the red sky. If that wasn’t hell, then where was hell?
    

    
      
        [The quest is in progress.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Bloodborns have begun voting.]
      
    

    
      The Black Witch landed without making any sound. She stood right next to me, impassively staring at the bloody world.
    

    
      “Death King is right.”
    

    
      “Anastasha—”
    

    
      “It’s hard to see it as our fault. The wolves that appear in the hunting grounds are called monsters. If you read the names of people in the Aegim Empire with a mind-reading Skill, they are marked as NPCs. Well, that may be because the Aegim Empire has already been destroyed and restored.”
    

    
      The corners of the Black Witch’s lips curled up, making less of a smile and more of a sneer.
    

    
      “People commit murder even if they don’t have a reason. If nothing stops them from killing, then it’s no different from giving them a free pass for a massacre. If the Death King is right and the world beyond the fiftieth floor is a battleground for all the Towers’ melee, then it would be harder to find someone there who isn’t a murderer.”
    

    
      The Black Witch turned her head. Bats were hanging from the branches of the lush palm trees.
    

    
      “I’m sorry for getting in your way every time you tried to conquer the continent despite being your mother, but this universe is bigger than you think. There are more enemies you have to face than you can imagine. Of course, there will be monsters you cannot defeat. You have watched the other species for thousands of years. The Terras will never betray you first, neither will the Fingills and the Skians. Now, even the Shellmounts and Sylvans don’t have a reason to turn their backs on you. Children, your mission shouldn’t be fighting against these innocent species for hegemony on this small continent. Instead, unite and fight the enemies who will threaten your world.”
    

    
      The Black Witch smiled gently. The bats flapped their wings.
    

    
      
        [All votes have been counted.]
      
    

    
      
        [Choice 2 Voting Percentage: 02.45%]
      
    

    
      
        [Choice 1 Voting Percentage: 97.55%]
      
    

    
      
        [The forty-third floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      “We share an alliance of blood,” the Black Witch said softly. 
    

    
      We cleared even the forty-third floor, far surpassing the highest floor reached before my regression, the fortieth floor. The stages that had brought down even the Fire Emperor and the Black Witch were being cleared one by one, but that wasn't all.
    

    
      
        [The quest is in progress.]
      
    

    
      
        [The concubi have begun voting.]
      
    

    
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      I blinked and turned toward the Black Witch. The concubi weren’t originally included in the species we cared for. 
    

    
      She met my eyes and smiled faintly. “Gong-Ja, sometimes you think too lightly of me.”
    

    
      "What?"
    

    
      “There are others who are running around trying to clear the floors. It’s not just you. I told you that I used up all my species points last time trying to recruit the concubi, so I had no choice but to be eliminated. Have you ever thought about why someone like me would risk being eliminated?”
    

    
      
        [Counting complete.]
      
    

    
      
        [Choice 2 Voting Percentage: 00.00%]
      
    

    
      
        [Choice 1 Voting Percentage: 100.00%]
      
    

    
      My jaw was on the floor. “Not a single objection…”
    

    
      “Well, let’s just say that I’ve successfully signed some contracts. Even if we’re friends, we have to respect the confidentiality of our contracts. Right?” the Black Witch asked with a wink. 
    

    
      
        [The forty-fourth floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        Haha. 
      
    

    
      I smiled back at her before turning toward my son.
    

    
      “Uburka, as you may know, I don’t think choosing your species was a mistake. Even if I were to be born again or return to the moment I chose you guys, I’d still choose and raise you again. You are my best children, just like I’m the best father for you.”
    

    
      “I know, ugor,” Uburka said with a nod. “I know, Daddy, but…”
    

    
      I grinned. “Do you think my burden is too heavy? Do you want to lessen the burden? Is that why you challenged me to a duel? So you can fight alongside me? Well, there is no need for that. Just as I am the whole world to you, you’re as valuable as the whole world to me. You see and feel the world the same way I do. We are people of the same universe.”
    

    
      I grabbed Uburka's hand and looked at the Terras lined up behind him. 
    

    
      “My dear friends, beyond the fiftieth floor, there will be people who didn’t have the luck we had. Some will think of us as lucky and will treat all of this as a mere game to become tyrants and monarchs—a mere game to gain a life of pleasure.”
    

    
      
        [The quest is in progress.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Terras have begun voting.]
      
    

    
      "Let's go."
    

    
      
        [Counting complete.]
      
    

    
      “In the name of Demonic Heaven, with the dance and flames of Cavefire.”
    

    
      
        [Choice 2 Voting Percentage: 00.00%]
      
    

    
      “Let’s show them who we are,” I said.
    

    
      Uburka remained quiet, but his silence wasn’t eerie. This was his way of agreeing with me. His fangs had always been sharp, so it didn't take long for him to chew and digest my words.
    

    
      “Will you kill people who deserve to die, Daddy?” he asked. 
    

    
      “We will save those who deserve to live.”
    

    
      “How can we know who should live and how they would live a fulfilling life?”
    

    
      I took out my dagger and tapped its taped handle. “With my death. And with that person’s life.”
    

    
      “Is that so?” Uburka muttered, nodding. He silently grabbed the hand with which I held my dagger.
    

    
      
        [Choice 1 Voting Percentage: 100.00%]
      
    

    
      
        [The forty-fifth floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      I stroked Uburka's arm. “It's okay. We are stronger and more capable than those of any Tower. We’ll be able to save countless worlds and people.”
    

    
      I looked down. From now on, my children would help others who are at their wit’s end, and everyone was going to call them Asuras. One day, they would become Heavenly Demons. 
    

    
      I reached out my hand to my children. “Climb the Tower with me.”
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      The species got to meet their gods directly for the first time in thousands of years, so they celebrated the occasion with a festival. The parent-children meetings concluded quite neatly. Many species were delighted to learn that their parents were better than they had originally thought.
    

    
      The Black Witch and I were sitting together on a wide rock, watching the festival taking place in the jungle. She made a small sound as if she suddenly came to a realization.
    

    
      “What’s wrong?” I asked. 
    

    
      “Ummm… According to the Mirage-Walking Princess, there are many Hunters in other worlds who climb the Tower besides us. Though it’s hard to imagine that.”
    

    
      “Well, yes, I would guess so…”
    

    
      The Guardian yawned next to me. Despite being a ghost, he seemed to have an upset stomach, or at least that was the impression I had because of all the burping. Gosh, if only others could see this hilarious sight.
    

    
      The Black Witch narrowed her eyes and looked around, though she saw nothing of importance. Around us were just palm trees and vines hanging from the huge, green leaves. “Huh? Why are you looking back? Is someone there?” 
    

    
      It was a shame she couldn’t see a ghost.
    

    
      I shrugged. “I felt a presence. It was probably a snail or a squirrel or something.” 
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      “Please continue.”
    

    
      “Well, okay… So, all the elites from across the universe are rushing into the Tower, right?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “There must be Hunters out there who are much stronger than us, Death King. Like you said, we’re strong, but that doesn’t mean we’re invincible. There may be forces that are more vicious, stronger, or bigger than us.”
    

    
      “You’re right.”
    

    
      “Speaking of which…” The Black Witch slightly offered a small smile. Even she seemed to think that her smile was awkward and out of nowhere. “Can’t we just continue our lives without going up to the fiftieth floor? Ah, don't get me wrong. I’m not saying that the two of us should do that. I’m just saying that I think many other Hunters and Tower residents would think that way.”
    

    
      I sipped on my tea. “I guess you’re right.”
    

    
      The jungle was far from the cities and towns of this world. Here, all the species had gathered to fight the energy dragon. It was difficult to find proper tea leaves, let alone a cup to pour the tea into. However, the Terras had gathered exceptionally tough, non-toxic leaves, layered them and knotted them to create a pretty teacup made from the jungle. The Terras had smiled shyly when they handed me the teacup as a gift.
    

    
      
        “The jungle is cold at dawn! You’ll get cold!”
      
    

    
      
        “Ugor, a warm stomach brings happiness for the day!”
      
    

    
      This was the offering I had received at dawn. No god could have received a happier offering than this. Very few parents would have been given a more loving offering than this. I was joyous.
    

    
      “There will be a lot of people like that,” I said as I took a sip from the most luxurious teacup in the world. 
    

    
      A warm feeling slowly spread down my throat and all the way into my stomach. The Terras’ gesture didn’t just make me smile and laugh. It really touched me.
    

    
      “That’s right. We’ve already taken over the continent where the Aegim Empire rules. The magic books we can obtain from there are among the most insignificant resources we can find. Plenty of manpower, endless monsters and prey, ores, gold, oil…”
    

    
      The Black Witch lowered her voice. “There are already many radicals who want to drive out the Aegim Empire people, just like the Americans did to the natives. ‘If we take away all their land and plunder their resources, we’ll become the new sovereigns of the world with our overwhelmingly advanced civilization.’ That’s what they say.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Anastasha. If the Black Dragon Guild hadn’t restricted movement between the floors, it would have happened long ago.”
    

    
      “I will gladly accept your gratitude, but I can’t suppress these guys forever.” The Black Witch became serious. “Gong-Ja, you are a hero.” 
    

    
      She looked desperate, so I could feel that her remark just now wasn’t a compliment. It was more like a prelude to some kind of warning.
    

    
      “You are treated as a hero because you’ve never really gotten involved in ruling the Tower. The Black Dragon, the Pantheon, the MA, the OJP Sect, the Watchmen league… The top-tier guilds have given you the position of assistant leader, but you’ve never once used your title to seize power. You’ve never even gotten involved in politics. Do you understand what I mean?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Once I begin to rule the tower, I’ll lose my mask as a hero.” 
    

    
      “To be exact, the mask will be split into two. Those who possess one half of the mask will become your fervent followers, but those who destroy and stomp on the other half will brandish their pitchforks against you.”
    

    
      Perhaps her voice resonated with such firm conviction because she had experienced a civil war in the outside world. 
    

    
      “If the two forces are even, a civil war will break out between the guilds that follow you and ones who don’t. The people will become divided and fight over who will seize control of our Tower—”
    

    
      “Not this time.”
    

    
      “Yeah, there won’t be a civil war this time. All the Five Guilds that rule the Tower, the Black Dragon, the Pantheon, the MA, the Watchmen League and the OJP Sect strongly support you.”
    

    
      The trust between us was unprecedented. The radicals who wanted to steal my mask and break it were weak, too weak to wage war against us.
    

    
      “My plan is to purge,” the Black Witch said calmly.
    

    
      “By purge, you mean…”
    

    
      “Yes, I will eliminate all the radicals and potential dangers.”
    

    
      For a moment, there was silence.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      From somewhere in the distance, the sound of firewood crackling and turning to charcoal could be heard. I didn’t pay attention to it. Instead, I was thinking back to the story the Inquisitor had told me in Raviel’s world. My mind drifted to the [You have died] message I had seen countless times.
    

    
      I looked into my friend’s eyes and said, “Anastasha, because of that purge, all the guild leaders were at odds.”
    

    
      A long time ago, the Great Purge had claimed hundreds of thousands of lives, causing the relationship between the Five Guilds to deteriorate. The Sword Star had stepped down from his position as the leader of the Watchmen League. Instead of filling that role, the Paladin had remained as the assistant leader. The Black Witch had chosen to hide in the darkness. The Viper and the Inquisitor… The rainy street crossed my mind again as I closed my eyes and recalled the other world that the Tower master showed me.
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right,” the Black Witch replied. “But you showed up, Gong-Ja. Thanks to you, we’re back on good terms again. I’m truly grateful for that.”
    

    
      She sighed. “But back then, the Five Guilds didn’t have control of the Tower like they do now. That’s why it was hard to weed out the rotten apples, so they end up making a lot of unnecessary noise. But now…”
    

    
      “Now?”
    

    
      “Things are different now. The relationship between the Five Guilds is better than ever, and I’ve been accumulating information on the powerful Hunters in the Tower for a long time. What their general ideology is, what they’ve been doing, and so on. I just need to pick out the extremists and deal with them quickly and covertly. No one will even know that they are dead,” she said firmly.
    

    
      I recalled a certain alley where a nameless Hunter had died. And then I also remembered a certain hunting ground. Another nameless Hunter who had died there now lived in my shadow. 
    

    
      I crossed my arms. After pondering for a bit, I asked, “And then what? People keep coming in. The number of extremists you mentioned will likely increase over time. What are you going to do about all of them?”
    

    
      She bit her lower lip. “I’ll take care of them too. People’s skin becomes flaky sometimes. Food turns into feces after the body squeezes out its nutrients. The accumulated nutrients later turn into fat. Waste is inevitably created, so we need to deal with it. These are things that must be done to maintain order, things that have to be carried out no matter what. Otherwise, we can’t maintain the ideal—”
    

    
      I touched the back of her hand. Despite the muggy heat of the jungle, my friend’s hand always felt as cold as ice. “Anastasha, we’ve talked about this before. Bring them to me.”
    

    
      We had talked about this on the day we cleared the Immortal Happiness Preacher’s world. I had declared to the Black Witch, the Inquisitor, the Countess, the Paladin, and the Viper that I would be their king and lead them. I had no intention of withdrawing my declaration or saying that it was a mistake. The declaration still stood tall.
    

    
      “Anastasha, you can advise and warn me about what kind of person they are and if they should really be punished. But I’ll be the one who sentences them. I’ll look into their eyes and see their life. Bring them to me first.”
    

    
      She sighed, not because she was tired, but because she was sad. “And then? Are you going to persuade them?”
    

    
      “Killing them will be our last choice.”
    

    
      “Do you know how difficult that is?”
    

    
      “Once you get used to killing, persuasion becomes a hassle. But, Anastasha, this is the right path. You should find killing the hardest.”
    

    
      It took a while for the Black Witch to reply. “You are the assistant leader of the Black Dragon Guild, even though this rank is just nominal. It’s hard to find fault with you even if you wander around our guild. I won’t guide you, so go find out who the extremists are and try to convince them.”
    

    
      I smiled. “Thank you, Anastasha, for agreeing with me on this one—”
    

    
      “I couldn’t be more glad to hear that, Black Dragon Master,” a voice called out. 
    

    
      We heard footsteps behind us. The newcomer was a mere ten meters away. It took me half a second to grab the hilt of my sword and unsheath it. 
    

    
      I shouted, “Black Dragon Master! You have my consent!”
    

    
      Less than two seconds later, Anastasha grabbed my sleeve and activated her Skill. “Teleportation!”
    

    
      “Patriarch, please step back.”
    

    
      “Maaaaan, you sneaked up on our landlord? How fucking rude is that?”
    

    
      Two seconds after we heard the footsteps, Estelle and the Four Demon Kings jumped from the top of the palm trees, ran out of dark bushes, or emerged from behind rocks.
    

    
      “Phew.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      The Black Witch and I teleported all the way into the backline. My holy sword was already drawn. The hundreds of cultists who were in charge of my protection now surrounded us. In just three seconds, they responded to the unidentified intruder. 
    

    
      The intruder stroked his beard, thinking. He was wearing a mask, and his voice was distorted by aura, making it difficult to tell who he was. He was wearing a straw robe, which made it even more difficult to identify him. He was the definition of an uninvited guest. However, I could tell that he was also surprised.
    

    
      “I was just trying to prank you and test how much your skills have improved… Well, I’m a bit embarrassed because my prank failed, but your response was nearly perfect.”
    

    
      But there was a certain familiarity to his voice that was difficult to hide despite the distortions. I took in the intruder’s figure, posture, and aura intensity. “Oh, are you by any chance the Sword Star?”
    

    
      The intruder removed his mask, and a familiar face appeared before our eyes. I saw the smile of a senior gentleman who had aged well. Even his wrinkles were beautiful.
    

    
      “It’s been a while. I met the Inquisitor. We chatted for a bit. He told me he swore his loyalty to you and that the Black Dragon Master became your friend. Yes, a lot has happened since I last saw you, but I suppose that makes sense. Strange things happen to us sometimes. I can understand that, but…”
    

    
      The Sword Star smiled. It was rare for him to smile, but when he did, he looked very innocent, like a child. I could only stare at him, speechless.
    

    
      “There’s a rumor that even the Watchmen League’s assistant leader has become your friend! Haha. I was too ashamed to ask her directly, so I went to the MA master and asked if it was true. She smiled and confirmed that it was indeed true. I was surprised. Even after all these years, life is full of surprises.”
    

    
      I relaxed and sighed. “Was that something you had to check, sir? You even had to hide your identity from us?”
    

    
      The Sword Star took off the straw robe that covered him. “Of course, these major changes had to be confirmed.”
    

    
      The robe dropped to the ground, revealing a perfectly tailored black suit that hugged his thighs and arms beautifully. The outfit looked perfect for office work.
    

    
      “It’s an important issue that determines whether I should retire or not.”
    

    
      The formal black suit couldn’t conceal the Sword Star’s level. It had a soft outline that wrapped around his muscles. Only the red tie, an essential of an office worker, flowed freely, giving some room to breathe to the tight and tense suit.
    

    
      The Ranked 1 Hunter was exactly the same as he had been for over ten years. Although I was impressed by his appearance, the Black Witch asked, “Retirement? What do you mean? Are you finally starting to yearn for the life of an old man relocated in the back room of the house? Congratulations. You were already like that after retiring from the Watchmen League, but now you have found your true calling.”
    

    
      The Sword Star shrugged. 
    

    
      The Black Witch continued. “When we were hunting down the Demon King with Gong-Ja, I thought you changed a little, but after that, you went back to being lazy.”
    

    
      “I did my best in my own way.”
    

    
      Anastasha frowned. “That kind of attitude annoys me. The same goes for how the expedition went. The Purens you’ve chosen had almost no influence on history. It wouldn’t have been strange for them to become the most violent species. You’re their god. You ordered them to seclude themselves, didn’t you?”
    

    
      The senior gentleman smiled faintly. This also wasn’t a common occurrence. “I won’t deny it.”
    

    
      “Why? Because you’re thinking about retirement, like you said?”
    

    
      “No matter what position I had in the outside world, I am now just a Hunter and a swordsman. If there ever comes a day when a swordsman retires, it’ll only be the moment when I die and let go of the sword. I’ve been watching you… Well, that’s not exactly true.”
    

    
      Maybe I was imagining it, but the tension around me grew stronger. It was mainly the wariness displayed by the Black Witch as she glared at the Sword Star.
    

    
      He nodded once as if he understood her wariness, but that was all. He wiped the smile from his lips and quietly said, “I was testing you.”
    

    
      The Black Witch let out a laugh. “You still haven’t gotten off that high horse, have you? Seriously, who do you think you are—”
    

    
      “If the Death King had accepted your purge, Black Dragon Master, I would have killed him right here, right now.”
    

    
      The siege was complete. Estelle drew her red sword, ready to confront the Sword Star, with the Four Demon Kings getting into formation to assist her. Everyone drew their swords. All the cultists had been hiding in the shadows of the forest, obscured by the palm trees. Now, they were ready to attack.
    

    
      Nobody uttered a single word as they stared at the Sword Star, taking him in. The moment he unleashed his aura or harbored bloodlust, a thousand swords would slash at his limbs. However, the Sword Star only had eyes for me. 
    

    
      I slowly put my sword back into the sheath. The Black Witch tapped my shoulder, but it didn’t matter. I stared back into the Sword Star’s eyes.
    

    
      “Sir, I know you would never hurt me.”
    

    
      The senior swordsman’s eyes were clear.
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      “Are you really sure I won’t kill you?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes, you could have just taken us by surprise. The Black Dragon Master would have lost a hand, and I also might have lost a member. Your timing was perfect, yet you intentionally let your footsteps be heard. It was basically a warning. ‘If something like a purge were to happen, I would never sit idly by.’ You’ve made that clear to me—no, to the Black Dragon Master. Because there is already a high level of trust between you and me.”
    

    
      The tension in the area was still suffocating. I smiled and approached the Sword Star.
    

    
      Naturally, the Black Witch panicked. “Hey, Kim Gong-Ja, where are you going? Stay with me, you idiot! Don’t you understand what I’m saying? You have to stick with me if I’m going to use my teleportation, you idiot! 
      
        Ah
      
      , you wacko!”
    

    
      Behind my back, the Black Witch was huffing and puffing as she called me names. The funny thing was that her angry voice was getting closer and closer. Although she was angrily telling me not to go, she was following me diligently as I walked toward the swordsman who had not lost his top spot in the Hunter rankings for over a decade. He laughed as he watched us.
    

    
      It made both me and the Black Witch stop in our tracks. We exchanged glances, asking each other if at least one of us understood what was going on. However, the Black Witch only shrugged.
    

    
      The senior gentleman’s laughter only grew louder, as if he had truly seen everything there was to see in life. He was close to rolling on the ground in a way that didn’t suit him. Every time he laughed, his neatly trimmed white beard trembled.
    

    
      “Have you gone senile?” the Black Witch asked, looking fed up.
    

    
      I cleared my throat. “Should I contact the Chemist and ask her to make some kind of cure for you?”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      , come to think of it, she’s also one of your people. How the heck did you recruit all these young talents? I think we need to create a system to restrict excessive talent hoarding.”
    

    
      “What kind of strange system is that?”
    

    
      The Sword Star probably noticed how close I was with the Black Witch from our small talk. He laughed for a long time.
    

    
      “What’s so funny, sir?” I asked. 
    

    
      “How could I not laugh, young man? The one standing beside you is the master of the Black Dragon Guild, also known as the Witch of Darkness. She’s always cool-headed and never hesitates to kill anyone, yet she’s very worried about your safety.”
    

    
      
        Ah. 
      
    

    
      The Sword Star called me “young man” instead of Death King. I preferred the former a lot more because it made me feel much more at ease, as if I were his grandson. There was a certain pleasant feeling when he called me “young man.”
    

    
      “I… I was worried that you might change,” the Sword Star said. “You’re now a true elite member of this Tower. It’s natural for you to be friends with the Five Guild leaders. Young man, unbeknownst to you, the guild leaders may be a bad influence on you.”
    

    
      The Black Witch snapped. “What? Bad influence? What the hell do you think of us to say that?”
    

    
      “Are you offended?”
    

    
      “Do you think I should be? What makes 
      
        you 
      
      so great?” She bared her teeth as if she wanted to bite off the Sword Star’s neck. “You also took part in the Great Purge, but you always act all high and mighty! You stepped down from the position of leader of the Watchmen League, so go spend the rest of your life in a temple or something instead of going around killing Hunters suspected of being murderers, you crazy old man! People should have some sense of shame. What we’re doing is evil purging, yet what you’re killing is a dark hero’s punishment? Why don’t you get a bat mask or something? Actually, that guy doesn’t kill people either.” 
    

    
      I could feel the pent-up criticism that the Black Witch had for the Sword Star all the way to my bones. This merciless storm struck him, but he didn’t even blink. 
    

    
      “I see you are very sensible,” the Sword Star said.
    

    
      Anastasha paused. “What?” 
    

    
      “Most of the residents living in the Tower know you as a cold-blooded monarch. A woman who poisons her enemies without anyone knowing how she did it. An iron-blooded ruler who has spies all over the streets so that she can hear all about what happens in the Tower. An empress who coldly gets rid of anyone who stands in her way.”
    

    
      The Black Witch clenched her fists, her bottom lip trembling. It looked like she didn’t know what to say, unable to figure out whether the Sword Star was just teasing her or had some other plan in mind. 
    

    
      The Sword Star let go of the hilt of his sword and pointed at her. “But look at you now. No one is more sensible, more human than you are. You rejoice when meaningless sacrifices are reduced. Inevitable sacrifices make you shed tears. Corruption and incompetence anger you. You respect heroes who actually achieve something, praising effort and struggle.”
    

    
      The Sword Star had been laughing out until now, but the smile vanished from his eyes. His moonlit eyes shifted between the Black Witch and me.
    

    
      “Even though she’s a person of power who assassinated and purged countless people, young man, she’s very human. That’s why I couldn’t help but worry about you, young man.”
    

    
      His voice became much more gentle as he spoke to me, but his tone was still firm. His white eyebrows were two firm, straight lines.
    

    
      “Usually, people say that if you peel off one layer from a person, that person becomes more human, but I beg to differ. While wearing a mask, anyone can look human.”
    

    
      I remained silent. Beyond the wide rock where we stood earlier, the festival was still in full swing. The Terras had even readied drums and started playing them enthusiastically. All the species got drunk on the Sylvans’ free wine.
    

    
      I nodded. “You’re right.” 
    

    
      The Black Witch, the Inquisitor, the Countess, and the Viper had all had their hands soaked in blood. Even the Sword Star had been like that until he met me. Same for Raviel.
    

    
      If I were to permanently die and disappear for some reason, if no one could ever get me back… Just like Raviel completed me, I completed her. If one of us were to disappear, the one left behind would be the broken remains of a completely frozen heart. It didn’t take much for a person to be ruined.
    

    
      I looked straight into the Sword Star’s wrinkled eyes. “But it’s okay. As long as I’m alive, it’s okay. Anastasha always tries to take the easy way out, saying she can’t help it. But if I’m by her side, she’ll think about it more. If I ask her about it, she’ll think about it twice more. If I say I adamantly refuse her decision, she’ll sigh and backtrack, saying that I’m walking down a difficult path again. It’s the same for other Hunters.” 
    

    
      I looked down at the festival. Dozens of Shellmounts had made a net out of their tentacles and used it to toss the Inquisitor in the air.
    

    
      “
      
        Hahaha! Haha!
      
       Awesome! I feel like a rockstar!” 
    

    
      The Inquisitor’s laughter could be heard all the way here. The Countess was having tea with the Sylvans while the Paladin was swimming with the Fingills.
    

    
      “The Inquisitor often says things like ‘
      
        Hmm!
      
       Let’s kill the guy to avoid any trouble!’ He only knows the easiest, simplest, and most certain way to deal with unpleasant stuff. But if I tell him to reconsider, he’ll listen. You said that anyone can pretend to be human if they wear a mask. Sir, then I’ll gladly become the mask for us.”
    

    
      I walked right up to the Sword Star. If either of us were to draw their sword, the other would die. “Sir, you are no exception. After meeting me, you stopped relying on your Skill to kill murderers and said you would trust your eyes. What makes a person human isn’t a mask, a bluff, or showing off. Sir, it’s the other people who are always there for them.” 
    

    
      I grabbed something from my pocket. It was the lily-scented handkerchief that Raviel had given me. I held it tightly so that no one could see it. “I am that kind of person to Anastasha, and that is who she is to me.”
    

    
      Silence. The distant cheers and laughter echoed around our ears, especially the Inquisitor’s high-pitched laughter. Apart from that, it was quiet all around. No sound came from the jungle surrounding us.
    

    
      “Yes,” the Sword Star said. “You have already become someone like that to me.”
    

    
      My heart rejoiced. I smiled. “I’m glad to hear that.”
    

    
      “You have taught me the hard way that I can be wrong. This time, you have shown me that even a person like the Black Dragon Master can change. With every three encounters I have with you, I change. You are not only a good friend, but also a good teacher.”
    

    
      That was a bit too much. The Sword Star tended to be way too extra. Threats, warnings, emotions, compliments, he exaggerated all of them. Anyway, although he looked neat in his suit, he was incredibly passionate.
    

    
      “But, young man, there is a fatal flaw in what you say.”
    

    
      I tilted my head. “Pardon? Fatal flaw?”
    

    
      The Sword Star nodded. “
      
        Hmm.
      
       You could call it a weakness. If you die, everyone around you will turn back into the beasts they were before, or even worse than before.”
    

    
      It was the same thing the Mirage-Walking Princess had told me before.
    

    
      “The Black Dragon Master and the Inquisitor told you their real names. The hundreds of warriors who are watching you and me right now are holding their swords ready to attack at any moment. It’s not just them, but all the people around you will go mad, perhaps as much as your duke. They will become beasts that will tear the world apart.” 
    

    
      The Sword Star lightly tapped me on my chest, right where my heart was.
    

    
      “So if you wish us to remain human, young man, you must value your own life above all else. No matter what happens or what sacrifices are made, you must protect your own life. That is the duty of one who dared to lead the Inquisitor on the path of humanity, befriended the Black Dragon Master, and prevented me from killing a single person in the past few months.”
    

    
      “Yes,” I said with a slow nod. I already knew this, but hearing it again steeled my resolve. “I will never, ever leave them.”
    

    
      “Never?”
    

    
      “… I will do my best.”
    

    
      Only then did the Sword Star offer a playful smile. “Well, yes. That would be the most reliable promise you can make. I’m sorry, but my distrust for people is deeper than that of the Black Dragon Master. Ever since I was little, I’ve found humans a bit repulsive, disgusting even. Even McCalister asked me about it. The promise you just made doesn’t seem like it will be kept. No, I have a feeling it will definitely be broken. 
      
        Hmm
      
      . I don’t like to brag, but my intuition is very good.”
    

    
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      “Death King,” he said.
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      The grass blades rustled gently as the Sword Star knelt in front of me on one knee. “I want to be your bodyguard.”
    

    
      
        What now?
      
    

    
      “I want to be your bodyguard, protect your life, and forever preserve the humanity of those around you.” 
    

    
      The Sword Star winked. Despite his old age, seeing him wink seemed fitting. He had probably broken many hearts while young. 
    

    
      “I’m a retiree who’s well past the average retirement age for a bodyguard, but will you hire this poor old man?”
    

    
      
        Sir, you are a former chairman of a company and the number one swordsman in the Tower. Why would you become my bodyguard?
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      “S-Sir, you’re going to protect me?”
    

    
      The Sword Star nodded vigorously. “Don’t think that my age will get in the way of protecting you.”
    

    
      “No, that’s not it…”
    

    
      Well, I could see his beautifully contoured trapezius under the collar of his white shirt as he nodded. I couldn’t help but wonder if his actual age would be of any impediment to him.
    

    
      “Don’t be surprised. Didn’t you say that you should stay alive so that the Black Dragon Master and the others won’t regress to the hooligans they were before?”
    

    
      Anastasha didn’t like that. “Hooligans? I wonder who you might be talking about? Oh, are you talking about that old hooligan who goes around slashing people and claiming to kill a murderer once every ten days? Gong-Ja, as the leader of the Black Dragon Guild, my specialty is gathering information. Oh my, interestingly enough, the list of people that old man has killed and the circumstances of the incidents are stored in a secret safe that only I have access to. Would you like to take a look at it later?”
    

    
      “It’s a good thing my list is still small enough to fit in a vault, Black Dragon Master. Yours is so long you’d need to rent an entire building.”
    

    
      “I wrote it down on a file and stored it on a USB stick, not on paper! Do you have to always make it obvious that you’re a boomer?”
    

    
      
        You guys really don’t get along, huh?
      
    

    
      It seemed that their argument could be heard from afar. The Inquisitor appeared behind me after using his Divine Formula: Teleportation.
    

    
      “Oh! Sword Star, the undisputed number one in the Hunter ranking, and the unstoppable Rank 2 Hunter, Death King! You two seem to be on peaceful terms as of right now, but the residents of the Tower are curious about how this will turn out. The Sword Star becoming a bodyguard? That’s newsworthy,” the Inquisitor said with a beaming smile. 
    

    
      As usual, he had an angelic expression, but the Shellmounts had been throwing him high in the air with their tentacles up until now. Therefore, the Inquisitor was drenched in the Shellmounts’ mucus. It dripped down his face as he nodded.
    

    
      “Uh, Bambolina, I’m sorry, but could you please step away from me?” I asked, annoyed. 
    

    
      “Hahaha! If the Sword Star becomes the bodyguard of the Death King, everyone will know who gained the upper hand between you two!”
    

    
      The Inquisitor spread his arms and laughed heartily. The aloe-like mucus clinging to his clothes went flying in all directions. Naturally, I was the one who took the most damage since I was right in front of him. Well, judging from the consistency of the mucus, maybe it had some beneficial effects for my skin, at the very least. 
    

    
      “It’s about time for your faction to step into the light, Death King. Recruiting the Rank 1 Hunter as your bodyguard will make the headlines. Let’s announce this to the entire Tower!”
    

    
      “Huh? Announce what?” I asked, wrapping aura around me to slowly get rid of the mucus.
    

    
      “That you gained unprecedented power in this Tower, of course! You already are the Tower’s hero, but your image as a warrior is still stronger. This is where the Black Dragon Master’s image-polishing skill shines! However, now you need to resemble a monarch, the king of the Tower.”
    

    
      “I don’t really have a reason to do that…”
    

    
      The Inquisitor smiled. “But you do, Master.” 
    

    
      I looked around. At some point, the Black Witch and the Sword Star had stopped arguing and turned to look at me. When I glanced around, I saw Estelle and the other vassals of my clan. Far away, the Countess had stopped drinking her tea with the Sylvans, and the Paladin had also halted swimming with the Fingills. Everyone’s eyes were on me.
    

    
      
        Uh, what is going on?
      
    

    
      Anastasha broke the strange silence. “Gong-Ja, this old scoundrel told you earlier that he has been testing you. You might not want to hear this, but it wasn’t just him who has been doing that. We all have as we constantly observed you.”
    

    
      I had heard a similar story before. The others had been watching me to see if I was worthy of being their colleague, but I had probably already passed that test. Why?
    

    
      “We did it to see if you were qualified to be our leader. I’m happy and lucky to have you as my friend and colleague, but we can’t simply accept misfortune as an accident or good fortune as a joy.”
    

    
      “We are leaders,” a new voice chimed in. 
    

    
      I turned around to see the Paladin standing on the wide rock, soaking wet from swimming with the Fingills. When she squeezed out the water in her hair, droplets fell on the surface of the rock.
    

    
      “The Black Dragon, the Pantheon, the MA, the OJP Sect, the Watchmen League. Aside from these five guilds, there are thirteen mid-sized guilds under their command, including the Alchemist Office. Although this is officially disclosed information, four guilds work as our subordinates. The guilds that have subcontracts with us number in the hundreds. If I trace the subcontracts of the subcontractors, they can easily cover everyone in Babylon. It’s easy to be our business partner, but it’s hard to be our colleague. It’s even harder to be our friend. What you’ve achieved is very difficult.”
    

    
      “So,” the Black Witch interrupted, “I thought maybe something a little more difficult might be possible.”
    

    
      “There is something we anticipate,” the Paladin said. “There was only one reason we maintained the Five Guilds system after the Great Purge. It was to keep each other in check. Almost everyone else in the Tower belongs to a guild.”
    

    
      “The Five Guilds have the same amount of power and expertise, so we cooperated with each other while competing at the same time. In addition, we swore to protect the property rights of the people who belong to the guilds, as well as the people themselves,” the Black Witch added. 
    

    
      “Joining, withdrawing, or rejoining a guild is entirely up to the Tower residents. The guilds that don’t share their profits instead of hoarding it will naturally decline and disappear.”
    

    
      “With that in mind, we created the Tower’s system. In other words…” 
    

    
      “We weren’t confident in ourselves,” the Paladin said. “We weren’t confident that we wouldn’t become corrupt if we stood alone. If I had been given the power to subdue the Black Dragon Guild, I would have gladly thrown all of its members in prison. They run various shops and information agencies that operate on the border between legal and illegal. I would have gladly sorted all of them out and defined them as cancerous lumps of the Tower, but I wasn’t sure if I could still be myself after carrying out those executions.”
    

    
      “I made scenarios to assassinate every Hunter from the first to the tenth in the rank,” the Black Witch said. “Though I haven’t put them into practice since the Great Purge. I’m not sure whether I would have held back if the Black Dragon Guild stood tall as the supreme guild instead of one of the Five Guilds. No matter how much I think of myself as a person with plenty of self-control, I owe that self-control to the people around me.”
    

    
      
        Meow.
      
    

    
      A calico cat approached. She had the body and the eyes of a cat, but her gaze was human. She said, “As you know, we didn’t trust each other very much. The reason a civil war didn’t start within the Tower was that we didn’t trust ourselves very much either.”
    

    
      “Yes,” the Sword Star said. “After all, we also wear masks to appear human. Death King, we have been testing you to see what kind of person you are.”
    

    
      
        Test? What test? For how long has this been going on?
      
    

    
      “While you were away, we got together and talked about you quite a few times.”
    

    
      “When in the world did you—” 
    

    
      “After clearing the Great Library of All Life and preparing to enter the thirtieth floor, I conducted background checks on you. Your spending habits, the people you meet, your attitude when meeting strangers… I investigated and shared almost everything. That’s my specialty,” the Black Witch said calmly.
    

    
      “Isn’t that… an invasion of privacy?”
    

    
      “Yeah. Sorry. I’m really sorry about it, okay? Ah, I really am the worst human being, digging into my colleague’s background like that. Assistant Leader of the Watchmen League, I committed a heinous crime. Will you arrest me?”
    

    
      “Mmm, I declare you not guilty,” the Paladin replied. 
    

    
      “Uh-oh, did you hear that, Gong-Ja? I’m not guilty. I guess that settles it then.”
    

    
      Right, my colleagues—my friends—were guild leaders who wielded absolute power in the Tower.
    

    
      “Don’t worry. I just learned again that your private life is filthy clean.”
    

    
      “That sounds contradictory…”
    

    
      “I also confirmed that you were writing a diary every night to show to the Duke of Ivansia. You should be very thankful that I didn’t acquire the contents of that diary. I was really torn on ordering my subordinates to find that out as well—”
    

    
      “Hello?! Anastasha, are you crazy? Have you completely lost your marbles?”
    

    
      “Ah, but I have an idea of what you wrote there because the very first sentence was always the same. My dear—”
    

    
      “Let’s break off our friendship! Bring out our friendship contract now!” I yelled.
    

    
      “Anyway, the conclusion is that you’re the same on the inside and the outside,” the Paladin interrupted with a bitter smile. “But that’s not enough. If we are to make you our leader, there are certain qualities a leader requires. Impressing us with your morals isn’t what’s important.”
    

    
      The calico cat clung to the Paladin’s calf as if it belonged to her. “We aren’t trying to see how good you are at politics.” 
    

    
      When the Paladin took her into her arms, the Countess settled down. She added, “Politics is best left to the experts. The Paladin handles security, the Black Dragon Master is in charge of the Tower’s internal affairs, and I oversee the economy. If physical strength is needed, we can rely on the Viper. For diplomacy issues with the outside world, we can call in the Sword Star and have him do the work. He’s a stubborn old man who won’t listen to anything, but if you, Death King, make a request, he will listen. So there’s just one last thing we had to test.”
    

    
      The cat narrowed her eyes. She was grinning.
    

    
      “It was to see how you would govern people if you were to become a leader. When we first received the quest information from the Mirage-Walking Princess, I thought, ‘Aha, I can use this.’”
    

    
      From the thirtieth to the fortieth floors, we had to become a god and lead a species.
    

    
      “I didn’t write the test questions right away. The Pantheon Master ran wild for over two hundred years entirely on his own. He had nothing to do with it.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor laughed brightly. “Hahaha, that’s right! This is my first time hearing about this!”
    

    
      “Well, he was clueless, but the OJP Sect Master refused to play along,” the Countess continued. “The Pantheon Master’s sudden rampage inspired me a lot. In dire times when all the species were enslaved except for one, I watched you rally us all to rebel.”
    

    
      The cat gently stroked the knight’s cheek with the back of its paw.
    

    
      “In short, you had the potential of a revolutionary. A revolutionary! Not bad. I don’t dislike it, though the leader we need isn’t a revolutionary. Countless refugees have abandoned their countries and fled from all over the globe to the Tower. They’re busy hating, despising, and laughing at each other, so their leader should be reliable and able to console them. I needed a little more information. For example, how would you treat the foreign species that have come under your rule?”
    

    
      “When you say foreign species—” I murmured. For a moment, I wondered if she was talking about the Terras, but I changed my mind after noticing the smile in the Countess’ eyes. “Sylvans?”
    

    
      “That’s correct, Death King. I like that you catch up quickly.”
    

    
      My eyes were wide. The Countess purred. “The Inquisitor was the first to be eliminated, then it was me. I remember your dumbstruck look when the Mirage-Walking Princess announced my elimination.”
    

    
      
        “W-wait a minute! This is ridiculous! Why did I get eliminated?”
      
    

    
      
        “Umm, the Sylvans gave up on pursuing dominance.”
      
    

    
      If I recalled what the Sylvan elders had been whispering in the video that the princess had shown…
    

    
      
        —Let’s surrender. We can’t win by fighting or get anything from winning. There is nothing good to gain even after spending money. No matter what we do, our business will go bankrupt. We need a cheap way to close it down.
      
    

    
      
        —We offer our country to the Terras so that it will become their vassal state. In return, we ask for their protection.
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah, let’s surrender.
      
    

    
      
        —All we have to do is become a vassal state.
      
    

    
      
        —Thank you, Great Cat.
      
    

    
      That was what had happened. I had thought it was just a funny incident. “Did you drop out on purpose?” I asked.
    

    
      “To be exact, I got myself eliminated.”
    

    
      “The Sylvans surrendered to the Terras on their own—”
    

    
      “Yes, but who raised the Sylvans? What god have they been serving? If you give them some prophecies, hints, or instructions through their dreams, they are bound to obey. Death King, it’s not much different from how you cleared the stages.”
    

    
      If I thought about it, the Sylvans were behind the military funding for the multi-species alliance army. The person I had talked to about this before I met Uburka was also the Countess. She had advised me to negotiate in a way that benefited all the species. Following her advice, I entered Uburka’s dream. Did everything go according to her plan?  
    

    
      If the Countess’ grand plan was for the Sylvans to surrender to the Terras without any bloodshed…
    

    
      “Why would you—” 
    

    
      “I told you it was to test you,” the Countess replied. “Ruling makes it easy to persecute others just because they are from a different country, but we’re talking about an entirely different species that came under your control. They look different, have different habits, and even worship a different god. How could the Terras not discriminate against the Sylvans? I was curious about something. Whether you could lead the Terras well or not was none of my business. We needed to see if you could rule the species that have abandoned their homeland just like we did, without any problems. That is the quality we need in our leader.”
    

    
      I raised my gaze to look at the paladin. She seemed very calm as she held the calico cat in her arms.
    

    
      “Patricia,” I murmured.
    

    
      She was the next to be eliminated after the Countess because she had voluntarily withdrawn from the stage. While the Sylvans had the capital, the Fingills dominated logistics, so the Paladin’s species had naturally joined the Terras too.
    

    
      The Paladin nodded. “Yes, Gong-Ja. I deliberately withdrew to get to know who you are as a person.”
    

    
      I finally realized how the Terras had conquered the continent without shedding too much blood.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 274: The Swordsman (1)
When the Paladin withdrew on the thirty-fourth floor, she said, “If you have to pick one person, let it be me. It’s okay. And since I mentioned that… I don’t really want the Fingills to be the dominating species of the continent. It’ll be enough if they can earn a living for themselves.”
Had the Paladin been putting up an act to deceive me at the time? I didn’t think so. It was possible that the Paladin had heard about the Countess’ plan of testing me and agreed to it, but she had likely participated in the test because she trusted me, not because she was suspicious.
“I’ll leave the rest to you, Death King.”
She simply had not told me the whole truth. Typical of the Paladin.
Patricia gently stroked the cat in her arms. “I believed you wouldn’t fail. The issue was managing failure.”
“Manage failure?”
“The Terras will inevitably discriminate against the Sylvans. Conflicts will arise, and they won’t disappear after they’re resolved, even if you’re there to mend the conflicts, Gong-Ja.” The Paladin chuckled. “So, I thought you might feel a bit frustrated. I never imagined you would introduce a new form of art to the Sylvans. Cavefire plays! Weren’t you also surprised, Countess? None of us had ever thought of such a solution!”
The Paladin’s touches became slightly firmer. The Countess meowed.
“Choosing the Sylvans to popularize Cavefire plays even further was a truly brilliant move. Cavefire isn’t just an ordinary play; it’s both a performance and a martial art. A true martial art… By the way, Assistant Leader, the way you’re petting me is kinda—”
The Paladin became more animated, seemingly not hearing the Countess’s protests. “People will discriminate and scorn everything! It’s impossible to suppress discrimination and disdain entirely! However, there are two situations when people willingly let go of their contempt. It’s when they witness strength or beauty. Physical strength keeps people in check, while aesthetic beauty opens up people’s hearts!”
“A-A-Assistant Leader, please stop petting me—”
“Cavefire plays have both strength and beauty! It’s excellent. No Terra would look down upon a Sylvan who dances elegantly and emanates powerful aura! It changed the perception of the Sylvans. No, this caused the Terras to become more accepting toward the other species! Absolutely!”
“Meooooooow!”
Hmm. 
I could understand that the Paladin was incredibly excited and praising me, but it was challenging to concentrate while witnessing the cat melt like ice cream in real-time. 
Wait a minute. 
Was it possible that the Countess’s habit of roaming around in her cat form and making her guild members wear cat ears was the Paladin’s preference? That was a rather crazy scenario. I would guess not. Even if that were the case, I would certainly respect my friend’s privacy...
“You’re not paying attention, are you?” the Black Witch asked. She was getting better at reading my expressions. Perhaps her skill was approaching max level. 
I shrugged. “Well, I’m talented, but Cavefire plays are a tradition that the Terras already had. I only helped them develop the talent they’ve always had.” 
The Paladin became even more enthusiastic. “Did you hear that, Countess? I have Lie Detector activated. His statement is entirely true! Not a single lie was mixed in there! Even when he said ‘Well, I’m talented,’ my Lie Detector didn’t go off. Isn’t that impressive? Countess, it’s really different from you. Every ten seconds you talk, the detector beeps loudly for eight seconds!” 
“Meooow, meoooooooow!”
“I see. The Countess shares my thoughts. That’s great! There’s no reason for further testing, Gong-Ja. Not only did you pass the Countess’ test, but you also tackled a challenging problem most effectively. If you choose to lead us, I'll willingly follow you.” 
The Inquisitor chimed in. “I agree! As some of you might know, I pledged my loyalty to the Death King right after clearing the thirty-second floor! I’d say I was a bit quicker than all of you!” 
The Black Witch sighed. “This isn’t really about swearing loyalty. Ah, speaking to him won’t help. I also agree with you becoming our leader.” 
“Anastasha.” 
Her eyes as dark as the night sky met mine. “I know you don’t need to be our leader. But we need you. Not me, the Paladin, the Inquisitor, or the Countess. You. All the guild leaders operate separately, so to refer to ourselves as a unit, we need you, Gong-Ja. And you need us, too.” 
The Black Witch nodded. Was she inadvertently revealing her conviction in something? Or was she recalling something else entirely and connecting it to what was happening right now? To my surprise, I immediately got my answers.
Anastasha asked, “It’s been a while since we’ve gotten to know each other, hasn’t it?” 
“That’s right.” 
“I’ve never heard any jokes related to Ukraine from you.” 
I tilted my head, confused by the statement. “Pardon?” 
“Ukraine. My home country.”
“Yeah, I know that, but… What? Jokes? What are you talking about?”  
“Don’t I look pretty?[1]” she asked.  
Was Anastasha sick? I glanced at my esteemed friend with concern, but she just awaited a response as if it was obvious.  
“I’m pretty,” she repeated.  
I stammered, “Y-yes, you are. It’s no surprise that you and the Inquisitor are the top choices for magazine covers.” 
“But why don’t you ever joke about it? ‘You’re so pretty. I suppose that’s because you’re from Ukraine.’ Something like that.”  
What the heck was she saying? Maybe she had the flu or something. Did she become enamored with her own reflection after battling with her six or seven magic mirrors? Was there a warning in her Skill description that noted [※You become somewhat addicted to your own appearance]?  
“Yeah, that’s the look I know so well. It annoys me a bit because you seem to think of me like an idiot. Still, it clearly shows your way of thinking,” the Black Witch said, annoyed. 
“Um, I still have no idea about what you’re talking about.”  
“I’ve heard that joke over three hundred times. People have asked me two hundred times if I’m a communist, fifty times what I think of the Nazis, and countless times about which side I took in the civil war.”  
“D-did they really?” 
“Yup.”  
The Black Witch turned to the Paladin.
“Gong-Ja has never once joked to me about Venezuela,” the Paladin said. “I sometimes make jokes about beauty or oil to lighten things up, but I can’t recall ever hearing them from him.” 
Ummm… I just don’t really know a lot about Venezuela… 
The Inquisitor chuckled. “I can’t really recall him being disrespectful. Even when I told him about my past, he just listened. He never prodded for details! Ah, how strange. It would be perfectly natural for you to be curious!”  
“O-oh, I’ve never heard a curry joke from him,” the Countess barely said as she endured the Paladin’s petting. “Aren’t you curious about my religion? Haven’t you ever wanted to know if I’m religious or not?”
“Uh…” 
“Have you ever thought about it?” 
No, not really. 
The Countess chuckled. “Meow. You’re not at all interested in that.” 
Pretty much. 
“Your indifference brings us comfort. It’s not that you lack interest in us as people; quite the opposite. You seem genuinely eager about what we’ve said and done, even our mistakes. To put it bluntly, you like us, yet your interests are surprisingly narrow. The Black Dragon Master and others think of you as a kind person.”
Finally, the Countess leaped off from the Paladin’s embrace. She was a cat in mid-air, but upon landing, she transformed into a human. Her stunning emerald sari billowed like a cloak, concealing the Countess’s shadow as it flowed in the air. Eventually, the sari settled as the Countess fanned herself with a mischievous grin. 
“I don’t care if you’re good or bad. Your personality may simply reflect your aversion to being disliked by others. Perhaps, deep down, you possess a strong desire for recognition, and your behavior around us is merely flattery. That still doesn’t matter to me. What I want to know isn’t the origin of a person’s character, but their goals and achievements. The destination you’ve set sights on is very convenient for us.” 
Wasn’t she flattering me a bit too much? Yes, I wanted them to think well of me, but I was suddenly worried. Could it be that they accepted me a little too much, and that I would not be able to handle the full extent of their fondness for me? Would I be able to constantly meet the expectations and trust of my colleagues, who were now my friends? Was my success too great? I would probably disappoint them.
“Nisha,” the Countess said. “That’s my real name. You heard it when the Paladin casually called me this way one day.”
Yes, she was correct. During the battle against the Immortal Happiness Preacher, the Paladin had undoubtedly called the Countess by her real name. Although the Countess had not directly told me her name, it had lingered in my mind. 
“But you never used it. Actually, you never even implied knowing my name in my presence.”
“I was only doing what was—” 
“You thought you were only doing what was right,” the Countess interrupted as she fanned herself. “That’s why I—we—want to elect you as our leader. Please become the right leader for us, Gong-Ja.”
[The quest is in progress.]
[The Purens have begun voting.]
I turned back to the Sword Star. His aura, which had once threatened us, had completely vanished. Now, he was simply observing us with a faint, wrinkled smile.
“Before I arrived, I told my people that, if they don’t hear fighting after thirty minutes, they can start voting. I see they followed my instructions.”
“Sir—”
“I’ve already agreed with the Countess’s plan. I didn’t help you clear the floors at all. Instead, I did my utmost to remain uninvolved, observing to see if you guys could cooperate sincerely and progress through the floors.”
[All votes have been counted.]
[Choice 2 Voting Percentage: 23.81%.]
[Choice 1 Voting Percentage: 76.19%.]
“It wasn’t just me, but all the species watched what you have been up to thanks to the Mirage-Walking Princess. Responsibility is a huge burden. I too have once taken responsibility and led the floor expeditions of the Tower. To assume even a fraction of the responsibility for the Great Purge, I stepped back from the front lines and avoided any involvement in the Tower’s ruling.” 
The Sword Star chuckled. 
“In a way, I am a failure. What you see now is the worst-case scenario, a reflection of a grim failure, a manifestation of your worries and concerns coming to fruition. Now, tell me, Death King,” he said with a smile. “Does this failure truly seem so intolerably dreadful?”
“No, you aren’t the worst-case scenario, Mr. Carlenbery. Not at all. At least, not to me.”
The Sword Star nodded. “That’s a relief. Then your failure won’t be as dire. I’m not sure if the words of an old man like me have some credibility, but don’t let the fear of failure consume you. Perhaps you’ll also have a second chance like I did. Someone might appear, making you change your mind about retirement and bringing you back to the field.”
[The forty-sixth floor has been cleared.]
[Inquisitor
Real Name: Bambolina
Ruler of: Shellmounts
Voting Percentage in Favor: 77.50%
Stage Clear]
 
[Countess
Real Name: Nisha
Ruler of: Sylvans
Voting Percentage in Favor: 88.40%
Stage Clear]
 
[Paladin
Real Name: Patricia
Ruler of: Fingills
Voting Percentage in Favor: 98.68%
Stage Clear]
 
[Black Witch
Real Name: Anastasha
Ruler of: Bloodborns, concubi
Voting Percentage in Favor (Bloodborns): 97.55%
Voting Percentage in Favor (concubi): 100%
Stage Clear]
 
[Sword Star
Real Name: Marcus Carlenbery
Ruler of: Puren
Voting Percentage in Favor: 76.19%
Stage Clear]
 
[Death King
Real Name: Kim Gong-Ja.
Ruler of: Terras
Voting Percentage in Favor: 100%
Stage Clear]
And now, the last voting session. 
“Oi, oi, seriously? No one else objected? Everyone is too nice for their own good. If human relationships could be summarized with simple exchanges like ‘Hey, I like you’ and ‘Wow, I like you too,’ then all psychiatrists would be out of work and living on the streets. That’s why emotions exist. Some things can’t be voiced.” 
A one-eyed swordsman stepped forward, moving through the jungle’s shadows. He raised his hand.  
“Hey. Like we talked before, I’ve done a splendid job in my seclusion training. Right now, I feel like the protagonist of a murim novel. Because of this, I should speak with my sword, not my mouth. That’s the way of murim. My children also told me to forget about the voting results until they see the end of our match, so what can I do?”  
Among the people gathered around me, except for the Sword Star, the swordsman standing before me had been the first to reveal his true name to me.  
“Draw your sword, Gong-Ja. Forget about everything else. Let’s go for a round.”
[Viper
Real Name: Rao Fan
Ruler of: Skians
Voting Percentage in Favor: Undecided]
 
[The quest is in progress.]
[The Skians have begun voting.]

1. There is an old-fashioned saying in Korea that implies Ukraine is brimming with beautiful women. ☜
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Chapter 275: The Swordsman (2)
“You aren’t listening. Are you in a trance? Haha. You’re really something else, aren’t you? I like you, kid.” 
The Viper chuckled.
“Hey, my name is Rao Fan. You probably can’t hear me, but it doesn’t matter. You saved my life earlier in the audience chamber. As the OJP Sect’s leader, I can’t leave this debt unpaid. Keep going forward. Don’t look back. I’ll take the enemies on your left.”
He picked up a sword.
“Remember, this is premium service. No one who stood by my side ever died.”
It rained and rained.
“Go, Rising Star. I have your back.”
***
“Come, Death King.”
I stared at the Viper.
What should I say to him?
The Viper had one eye and wore an eyepatch to cover the other empty socket. Making eye contact with someone who had only one eye was a rare occurrence. I, too, had become used to interacting mainly with two-eyed people throughout my life, whether I intended to or not. My pupils, my gaze, and even the flow of my thoughts were used to interacting with people who had two eyes. 
Meeting someone with just one eye felt different. When I looked at them, the range of my vision was halved, losing its usual breadth and forcing me to focus on a narrow path. With my vision constricted, my thoughts multiplied. I was getting distracted. Even though I looked the OJP Sect Master in the eye, I couldn’t help but recall old memories.
Though the Viper doesn’t remember these moments.
When we battled the monsters summoned by the Demon King of Autumn Rain, with my sword in my hand, I dashed across the battlefield, completely engrossed in a trance. At the time, the Viper had my back, allowing me to maintain my trance for as long as possible. It was a considerate gesture that I had appreciated. 
He doesn’t remember.
I had died countless times at the hands of the Demon King of Autumn Rain. The Viper’s help was just a one-time occurrence among my hundreds of deaths. My deaths buried these memories deep and concealed them, so the Viper would never remember what he had done for me. It was simply not possible for him to remember.
But I do.
I unleashed my aura the moment I grabbed the hilt of my sword. A vibrant red hue took over my veins. As my aura raced violently within me, swirling around my heart, my thoughts sharpened. Time slowed down. I paused for a moment as the sword emerged from its scabbard.
You said you were jealous of me.
“Why! Why? The children I take care of— It was just like this before! Nothing has changed! Death King, why? Why can’t my children be like yours?”
Even though you don’t remember the moment I died.
“Why are you the only one making others happy?”
“You made sure the Heavenly Demon would have the best final moments she could ask for! Even though the pain of dying was eating her away, she could genuinely smile at the gift you gave her!”
Every time I became stronger, you were there next to me.
“Why? Why couldn’t the alliance leader do that?”
“Is it my fault? Was that my fault, too?”
Just as I’ve become jealous of you, you’ve also become a part of me.
A sharp, metal sound echoed around me. The sword, where the holy goddess rested, was now completely drawn from its scabbard.
How can I tell that to you? You aren’t insignificant to me. How can I tell you that you matter to me and that I still recall the days you’ve forgotten? Will I be able to do that?
The Viper grinned. “Oh, okay. That’s it. Now we’re talking.” 
Using words?
“You know, I truly grasped Gramps Namgung Woon’s teachings during my seclusion training. Although Gramps taught me some things from time to time, it never sank in consistently, but enlightenment struck me over and over again during my seclusion training. I suppose everyone needs time for themselves.”
You want me to talk to you, Viper?
“Thanks for suggesting seclusion training, you punk.”
What should I say? 
“Hey, why aren’t you saying anything?”
Maybe no words are needed.   
“Are you tense because you noticed my transcendent level? Disappointing. I’m so glad to see you after decades that I barely said anything to the others. Even in battle, exchanging a few words is customary.”
It would be easy to beat him with words. It probably wouldn’t be too hard to defeat him with a sword either.
“Huh? Don’t you think the same?”
Despite decades of seclusion, his level was glaringly evident to me. His posture revealed a lot, and I grasped some information from the color of his aura. Using words to insult someone’s progress was simple, and it was equally easy to show with a sword that the insult was true.
“Um? Hey, Death King.”
It had always been easy to hurt and conquer. The challenge had always been winning one’s heart.
“Are you really not going to say anything?”
I remembered Teacher’s instructions. She had given me only a couple of lessons—how to put my heart into the wounds I inflicted, how to layer a voice over the sound of a sword. The words humans spoke were merely noise, but when those words carried meaning and aimed at something specific, it could wound the heart we couldn’t see. 
The sword I swung was also just a physical object, but if that object had purpose and intent, it could sever the mind that was usually impossible to slash. What Teacher sought to cut with one single sword was the path of pain.[1]. I aimed to cut down the Viper’s stubbornness, obsession, contempt, and deviancy. [2]
Could I do that? 
The Viper nodded. “I see. No words are needed.” 
I can. I will. 
“Then I misspoke. I shouldn’t have invited you to attack. It’s customary for the challenger to attack first.”  
My single sword stroke was merely a stroke of matter, but I used it to let my aura flow in my veins and swirl around my heart as it reached my sword. My life and the warmth I drew from it lay within my heart. I was going to hand over my beating heart.
You will understand when I hand it over. You’re a swordsman who has incarcerated yourself in this world and endured it for decades.  
The Viper grinned.“I’ll go first.” 
Shiny. 
[Shiny answers your call.]
Hwia.
[The Goddess of Protection pays attention.]
Idol, Sympathy, Prayer.
[The Guardian Goddess tells you:]
Sacrifice, Salvation.
[Yes, Death King.]
By the time I called Prayer, Hwia read my mind and revealed herself, shining brightly in the jungle. As her overwhelmingly bright light spread, it felt as if a sequence of photographs unfolded one by one. 
The light radiated in all directions. As the sword’s glow intensified, the shadow it cast on the ground became darker, as if it was enveloped and compressed by light from every side. 
More. A little more.
[Salvation obeys your command.]
In the end, the sword in my hand and its shadow on the ground matched perfectly.
[Sacrifice obeys your command.]
Neither of them were genuine, but that didn’t mean they were fake, either.
[Prayer obeys your command.]
The shadow of the sword, which stopped shrinking despite the bright light, abruptly shifted as if it had a life of its own.
[Sympathy obeys your command.]
Just as the Viper got ready to strike, he paused in his movements, his one eye wide. In an instant, the sword’s shadow shifted and multiplied. One. Two. Three. Four times. There were now four sword shadows dispersed in four different directions: east, west, south, and north. 
These directions weren’t random. The shadows tightly encircled me as if protecting me, spinning slowly like the hands of a clock. I stood at the center of it all, pointing Idol at the Viper.
[The Goddess of Protection has appeared.]
He smirked. “Whoa.” 
I could hear his breath followed by the curling of his lips, as well as the Guardian blinking behind me. The Sword Star, the Black Witch, and the Paladin were focused watching the standoff. Estelle’s gaze was shifty. I could hear all of it very clearly in my ears.
Four swords emerged from their shadows.
“Hey, are you serious?”
The swords that emerged from the shadows retained their darkness even after departing from the ground. Their shade was dark. Instead of sharp outlines, their surface restlessly writhed. They seemed alive, throbbing and growling like immature beasts. They were alive.
“Isn’t this cheating?!”
Just like how my aura ran free with my body as a vessel, the Goddess of Protection manifested in her multiple selves using my aura.
“Even if you use just one sword, I can barely guarantee my victory, but now you’re swinging five of them?!”
When aura was simply referred to as sword energy, what was happening right now was a reinforced version of it.
As I turned my head, the four swords mirrored my movements. When I aimed my sword, the four swords moved harmoniously. My salvation, my sacrifice, my prayer, my sympathy. The hells I had been gathering since I grabbed the sword resonated flawlessly with Idol I had in my hand.
“Alright! Fine!” the Viper yelled. 
This was the level I was at, and this was the view I could see at the moment. Yet I still couldn’t fade the shadow like Teacher. I would not be able to sever the tail of winter, but I could at least cut away a hem of his heart.
The Viper swung his sword. “If you plan to defeat me without saying a word, then I'll do anything to pry a single word out of your mouth!” 
I had seen such a sword trajectory before. When was it? Ah, it reminded me of the way Murim Alliance Leader Namgung Woon had battled Teacher in the snowfield. Yes. As his flesh rotted and his bones melted, the Murim Alliance Leader had controlled all of his muscles with his qi. Using his joints as if they were puppets, he had unleashed his skills.
“Death King!”
My past self wouldn’t have recognized this movement. Back then, no matter how impressive the martial arts demonstrated by the finest masters were, my ignorant eyes were incapable of perceiving the depth of those techniques. Even if I witnessed them, I couldn’t comprehend them. I had mistakenly thought that the 989th martial dance of Teacher and Namgung Woon was a ridiculous show.
The martial arts that the Viper displayed now were on that same level. My ignorance used to make me unable to comprehend this sort of technique, so it had stayed as incomprehensible in my mind. As if it were ■■■■. No, it never registered in my head in the first place. It used to be just a smokescreen, a shell, an illusion.
Now I knew that the Viper’s movements carried the name of Sky-Shattering Yellow Ax. I deflected his sword swing with Sympathy.
Silence. The Viper’s sword and the shadow I had manifested met, yet I couldn't hear the clash; he wasn't able to sever my shadow.
The Viper continued to swing his sword.
■■■.
Earth King Snake.
■■■.
Divine Harmony Dragon.
■■■■ ■■ was as ■■ as ■■ a ■’s ■■, ■■ ■ should ■■■ ■■■■ before ■■, ■■ should be ■■■ ■■ ■■ ■■, and ■■ of ■■ should be ■■ ■■.
The fierce momentum was as lethal as a snake’s fangs and as shrewd as a dragon’s form. Therefore, I had to suffocate and cut him down before he could open his mouth to show his teeth. I also had to close the distance between us and confront him before he resumed his schemes so I could strike him effectively.
■■■■.
“OJP Sect Master.”
■■.
“Viper.”
■■.
“Hey.”
■■, ■■.
“Go, Rising Star.”
■ ■■■ ■■■■■.
“My name is Rao Fan.”
Rao Fan, I remember you.
I deflected the sword he swung.
■■■■.
Using Sword Telekinesis, I swung my sword.

1. The raw is 고집멸도, the Four Noble Truths. It’s four types of truth in Buddhism. ☜


2. The author is saying this based on the Four Noble Truths. 고(집: stubbornness), 집(착: obsession), 멸(시: contempt), 도(착: deviance). But it doesn’t have to do with the actual Four Noble Truths. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 276: The Righteous Faction (1)

    
      
        I didn’t belong in the Righteous Faction in the first place.
      
    

    
      *** 
    

    
      On the sixty-first day of the Viper’s seclusion, he muttered, “This isn’t right…”
    

    
      Water dripped from the cave ceiling. The Viper had taken to heart the ridiculous claim that the Death King had fasted for many days in order to train, so he had decided to follow in Gong-Ja’s footsteps. He had been fasting for sixty days, but, as time passed, not only did his stomach become emptier, his brain also became devoid of thoughts, as if he were getting dumber.
    

    
      “No, that’s not it. This won’t do. In fact, I can hardly imagine the Death King fasting to train…  This training method seems to be a waste of my time, vitality, and intellect, instead of a genuine way to help me defeat him.”
    

    
      To his rejoice, maybe, his moment of enlightenment arrived.
    

    
      “Damn it!”
    

    
      That day, the Viper broke his fast and went down to a Skian village to gorge himself on food. Pig’s feet, fried food, noodles—an abundance of dishes, which the Viper had taught the Skians how to cook, awaited him. After feasting for five days, the Viper sat in the cave in despair, resembling a dieter who had succumbed to the yo-yo effect.
    

    
      “How the hell am I supposed to beat him?!”
    

    
      Sixty days had been wasted. This was discouraging news. Fortunately, or perhaps unfortunately, the Viper still had plenty of time left. A lot, actually. He had at least sixty years.
    

    
      “What should I do… Damn, what should I do…”
    

    
      He was still experiencing side effects from fasting for sixty days in seclusion, such as talking to himself. The Viper sighed and looked at the cave wall, envisioning the absolute truth of martial arts etched there, just like in those murim novels. Yet such fantasies didn’t come true. Perhaps the Viper wasn’t the main character after all. Maybe he was supposed to join the Demonic Cult instead of Gong-Ja. 
    

    
      The Viper chuckled at the thought of Kim Gong-Ja’s bright smile. 
    

    
      “Yeah, I got on the wrong foot from the start. No matter how much I think about it, he’s the one who belongs in the Righteous Faction, not me. A slightly better world? I can somewhat try to accept that, but I’m not really the type of person to save everyone in the Tower. I just like the honor of murim…”
    

    
      The Viper picked up a rock and hurled it against the cave wall.
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      He had achieved nothing. The time he had spent doing nothing in this cave could be summed up to four days in the outside world. Here, time was inscrutable. Only the stones thrown by the Viper and the grazes they left showed how much time had passed.
    

    
      “I didn’t belong in the Righteous Faction in the first place. The reason I served Gramps Namgung Woon, rather than the Heavenly Demon, didn’t really have to do with my admiration for his martial arts. I wanted to learn a bit, and I was playing along with what Kim Gong-Ja was trying to do. I just wanted those two to have a more peaceful ending…  That was a good idea.”
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      “Compared to him, I was somewhat unenthusiastic.”
    

    
      
        Tap. Tap.
      
    

    
      “That’s how I’ve lived so far.”
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      “Wow, that’s true, isn’t it? I thought I had been diligent, but did I really reach this point without completing anything significant? Fuck. Was the competition in the Tower really that lax? Is that why I became the Rank 6 Hunter and OJP Sect Master? Am I a genius? What would have happened if I hadn’t lived half-heartedly? The Tower would have crumbled.”
    

    
      
        Tap. Tap.
      
    

    
      “Yeah, it might have.”
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      “Even though I am ranked sixth, it’s not like that will be engraved on a tombstone or mentioned after I’m dead. Maybe they’ll remember me three years after my death, or six years at best. After that, my name and title will crumble to dust.”
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      “Even if my guild is called the OJP Sect, it’s a martial arts sect that thrives only within the Tower. If my sect and I were to end up at the center of a proper murim, it would be a relief if we were at least treated as a medium-sized sect. I was just trying to get people to stop fighting on the street and train them if they have the strength to fight. That’s why I gathered them…”
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      “Wow, I did half-ass my life.”
    

    
      
        Tap. Tap.
      
    

    
      “Damn it. Death to all. Everyone should go kill themselves.”
    

    
      
        Tap. Tap.
      
    

    
      On the two hundred sixtieth day of the Viper’s seclusion training, the side of the cave the Viper faced became covered in dents as if bombs had been detonated there, a result of all the rocks he threw. The rocks he hurled as he organized—or more accurately, as he vented out—his thoughts had chipped away at the stone cave wall.
    

    
      Who was he? How did he end up here? What had he overlooked when he arrived at this place? What were the things he had clung and refused to let go? What were they? Did they truly matter? 
    

    
      It took him two hundred sixty days to get his life sorted out. His hour hand was warp, and the minute hand was weft. He weaved time into a sieve, eliminating everything unnecessary—useless thoughts, anxieties, fragments of emotions, and the burdens that had cluttered his life. When he couldn’t really filter anything anymore, he threw rocks at the wall and smashed it. After cleaning up the mess, one main goal remained.
    

    
      “I’ll defeat Kim Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      Just in combat? No, he had to defeat the Demonic Heaven—the screaming grassroots’ sword—that Kim Gong-Ja had inherited. He lowly regarded himself as the Young Heaven and thought of his teacher with sparkling eyes perhaps a bit too much. Still, the Viper thought differently. Perhaps even those around him and Kim Gong-Ja himself weren’t aware of what the Viper had just realized.
    

    
      “Defeating Kim Gong-Ja doesn’t only mean defeating him in his Demonic Heaven Arts.”
    

    
      Previously, the nameless first Heavenly Demon had traversed the world and founded the Demonic Heaven Arts. They had heard the deaths, screams, and moans of people echoing endlessly across the world. That was how the world was, so how could a sword forged and used by men be any different? Even if one’s sword was celebrated as noble for standing apart from the world, what it could sever were mere empty illusions disconnected from reality.
    

    
      If a sword failed to sever reality, it ceased to be a sword and became a mere decoration. To strike at the world, one had to first embrace it in one’s sword. The world was made of screams, groans, and blood. Therefore, the Demonic Heaven’s sword should scream painfully as it coughed blood.
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja had spread—infected—the very Demonic Heaven among the Terras.
    

    
      “Scary bastard.”
    

    
      The Demonic Heaven Formula Arts created by Kim Gong-Ja wasn’t simply an upgraded version of the Demonic Heaven Arts. It had probably started from an exciting new idea that stemmed from a simple and naive reason: how cool it would be to demonstrate the Demonic Heaven Arts in a group. Still, this would not be simple.
    

    
      “He distributed the Heavenly Demon’s burden to countless grassroots…”
    

    
      The Viper’s eyes darkened. The Heavenly Demon had been exalted, but she had been alone. Her cultists had revered her not only as a leader but also as a divine figure, a living myth. Her word was the law, and her deeds were history. Only the Heavenly Demon could fully manifest the Demonic Heaven Arts.
    

    
      Formula arts were different. Anyone who was somewhat used to the Demonic Heaven Arts could join. There was no need for them to embrace everyone’s screams. They had to focus on one person’s scream and character, blending in like actors.
    

    
      “Phew… “
    

    
      Kim Gong-Ja was only a conductor of the first orchestra. Even in his absence, the formula arts could still unfold. The character of the formula arts changed depending on the participants and the intensity of their engagement and wailing. Uburka would lead the second orchestra, while Saimeslam could guide the third. Responsibilities, tasks, roles, statuses, and eventually power were divided.
    

    
      “If only that guy had resembled the Heavenly Demon, it would have been easier to win…” 
    

    
      —I am not alone in my suffering. I am not the one who endures the most pain or who is the most deeply hurt. I’m the leader of the Demonic Heaven solely due to my ability to articulate feelings. In truth, I am merely the Young Heaven.
    

    
      The Viper stood up. 
    

    
      “What should I do? How can I defeat this guy?” 
    

    
      He exited the cave, still muttering to himself. It was no longer necessary to confine himself within these walls; he was sure he had a solid grasp on his sense of self.
    

    
      “What should I do?” 
    

    
      His emotions. His history. His regrets. His pride. His disappointments. All these feelings intertwined, creating a heavy lump that weighed down his heart as if it weighed a hundred pounds. This dark mass represented who he was.
    

    
      “Hmm.” 
    

    
      Even when he ventured into the village for drinks, chatted with the Skians, strolled the streets alone or hiked mountains, the heavy, dark lump in his heart persisted, reminding him of its presence. The snake that had settled within his heart flicked its tongue bizarrely. 
    

    
      “How do I defeat Kim Gong-Ja?” 
    

    
      On his two hundred eighty-second day of seclusion training, the Viper left the cave without turning back.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        Claaaaang!
      
    

    
      The swords clashed, the sharp sound reverberating all around. The Viper groaned. He used only one sharpened sword made of iron, but I had four shadow swords. 
    

    
      “Damn it, y-you cheap fuck!” 
    

    
      The swords that shone with a sinister black shade flew around with my Sword Telekinesis. Considering that I was the Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult, these could earn the name of demonic swords. I used one holy sword and four demonic swords as shields and charged.
    

    
      The Viper became anxious. “Even though I'm a formidable opponent, this is wrong! Fuck! Sword Telekinesis and… Is this even Sword Telekinesis?! You’re supposed to send out actual swords in Sword Telekinesis!” 
    

    
      
        —To be precise, it’s the technique that only Kim Zombie is allowed to use. 
      
    

    
      The Guardian, who had remained silent since the duel started, finally spoke up. He was watching our battle from a distance, but unfortunately, the Viper couldn’t hear his commentary. 
    

    
      
        —He summoned the Goddess of Protection’s multiple selves and used his aura to provide them with vessels and fuel them. The issue is that these swords are parts of a Constellation. They’re smart, so that makes them ego swords. They can fight on their own. Five ego swords are swirling around, radiating aura, while Kim Zombie calls their movement Sword Telekinesis. Hmm. Mmmhmmm. That’s very much like you, Kim Gong-Ja.
      
    

    
      “You’re a fucking wacko!” the Viper yelled. 
    

    
      
        —Oh, that’s precisely what I meant. Even though I’m over here, muttering where no one can hear me, my will is delivered nonetheless. The world has certainly improved a lot.
      
    

    
      Their commentary had no bearing on the current match. I focused solely on swinging my sword, blocking out all distractions. Right now, my sole focus was the Viper as I maintained my offense. 
    

    
      “Shit!” 
    

    
      Sympathy automatically stepped in when the Viper deflected my sword strike. His attack targeting my waist was blocked by Prayer, while Sacrifice parried away the strike aimed at my wrist. I charged toward the Viper when he was wide open.
    

    
      “Fuck!” 
    

    
      I slashed him. Blood spurted out.
    

    
      
        Shallow.
      
    

    
      The wound wasn’t fatal. The Viper quickly retreated to avoid my strike. A few drops of blood splattered on his sword, but that was it. The metal sound of the clash lingered. It happened again. The weird sensation made me furrow my brow.
    

    
      
        I heard that metallic sound again.
      
    

    
      Some would think that metallic sounds were normal when swords clashed, but they were wrong, at least right now. My demonic swords weren't made of metal; they were forged from shadow. 
    

    
      A sword crafted entirely from aura wouldn’t make such a sound when it clashed with the Viper’s sword. It should be almost silent. Even if a sound was made, it should be similar to that of melting or biting. If the metal sounds didn’t come from my sword, that meant they had to be coming from the Viper’s sword.
    

    
      
        Viper, what kind of training have you gone through to make your sword howl like this?
      
    

    
      I fixed my gaze on the Viper. He was bleeding, though he heaved ragged breaths with a smile on his face.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 277: The Righteous Faction (2)

    
      He didn’t belong to the Righteous Faction in the first place.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      After leaving the cave, the Viper roamed the world. He visited every spot renowned for its breathtaking view. When he arrived at the place where a waterfall cascaded from the sky, he sat down on a rock and felt the sheer force of the water drench him. He once climbed to a place where he could almost touch the sky, blankly staring at the vast world below for three or four days. 
    

    
      “This isn’t right.”
    

    
      He wasn’t particularly moved. The viper that had taken residence in his heart remained silent. He scratched his head, recalling the advice of Namgung Woon, the Murim Alliance leader.
    

    
      “It’s not going to work at all. He said that the Righteous Path is about capturing the essence of nature in their sword. No matter how many beautiful sights I see, I feel nothing. I’d rather find inspiration in people commuting every day in the city.”
    

    
      The majestic waterfall, the vast world stretching below the mountaintop, the terrifying lightning and torrential rain…
    

    
      “It doesn’t really hook me in. ‘Oooooh! This is incredible! Just as expected from the OJP Sect Master!’ ... I don’t get that vibe at all.”
    

    
      Nothing captivated him.
    

    
      “Ah, maybe I should have gone to the demonic cult after all? That bastard Kim Gong-Ja is so lucky. How in the world did he stick with the teacher who was just right for him from the beginning? Damn it…”
    

    
      It had been four hundred and seven days since the Viper had left the cave. The snake hidden in his heart was still consumed by jealousy, sorrow, and despair. The black lump oozed out its sticky residue. Although the Viper felt its outline, he kept going. 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      At first, he didn’t hear the noise from the street. His physical senses, honed by extensive training, certainly caught the sound, but his mind remained uninterested. 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      The Viper was now walking around Goru, the Terras’ homeland. Hoping it would help him defeat Kim Gong-Ja, he occasionally came by and watched the Cavefire plays.
    

    
      As a result, the Viper was able to recite even with his eyes closed all eleven lines that Kekerukker used when confessing his love to Raviel. Sometimes, he pondered why the Terras around him were making a fuss, only to realize that the one truly acting ridiculous was himself. The realization had left him solemn. 
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      Slowly, the snake that had curled up in Rao Fan’s heart looked up, sensing all the scents drifting through the street. Among them was a sharp, metallic scent. The snake twitched its nose and sought the source of the scent. 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      It was a blacksmith shop a few streets away from the city. It was quiet. Not many people passed by. Small and medium-sized troupes that had not been able to get a spot in the main intersection had their theaters nearby. Terras whose pockets weren’t quite full enough to handle the plays in the intersection also loitered nearby. 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      The blacksmith shop was in a secluded street. It seemed to be sinking rather than standing upright. The roof had collapsed in several places, and the supporting pillars were decaying. Some of them were already leaning dangerously. If one did as much as blow on this building, it would collapse.
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      There, a blacksmith with bulging arms swung his hammer. 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      The red-hot iron spat sparks as it met the hammer.
    

    
      Clang! 
    

    
      It slowly began to bend. The skill wasn’t remarkable, nor was the performance captivating, but…
    

    
      “Whoa. You have a unique way of hammering,” the Viper commented. 
    

    
      “Phew.” The blacksmith wiped his forehead with a towel. “What is it? Are you a guest, Skian sir?” 
    

    
      The Viper approached. He realized that the blacksmith was really small, much shorter than the Skians and even the Terras. The blacksmith barely reached the Viper’s waist. That was because he was a small Sylvan.
    

    
      “Do you need anything? Please note that I don’t make weapons.” 
    

    
      “Huh? Why not? Doesn’t the pride of Terra blacksmithing lie in crafting weapons, especially swords? The Terras have a delightful custom of gifting swords to children immediately after their coming-of-age ceremony. Should it wear out within a year, they receive a new one,” the Viper said. 
    

    
      “Ah…” The Sylvan finished wiping off his sweat. His expression was oddly indifferent. “I’m saying this because you’re a Skian, but isn’t it a bit strange? It’s truly bizarre. I appreciate that they treat us, a minority, without prejudice, but... it’s genuinely strange. Hmm. Do you understand what I’m saying? 
    

    
      “Oh, I understand it very freaking well.”
    

    
      Despite being strangers, they quickly formed a bond and nodded in agreement.  
    

    
      “It’s annoying.” 
    

    
      “Yeah, it’s annoying.”  
    

    
      Their nods were coordinated. A Sylvan who managed a failing blacksmith shop, his work being his livelihood, and a human Hunter posing as a Skian were agreeing on something. Still, their connection was brief, leaving behind their troubled, concealed pasts.
    

    
      “I like the way you talk. So, what would you like to order? I can offer you a discount.”  
    

    
      “Ah.”  
    

    
      Only then did the Viper remember the real reason for his visit. His pitch-black heart flicked its forked tongue, urging him to speak quickly.  
    

    
      “I wasn’t planning to buy anything. I just stopped by out of curiosity,” the Viper answered.
    

    
      “Hmm?”  
    

    
      “Don’t worry. I’m not a weirdo. I heard your hammering from the street. It was remarkably consistent. At first, I thought it was just normal hammering, but the rhythm and force are very consistent.”  
    

    
      The rhythm of the hammering wasn’t off-rhythm for even 0.1 seconds.  An ordinary person would disregard it as regular background noise and move along, but the Viper had superhuman physical senses. He easily noticed the uniqueness of the blacksmith shop. 
    

    
      “Could it be that this rundown blacksmith shop holds amazing—” 
    

    
      “Oh, please don’t sit in that chair. It shakes so much that I had to bolt it to the floor, but the floor shakes too. If you sit there for more than fifteen seconds, the flooring will give way. I calculated that based on my weight, so if you sit, the floor will immediately give out, and the chair will sink into the hole.”  
    

    
      “—secrets, skills, or whatnot? Are you perhaps a Class S blacksmith tucked away in this shabby shop? Huh? Is this my chance to become OP?”  
    

    
      The Viper felt a rush of excitement. His heart raced, a hiss escaping his throat. He preferred this kind of intrigue far more than beautiful, majestic sights. Actually, what seemed ordinary often concealed greatness: hidden power, status, backstories, dark secrets, and worlds. The Viper’s heartbeat quickened when he thought of these tales.  
    

    
      Overwhelmed, the Sylvan blacksmith met the Viper’s too sparkling eyes. “Uh... I’m not sure what you mean by Class S, but my blacksmith shop isn’t special.”  
    

    
      “You say that, but you have a hidden past and secret talents, right? 
    

    
      “I come from an ordinary family. When my family’s reputation declined, I became a blacksmith. Sir, I have no special talents. How can I possibly compete with the Terras in the blacksmithing department? The Terras are born with actual muscles—” 
    

    
      “Come on. You’re lying.”  
    

    
      The Sylvan blacksmith stared at him. The Viper blinked. “Really?”  
    

    
      “It’s not like lying to you will give me any coins. Look, if you have nothing to order, please leave. You’re distracting me.”  
    

    
      The blacksmith didn’t seem to be lying.
    

    
      “How strange, how strange.”
    

    
      Because the Viper lingered around, the blacksmith sighed. 
    

    
      “Today is not my day.”
    

    
      Despite his muttering, the blacksmith soon ignored the Viper and continued hammering away.
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      The Viper, watching from a distance, said, “It’s really consistent.”
    

    
      The Viper could only see the Sylvan blacksmith’s small backframe from where he stood. His well-defined back muscles and balanced shoulder and arm muscles were moving tirelessly.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Your rhythm. The strength with which you hammer, too. They’re perfectly consistent. Your hammering is never out of sync. If you slowed down time with aura, you’d be able to somewhat pull this off, but you can’t use aura at all. This is just your physical ability,” the Viper explained. 
    

    
      “Phew. Huff, huff…”
    

    
      The Viper frowned. If the Sylvan before him had been able to use aura and pursued a path in martial arts instead of blacksmithing, he could have become quite a potent warrior.
    

    
      “That’s impressive, but why? Why do you insist on hammering that way?”
    

    
      Without turning, the Sylvan answered, “It makes it a bit more enjoyable.”
    

    
      “Enjoyable?” the Viper questioned, furrowing his brow.
    

    
      “Yes, this work. Blacksmithing.”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “This is very tiring. The customers take my work home, conveniently use the knives to chop up food, and have a cutting board under it while they’re at it. They also hammer nails into the wall with the tools I sell them. Tools are convenient to use, but creating them can be tough. If this was just a hobby, then it may be different, but this…”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “... this is my job. Phew! Damn, I really don’t want to work.”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “It’s hard…”
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      “I’m dying.” 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      “I want to die…” 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      “I want to dieeeeeeee!” 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      As the hammering persisted, the Sylvan blacksmith’s curses became more intense. It felt like he was hurling insults at someone, but they seemed to be directed at himself. The Viper was silent. The hammering sound was so piercingly loud that it had caught his attention. This blacksmith shop turned out to be louder than any other workshop in the city. 
    

    
      “Oh, right. If you continue to curse like that, no customers will walk through the door. You time your curses with your hammer swings so the noise will drown out the swearing,” the Viper realized. “You’re nuts.” 
    

    
      “Sir, you’ve been quite bothersome for a while now. Could you please leave?” 
    

    
      The Viper noted once more that the city Kim Gong-Ja had founded had many weirdos, regardless of species. He said, “But you said working is enjoyable. You don’t seem to be having fun. Are you sure this job is fun?” 
    

    
      The blacksmith wiped the sweat from his face with a towel. “Yes, the fun is minor, but it’s there. Blacksmithing is tough in the first place. Of course it is. If you know what species I’m from, you’ll understand that I wasn’t really destined for this line of work. I lack any talent, so don’t you think it’s normal for me to swear on the job?” 
    

    
      “Umm…” 
    

    
      “Still, if I don’t find any joy in my job, I’ll really start considering dying.” 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      “So I try to have enough fun just so I won’t die.” 
    

    
      Clang! 
    

    
      “Well, my coworkers go out to unwind every weekend. They enjoy relaxing at new public baths or watching the most recent Cavefire plays, which they’ve heard are fantastic. They talk about those plays to relieve stress, but I don’t know…” 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      “When I see a tall mountain, I think, ‘Why is it so tall? I’m small. Is it tall just so it can get on my nerves?’ Even when I visit a famous mountain and look around, I feel like I’m in a different world from the others, so I’m left feeling nothing. Ah, this feeling that I’m going to die from working just isn’t going away.” 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      “I feel like dying.” 
    

    
      Clang! 
    

    
      “Still, I can’t die.” 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      “So, I try to find some kind of joy in the little things. You complimented me as if I accomplished something significant. I’m just trying to have fun to survive. Look.”
    

    
      Clang! 
    

    
      “See?”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “It’s quite fun to hammer consistently. It sounds like music, music no one has ever thought of before.” 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      “Don’t you agree?” 
    

    
      Only then did the blacksmith turn around. He was smiling heartily, his face flushed from the heat of the furnace and smudged with charcoal soot. “Isn’t it interesting? Maintaining this rhythm is pretty difficult. It feels like a game of mine, one that ignites my competitive spirit.”
    

    
      In that moment, the snake nestled deep in Rao Fan’s heart realized something profound. Despite having already come to terms with his identity, he became even more enlightened upon witnessing the small blacksmith.
    

    
      “There are rules to this game. When it rains, my pace is a bit slower.”
    

    
      What did the Viper find beautiful? What felt natural to him? Until his arms moved and his blood flowed, what did he wish to capture within his sword? The OJP Sect Master found the answers to his questions.
    

    
      “When it’s foggy, my hammering becomes even slower. When you hear that distant sound of clangs in a foggy city, isn’t it a bit romantic? It’s like the city or the fog itself is weeping. That’s somewhat interesting and cool. I find that more enjoyable than famous mountains or beautiful landscapes.”
    

    
      It wasn’t people’s screams or the people who had clawed at everything and whose lungs were hollowed out by hunger. When those with the same wounds healed and laughed together, the air became filled with contagious laughter. In a way, this was what the Viper was looking for, but not quite.
    

    
      “Well, I can manage this much. I feel like dying, but I can keep going.” 
    

    
      Those who persevered sought enjoyment as a way to endure. That fleeting joy never quite led to true happiness. To get through each day, even at the cost of losing a part of themselves, they sighed and smiled as they muttered that they felt like they were going to die. Still, they were determined to survive.
    

    
      The Viper nodded. “I see.”
    

    
      It was easy to think of that joy as pathetic or a temporary solution to problems. It wasn’t going to bring them happiness; it would only delay it. Therefore, it would be easy to suggest to the blacksmith that he should find their true self and pursue his real talents. It was very easy to claim there was something wrong with someone else’s life.
    

    
      “This seems pretty interesting. Would it be alright if I tried it too?” he asked.  
    

    
      So what? No matter how miserable that joy was, it was still a grain of happiness. Even if the smile only lasted just a moment before vanishing, it was still a smile. It had existed and would continue to exist. It was proof of life and of the desire to live.
    

    
      The blacksmith tilted his head. “Uh, you, sir?” 
    

    
      “I’m a Skian. I’m strong.”
    

    
      “There’s more than strength to this job—”
    

    
      “Ah, just let me give it a shot. I have plenty of money. I’ll handle the expenses, so if there are any problems later, you can ask for as much money as you need, Blacksmith.”
    

    
      Everyone endured their work. They found joy in enduring hardship, so even if they weren’t happy at the moment, happiness would eventually come, regardless of the time or place. Then they would transform into a sky that rivaled the Demonic Heaven and embraced the world.
    

    
      The Viper took off his top and firmly held the hammer. “Okay! Here I go!” 
    

    
      He was too disconnected with natural scenery to sing about it, nor had he the confidence to encase the happy laughter of children dancing through the wheat fields within his sword. 
    

    
      When it came to the happiness of ordinary people, he could try to struggle a little more to feel a tad happier. Without that small amount of joy, the burden felt overwhelming, giving him the impression that he was going to collapse soon. To somehow be happy, he had to brainstorm, plan ahead, and put the plan into action so he could later beam in celebration.
    

    
      The Viper grinned. “This is my first time blacksmithing, but I can do this! Let’s go!” 
    

    
      This was the kind of happiness he could capture in his sword. He wanted that. The Viper had been wandering for so long to seek the beauty that resonated with his heart, the vision he longed to share with the world. Finally, he found it. His Righteous Path was here.  
    

    
      “I got nothing but time anyway!” 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      The metal echoed.
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      The metal echoed.
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      It echoed.
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      It echoed. 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      It echoed. 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      
        Clang!
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    Chapter 278: The Righteous Faction (3)

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      I swung my sword. The Viper huffed. I swung my sword again. 
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , fuck! I mean, isn’t it cheating to use Sword Telekinesis like this? What is it? You grew up, so you won’t even listen to your senior now? 
      
        Huh?
      
      ”
    

    
      I swung my sword.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        First Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Starvation Death.
      
    

    
      Salvation danced fiercely in the air. Although I didn’t directly control my demonic swords, they had accompanied me throughout my life and witnessed everything I had. They were like part of me, so they used the Demonic Heaven Arts like I did. 
    

    
      “
      
        Huh? Huh?!
      
       The sword flew out of your hand, but it’s now using the demonic arts on its own? Hey, Death King! Kim Gong-Ja! You do realize this is cheating, right? You have no manners!”
    

    
      Despite the abundant cursing, the Viper steadily blocked my demonic sword, which wildly unleashed feints and attacks in various trajectories. Nevertheless, he calmly countered all strikes. 
    

    
      “Forget it!”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      The Viper kicked away Salvation. “I tried fasting for sixty days, alright. 
      
        Hahaha!
      
       
      
        Huff, huff… Huff…
      
       Though It was just a fucking pointless wild goose chase!” 
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      As the Viper's sword clashed with my demonic sword, that sharp metallic sound echoed once again. He coarsely wiped the blood flowing down his abdomen using his martial arts uniform and laughed.
    

    
      “
      
        Haa. Huffffff, ha…  Hehehe…
      
      ”
    

    
      It was evident that he was at a disadvantage. It was nearly impossible for him to match me as I had already reached the level of Sword Telekinesis. Actually, if I attacked with all five swords at the same time, each containing a piece of the Demon Heaven, the Viper wouldn’t have lasted for more than three seconds.
    

    
      Still, I wouldn’t be able to defeat the Viper. Later, once he recovered, he would ask for a duel again as if nothing happened, saying, “Come on! Let's go for another round!” 
    

    
      
        I have to defeat him mentally, not physically.
      
    

    
      That was why this fight was a challenge.
    

    
      
        He’s constantly at a disadvantage in this fight, but he can't stop smiling. 
      
    

    
      Initially, I suspected that he was suffering from aura deviation, but no matter how much I observed him, that assumption seemed far-fetched. His eyes were clear, devoid of madness. His laughter also radiated happiness, although it felt fleeting, like it would vanish within moments if I didn’t pay attention. 
    

    
      
        He looks happy. 
      
    

    
      Once we finished testing each other's power levels, the Viper began to brandish his sword with genuine joy. 
    

    
      
        How can he?
      
    

    
      Could this be the result of his longtime seclusion training? Before that, the Viper had swung his sword painfully as he tried to win. It had seemed excruciatingly painful. He had actually ended up suffering from aura deviation in our last battle. 
    

    
      
        Can a person change this much?
      
    

    
      I gripped the hilt of my sword tightly, already having a firm answer to my question. 
    

    
      
        Of course they can.
      
    

    
      That was why I was anxiously looking forward to finding out the reason the Viper had changed so much. The urge to ask was almost overwhelming. 
    

    
      
        The jealousy he feels toward me, the obsession with the Inquisitor, the self-hatred for not being able to be a protagonist, and guilt for failing to bring joy to the Murim Alliance leader… Rao Fan, you bear all those emotions, so how can you still smile as you hold onto your sword?
      
    

    
      I swung my sword. Salvation, one of my demonic swords, trembled. 
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        Second Form:
      
    

    
      
        Thirst Death 
      
    

    
      His blood spurted out.
    

    
      “Wow! Whoaaaaaaaaaa!” the Viper screamed. 
    

    
      The demonic sword flew through the air and rushed at him like an eagle swooping down from the sky. It tried to stab the Viper from all directions without stopping. Despite some floundering, he managed to block everything.
    

    
      “I’m gonna die! Dude, I’m gonna die! Death King! I’m actually gonna die! Sh-shit! 
      
        Haaaah! Urgh! 
      
      The fuuuuuck! 
      
        AAAAAH!
      
       Shit! It just grazed my arm! Did you see that? It really did. If it had cut a little deeper, I would have become one-eyed AND one-armed!”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      A sharp metal sound reverberated as the Viper successfully deflected Salvation’s aggressive Thirst Death strikes. Although the grazed wound on his arm was quite deep, his blood dripping out, he was also covered in minor injuries, leaving his uniform in tatters.
    

    
      The Viper wiped the sweat from his chin with a grin. “
      
        Huuuuuf…
      
       Damn. I feel like I’m going to die. This is freaking hell, man. If you rush at me using all your Demonic Heaven Arts, I’ll really be going down the highway to hell. 
      
        Huh?
      
       Why aren't you coming at me anymore? 
      
        Oh
      
      , right. You can't talk because you’re planning to take me down without saying a word, right? 
      
        Phew
      
      , you’re goddamn serious, kid. That’s a shame. You can’t even have fun talking.” 
    

    
      After catching his breath for a moment, the Viper turned his head toward the Hunters who had gathered to watch our duel.
    

    
      “Hey! Inquisitor!”
    

    
      Cradling a snail shell in his arms, the Inquisitor tilted his head. “
      
        Hmm?
      
       Yes, Sect Master?”
    

    
      “It’s actually been decades since I last saw you.”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      , yes! I heard that you chose to stay in this world to cultivate! 
      
        Hahaha.
      
       I don’t know if it’s a coincidence, but you’re just like me!”
    

    
      “It’s been such a long time since we last saw each other. How about a proper greeting?”
    

    
      The Inquisitor beamed. “Yes, it’s nice to meet you!” 
    

    
      “It doesn’t matter to you if we meet again after just a day or a century, doesn’t it?”
    

    
      “Yes, I’m equally delighted to see you regardless!”
    

    
      The Viper took another deep breath. “Yeah, that sounds like something you would say.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hahaha.
      
      ”
    

    
      Still smiling, the Viper gripped his sword and said, “Inquisitor.”
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      “Are you happy now?”
    

    
      “Absolutely!” the Inquisitor replied without hesitation. 
    

    
      Standing beside him, the Black Witch looked baffled by the conversation. However, neither the Viper nor the Inquisitor cared.
    

    
      “You’ve been through a lot.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmmm.
      
      ” The Inquisitor stroked his chin. “If you’re referring to physical pain and psychological trauma, then yes, I believe I have been through quite a lot.”
    

    
      “You’re enduring right now, too.”
    

    
      “Considering how intense my work is and the amount of workload I face, I believe distress is normal!”
    

    
      “Are you still happy?”
    

    
      The Inquisitor chuckled heartily. “Yes! The work is incredibly difficult, but there is an enjoyable side to it! Offering you an espresso is part of it, Sect Master!”
    

    
      A moment of silence passed.
    

    
      The Viper asked, “Is it possible to be happy even when you’re in pain?”
    

    
      “Of course!” 
    

    
      “Yes, of course. Absolutely. While you may be a peculiar monster, you are still human. Yes, it hurts when you’re sick or in pain, yet that doesn’t make your smile any less genuine.” 
    

    
      The Viper turned his head to gaze at me again. His ragged breathing had calmed down long ago. “Kim Gong-Ja, Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult, the world isn’t filled with powerful foes to defeat or with weak people for you to help.” 
    

    
      Instead of “Death King” or Kim Gong-Ja, the Viper had deliberately called me the Young Heaven during the fight when he succumbed to aura deviation. He was announcing that he wasn’t just fighting against a Hunter, nor was this fight just about competing in martial prowess. He declared that this fight included my burden of the Heavenly Demon Cult and the essence of the Demonic Heaven. 
    

    
      “Your Heavenly Demon Cult made the screams of the common people your doctrine. The screams have become revenge, and that revenge became massacres that stained the world red. The entire world bleeds, but you bloodthirsty, vengeful ghosts still act like the weak.” 
    

    
      I paused. This was what Namgung Woon, the leader of the Murim Alliance, had told Teacher, the Heavenly Demon, at the beginning of their nine hundred ninetieth sparring.
    

    
      The Viper surveyed the area with his eye. “You all just cry and cry, clinging to the Heavenly Demon’s sleeves. You beg her to take revenge in your place. It’s like you’re trying to stay weak as you tragically hold onto her sleeves!” 
    

    
      The Inquisitor, the Black Witch, Estelle, the Four Demon Kings, and the cultists were lurking in the bushes, all of them prepared to defend me in the event of an emergency.
    

    
      The Viper nodded. Despite his body being riddled with wounds, his eye remained bright. “No! You all have functional limbs. How much longer are you going to dwell on the ghosts of your past? Hwaeom
      
        [1]
      
       said that even a tree has to let go of its flowers in order to bear fruit. What about you? You are all just pawning off your flower gardens!” 
    

    
      
        Is that so? I see. So that’s how it is.
      
    

    
      I couldn’t remain silent. I had vowed to hold my tongue, but I had to forsake my commitment and stubbornness. The nuthead OJP Sect Master just transformed this from a mere duel between the Death King and the Viper into a war between the Heavenly Demon Cult and Righteous Faction. Even if I, Kim Gong-Ja, could stay silent, the Demonic Heaven couldn’t.
    

    
      I chuckled. “I wonder if you have the authority to say such things, Sect Master.” 
    

    
      The Viper smirked, pleased that I finally broke my silence. “Why wouldn’t I? Since I have a perfectly functional tongue, I ought to use it.”  
    

    
      “Has Murim Alliance Leader Namgung Woon recognized you as his successor? Have the Righteous Path’s followers chosen you as their representative?” 
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , recognition. It would be nice to have it, but Gramps Namgung Woon is getting old. Besides, he also undeniably lost to the Heavenly Demon last time, you know. What qualifications does a loser have? How can he gain recognition? As for the other followers, they’re all peacefully asleep under the snow, so I might as well politely tell them to stay asleep.” 
    

    
      “So you’re just claiming to be the Righteous Faction?” 
    

    
      “That’s right.” 
    

    
      My heart racing, I asked, “Do you have the skill to do that?” 
    

    
      “The Heavenly Demon used his Sword Telekinesis to unleash the Demonic Heaven Arts attacks, and I blocked his attacks twice in a row. Isn’t that enough? What more skills could one need? 
      
        Ugh
      
      , fuck, it’s really tough to be the Righteous Faction.” 
    

    
      “I’m not Heavenly Demon.” 
    

    
      “That’s true. People around you don’t call you that, but 
      
        I 
      
      will. All the Heavenly Demon Cult followers pledge their loyalty to you. You even traveled to a random continent to spread the cult doctrine to the Terras. You preached it so well to them that the entire species turned into demons, but you still want me to call you Young Heaven? Fuck. Aren’t you being too fucking humble? People’s hearts seem to warm up when they see humility from others. However, I tend to remain objective at all times, so I’ll just continue living my life like this, Second Heavenly Demon Kim Gong-Ja.” 
    

    
      I chuckled. “Interesting.” 
    

    
      For some reason, my smile made the Viper’s disappear. Well, I didn't pay much heed to that and grabbed Idol.
    

    
      “I thought I could slay you easily if you were just as jealous of me as back then… No, maybe your jealousy is still the same. Your heart doesn’t seem to have changed much. I can tell that from the look in your eye, but… I see.” 
    

    
      I made a subtle motion with my hand. One of the demonic swords that had been swirling around me responded swiftly. 
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        Third Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Drowning Death.
      
    

    
      At my surprise attack, the Viper rolled on the ground right away. Prayer stabbed the ground where he had just been. After scattering dirt around, the sword circled the snake, striking whenever a chance emerged.  
    

    
      The Viper took a step backward to evade the attacks. “
      
        Ah
      
      , the fuck!” 
    

    
      But he failed to dodge the sword’s attack route once, so his ankle got cut. Blood spurted out from the wound. It caused significant damage, though the injury wasn’t fatal. 
    

    
      “Seriously?” 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      “Do you have to show that you’re a demon with every given opportunity? Nothing stops you, 
      
        huh?
      
      ” 
    

    
      The Viper unleashed his aura all around and parried away the demonic sword, sending her flying through the air. She then returned to my side, circling me to protect me.
    

    
      “Fuck, my foot hurts!” 
    

    
      Another metallic clang echoed. It wasn't anything extraordinary as it could easily be replicated with one’s aura. Still, I sensed a link between his joyous laughter and the clangs. This was also why our match had escalated into a war between the Heavenly Demon Cult and the Righteous Faction. 
    

    
      
        Is he confident that he’ll win? No, he probably believes he can defeat me mentally. 
      
    

    
      I came here to defeat everything that my opponent stood for. He was the Viper, the OJP Sect Master, and Rao Fan. Likewise, my adversary also held up his sword to defeat everything I,
      
         
      
      Kim Gong-Ja, Young Heaven, and Demonic Heaven, stood for. 
    

    
      
        Good. 
      
    

    
      My heart still raced. 
    

    
      
        Really good.
      
    

    
      What had Teacher said and seen upon hearing the Murim Alliance leader’s challenge? Her smile, the breath she exhaled, her words—I could understand them all, so I smirked and said, “Good. I accept your challenge.” 
    

    
      I sheathed Idol and gave the Viper a 
      
        bao quan
      
       salute. He flinched but quickly regained his composure, saluting back. For some reason, the smile still didn’t fade from my mouth. This was fun.
    

    
      “I hope we can honor our ancestors with our nine hundred ninety-first match, not shame them.”
    

    
      The Great War of Good and Evil. A certain world’s once-vibrant snowfield was now doomed, but some people had taken up the mantles of the Heavenly Demon Cult and the Righteous Faction. Despite the devastation wrought by snow, the nine hundred ninety-first match unfolded in this place. I chose to see it as happiness. It was just that…
    

    
      “Sect Master, I admire the strong, support the vulnerable, and aspire to bring joy to those trapped in hell. Though this isn’t hell, and I’m merely extending my hand to those who are holding on.”
    

    
      “Okay.”
    

    
      “I hate people who mention things they can’t take responsibility for,” I said with another chuckle. “The stronger that person is, the more I hate them. If all those words of yours are empty, I’ll cut you down, Rao Fan.”
    

    
      The Viper swallowed. Slowly, a smile crept up on his face. “Alright, Kim Gong-Ja.” 
    

    
      In a heartbeat, I scattered the four demonic swords and unsheathed the holy sword. Then, I took a step forward in the tranquil jungle.
      
         
      
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    

    
      1. Writing this ref again since it’s been a while. He’s a monk from Shilla, an ancient Korean kingdom. ☜
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    Chapter 279: The Righteous Faction (4)

    
      He didn’t belong to the Righteous Faction in the first place.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “You can’t bend the iron there. No, no, don’t try to put it back with your aura. What’s wrong with you?” the Sylvan blacksmith asked. 
    

    
      The Viper continued swinging his hammer without offering a reply. 
    

    
      “If you’re using aura for blacksmithing, then it’s just a hobby for you, not work. You’re just playing with that iron. Are you here to play?” 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      The Viper inhaled deeply, his face illuminated by the furnace’s fire. Sweat cascaded down his cheeks and landed on the hot iron with a sizzle.
    

    
      “I asked, are you here to play?”
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      The Viper wasn’t cut out for blacksmithing. No exhilarating miracle that made him become instantly accustomed to the right hammering rhythm occurred. His arms—no, his entire body was shaking as he unleashed all the pent-up emotions from within. 
    

    
      “Wow. Fuck.” 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      “This is hard!” the Viper grumbled. 
    

    
      No miracle occurred.
    

    
      “I’m going to die! Fuck, why the hell is this so hard?” 
    

    
      “You aren’t really going to die. Don’t worry. It looks to me that you have a long way to go before you die. When you’re truly at death’s door, the skin beneath your eyes sags. Sir… no, I’ll just call you Mister. Is that okay? Anyhow, you’re as lively as ever.” 
    

    
      “This is exhausting!” 
    

    
      The blacksmith shrugged. “Work is supposed to be like that.” 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      “Just be humble. ‘Oh, this is freaking hard, but it isn’t the hardest job there is.’”
    

    
      The Viper frowned. “That’s not much of a consolation.” 
    

    
      “Then what do you want? Do you think there’s some magic spell that will bring you comfort, make the hammering easier, and refresh your happiness every day? Consolation isn’t really comforting by nature. It’s just that it becomes more challenging without consolations, so that’s when we hand them out.”
    

    
      “F-fuck, it’s tough…” the Viper mumbled, his voice quivering. 
    

    
      
        Clang!  
      
    

    
      “Ah…” 
    

    
      
        Clang!  
      
    

    
      The sky thickened as the clangs echoed through the clouds, its color shifting from a bright midday blue to a deep evening crimson. The merchants began unpacking their evening stocks, adding to the metallic clangs with their medley of other noises. 
    

    
      The Viper was panting hard. “Huff, huff! Haaaaaah… Huh, haa…”  
    

    
      “Okay, let’s go eat.”  
    

    
      The Sylvan blacksmith was in his neat, clean suit, looking freshly groomed. The Viper had no idea when the blacksmith had washed himself. It seemed that his Sylvan blood was strong. They were only going out to grab a bite, but the blacksmith still dressed himself stylishly. 
    

    
      The Viper wiped off his sweat and followed the blacksmith. On one side of the old street, a group of dancers were performing. Though only a few people were watching, they looked amused by the show.
    

    
      “Wow, mister! Look over there! I think that shop hired a Cavefire troupe for promotions! That’s quite costly. They’re going all out to break even in business.”  
    

    
      “Ahh… Is it like hiring a singer?”  
    

    
      “Let’s go check it out! It’s free!” the blacksmith shouted. 
    

    
      It seemed that both the Countess and the Sylvans liked free stuff. With this in mind, the Viper grinned as he dragged his weary body toward the performance.  
    

    
      “Ug, ah! Ug, ah! 
    

    
      “Gooooru, kug.” 
    

    
      The performers on stage appeared to belong to a small, struggling Cavefire troupe composed of only very young or elderly actors. Their dances were less about power and more about moving in sync, sharing simple love songs instead of tales about war’s horrors. The soft music coursed into the sunset through the actors’ aura.
    

    
      The Viper crossed his arms as he took a spot in the first row. The sunset blazed a particularly bright shade of red, as if infused with the blood of workers who worked all day. The rooftops, pillars, dirt roads and stone floors—every gap of theirs absorbed the sunset, transforming the streets into a crimson hue.
    

    
      “Ug, ug, ug, gorrrrr.” 
    

    
      “Tu, tu, bruuuuu, tu, tu.” 
    

    
      This was… this was also quite good. It was strange. The Viper had witnessed grand Cavefire plays multiple times already. The warriors of the Fire Water Council performed in perfect synchronization. Their movements were desperate yet solemn, both moving and sorrowful. There were moments when he even shed tears. 
    

    
      But why? The snake in his heart flicked its tongue despite staying silent in such majestic Cavefire plays before.
    

    
      “Oh, they’re dancing,” the blacksmith murmured.   
    

    
      The Viper looked around. It was true. The others in the audience were moving their shoulders in excitement or holding their partners’ hands, urging them to dance.  
    

    
      “Red Brew at your service! You won’t get a price like this anywhere else!” 
    

    
      A Sylvan clerk came out from the store to sell Red Brew, a traditional grain wine of Goru that was similar to beer. “I have bottles of Red Brew that have been kept cooled in ice until now! Ah, thank you! Thank you!”  
    

    
      The clerks navigated through the customers like eels in a stream. Upon a closer look, it seemed the store primarily offered simple snacks and Red Brew. As the sounds of buying and selling Red Brew mingled, the actors’ music intensified.  
    

    
      The blacksmith raised his hands, bouncing up and down. “Me too! Over here! Two glasses of Red Brew, please!” 
    

    
      “Yes! Here are two glasses! Enjoy!”  
    

    
      “Hehehe.” The blacksmith grinned and handed a cup of red wine to the Viper. “This is the beauty of a hard day’s work. Consider yourself lucky, Mister. You even get to experience a Cavefire play for free. Drink up. Your work today was meh, but I’m investing in your future. No one excels at something from the start, right?”  
    

    
      Feeling a swirl of emotions in his heart, the Viper drank the Red Brew. The wine flowing down his throat was… refreshing. With each sip, the invigorating scent of wheat rose from his throat and the cool, spicy aroma made his nostrils flare.
    

    
      “Gosh! Whoa!” the Viper exclaimed. 
    

    
      “How is it? Isn’t it great? I come to this bar often, and their Red Brew is simply amazing. There are many good Red Brew stores in Goru, but I think this one is the best in terms of cost-effectiveness. Woooow, Mister! You know your way around liquor, don’t you?”  
    

    
      “Hey, uh, another round of beer!”
    

    
      “Beer? Why are you suddenly asking for beer? If you want beer, you need to go somewhere else. Anyway, Mr. Clerk! Another glass of red wine here, please!”  
    

    
      The world transformed into vibrant colors. The sunset sky resembled a landscape painting with a red-hued palette, while the guests chatting, drinking, and dancing under it looked like angels. The sounds of music and dancing echoed around the walls of Viper’s heart, making him feel tingly all over. 
    

    
      The Viper murmured, “What? I do like alcohol, but um… not this much…  Seriously, what is going on?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I don’t know what I’m saying.”
    

    
      “Oh, you’re drunk. I thought you were a good drinker when you downed your first cup. God, two glasses of Red Brew knocked you out already? Come on, wake up, Mister. Maybe you’re worn out from work. Usually, if one had a tough day, the drinks hit them harder.”
    

    
      “I’m not knocked out… I just like—”
    

    
      The music played, and the Viper’s heart raced. He got up from his seat. 
    

    
      “Hmm.” 
    

    
      No, perhaps that wasn’t quite right. It was his heart that stirred first. His limbs followed so he could get up, for the heart that couldn’t rise on its own. His mind and his spirit were the last to catch up.
    

    
      “Hahaha.”
    

    
      “God, you surprised me! Mister, what are you… Ah, do you want to dance?”
    

    
      The Viper beamed. “Yeah!” 
    

    
      He wasn’t sure when he had last laughed this freely after the start of his seclusion training. The Sylvan blacksmith chuckled and skillfully took the hand that the Viper held out. The Viper had to bend down due to the height difference between a Skian and a Sylvan, but his face still radiated joy.
    

    
      “This is my first time dancing with a Skian…” 
    

    
      “This song is fantastic! Whoaaaaa!” the Viper cheered. 
    

    
      “Well, I guess it doesn’t matter.”
    

    
      The Viper led his partner while humming. His spirits were occasionally lifted even further, so he praised the Cavefire troupe whenever that happened. Soon, the troupe became more energized and began to stomp their feet harder. With each stomp, their aura matched the rhythm, and music resonated alongside the aura strings.
    

    
      “Whee!”
    

    
      “Great dance and song!”
    

    
      The other people in the audience joined. Regardless of whether they could use aura or not, they downed their drinks and stomped their feet together. Even children clapped along happily. 
    

    
      The rhythmic clapping and stomping to the Cavefire troupe’s music gradually resonated from the front of the shop toward the street, all the way to the intersection.
    

    
      “Red Brew in stock! It’s really refreshing!”
    

    
      “Yeaaaah!” 
    

    
      “I like the actors’ stomping! The rhythm is addictive!”  
    

    
      Smoke billowed from chimneys throughout town, signaling people to come home from the war zone known as their workplace. When the workers spotted the rising smoke, they headed for their homes. Every street teemed with people in one, two, three, four, five rows. The shabby bars lining the outskirts and the small troupes sold drinks to customers who didn’t get to wear stylish clothes. They played music and enjoyed themselves while dancing.
    

    
      “Hahahahaha!”  
    

    
      It was sort of like an outdoor club. No pricey tickets were needed; just a glass of Red Brew from the nearby store was enough. With that, one could watch the performance of these old troupes. There was no need to wear formal clothes either. Some customers were still in their work clothes, while others put on a coat for style points. Some even showed up shirtless, as if still at work. 
    

    
      Various new customers gathered, every one of them with a glass in their hands as they hummed and danced along.
    

    
      “Ah…” The Viper tightly grabbed the blacksmith’s hand, which was the size of a rabbit’s paw, as he looked around to take in the scenery from every angle. “It’s beautiful.”  
    

    
      “What is? The song?” 
    

    
      “Song? No, not the song… The people are drinking, laughing, singing together, and enjoying themselves…”  
    

    
      “Wow… you’re really drunk, Mister. I can’t even follow you anymore.”  
    

    
      “Beautiful. How can the world be this beautiful?” 
    

    
      The Viper was shedding tears. It wasn’t just him. The snake in his heart was crying blood. Tears flowed from his heart through his veins, reaching his tired calves, knees, back, shoulders, forearms, palms, and eyes.  
    

    
      The Viper guided his partner with his hand. “Because work is hard and it feels like we’re going to die, everyone wants to die.” 
    

    
      Tears were flowing from his heart and pooling in his eyes, but his smile couldn’t be brighter.  
    

    
      The area in front of the store had transformed into a small square of its own. Drunk spectators surrounded the Cavefire troupes. 
    

    
      “One more Red Brew here!”
    

    
      “Yes, coming right up!”
    

    
      All those voices rang with joy, resembling music instead of mere noise.  
    

    
      “That’s why we drink. To live and find joy. We drink and dance to get energized. When the music resumes, we dance again.” 
    

    
      The Viper picked up the small Sylvan and twirled him around. 
    

    
      “Oooooh!” nearby spectators exclaimed, but the Viper and the Sylvan in his arms were oblivious to them. 
    

    
      The Viper continued, “Once more, we dance, work, and feel as if we’re going to die. Then we dance and have fun again. It’s beautiful. Another day comes by and we work again and feel like we’re about to die. Then another day. We work day after day, feeling as if we want to die, but life becomes fun again.” 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      “Ah, I think I get it now,” the Viper hummed. “People work with everything they’ve got, so of course, it makes us feel like we want to die. We want to die, so we find enough fun that we won’t actually die. Yes, we have no choice but to dance.” 
    

    
      Clang! 
    

    
      “We sing out of exhaustion, we drink to forget how tired we are, we eat together because we’re fatigued. We dance because we feel like dying. Yeah, there is no such thing as music existing without a purpose. Music exists for those who work so hard that they want to escape from their usual lives. Only to those, music exists by itself. It means nothing to those who live without a day that they want to forget.” 
    

    
      “You’re babbling… Mister, does your personality change when you drink?” the blacksmith asked sourly. 
    

    
      “Ah.” 
    

    
      Clang! 
    

    
      The Viper replied, “I’m happy. Hammering was freaking hard, and yes, tomorrow will be a damn challenge too. But, Blacksmith, aren’t you happy right now? Life is a bit enjoyable at the moment, isn’t it?” 
    

    
      The Viper didn’t belong to the Righteous Faction in the first place. The Sylvan wasn’t born to be a blacksmith. 
    

    
      “Yes, of course it is. That’s why I love the moments when I’m not working the most,” the blacksmith answered. 
    

    
      Many people never truly belonged anywhere in the first place. The run-down shops, the chilled Red Brew, the busy store clerks rushing about, the people whose collars were stained with fatigue—every street and intersection were flooded with people drained by work. 
    

    
      This moment was their brief indulgence: a drink, a tasty snack, a chat with a friend. To somehow cast off the feeling of wishing for death, a feeling that lurked within them today, people carved and scooped out this never-ending lethargy within them as much as possible before returning to work the following day. That was why they danced.
    

    
      “Everyone is alive. Life is so hard that it makes you want to die, but when you make it through a stressful moment, you have a brief opportunity to catch your breath.” 
    

    
      The Viper wished to protect this moment. His righteousness was about calling the ordinary people’s happiness beautiful and telling those who had a long day of hard work to get some rest. It was the joy of drinking wine, dancing and singing, especially for those who had come to unwind after work. 
    

    
      “Blacksmith,” the Viper blurted out.
    

    
      “Yes?” 
    

    
      The Viper gently tapped the blacksmith on the shoulder, staggering away from the mini square filled with song and dance. “Live a long life. Be careful of accidents. You, me, all of us… Let’s live long lives.” 
    

    
      As he got out of the square, the Viper’s Skian shadow slowly enveloped everyone else’s. The Sylvan blacksmith remained behind, watching the Viper fade into the sunset. 
    

    
      The Viper began to run. “Yeah, I wore fancy clothes to quietly enjoy the music of Cavefire plays, so no wonder I couldn’t feel anything, even though they were excellent plays.” 
    

    
      He kept running. As he released the aura that had been sealed for half a day, his blood rushed through his veins, and his vision sharpened. He swiftly leaped up from the ground and landed on a rooftop. As he glided over from rooftop to rooftop, the passersby on the street pointed at him, exclaiming, but before their fingertips could catch up to him, the Viper swiftly leaped again and vanished onto another rooftop. 
    

    
      The Viper breathed heavily. “Life is supposed to be so hard that I feel like I’m going to die. Only then can I hear the music and begin to dance, to forget and endure. It’s not to seek happiness. We’re trying to be happy so we can survive. To survive...” 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      “We do this to survive.” 
    

    
      At some point, every time the Viper took a step, aura vibrated around him, even when he burst his aura mid-air, a metallic clang started to ring out. 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      It had now been four hundred ten days since he left the cave. The Viper visited a Shellmount family’s farm as a guest and lived with them for two years, working hard in the fields alongside them. One day, his plow broke as he dug through the hardened earth. 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      On Day 1,503, the Viper worked in a Sylvan bank. Since he kept his identity secret, his superior often smacked him in the back of his head, unaware that the Viper was the god of Skians. 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      On Day 2,874, the Viper entered a mine run by the Skians and swung a pickaxe. The mining industry had improved significantly compared to when the Shellmounts used slaves. Even so, it was still a very tough line of work. The Viper used a wet towel to cool his face and drank water to hydrate, though he still swung the pickaxe with difficulty.
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      Day 7,021.
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      Day 14,059.
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      Day 19,856.
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      Day 22,400. He didn’t belong to the Righteous Faction in the first place. 
    

    
      “Hmmm.”
    

    
      Though he was lonely, his skill didn’t match that of a lone-wolf, undefeatable swordsman.
    

    
      “Is this it?”
    

    
      From the very beginning, the role of a protagonist didn’t suit him.
    

    
      “Phew.”
    

    
      Standing atop the mountain, the Viper inhaled deeply. The sensations from his arms, shoulders, back, waist, thighs, calves, and even the soles of his feet… the world he inhaled transformed into blood that circulated throughout his body before he exhaled slowly.
    

    
      In the far distance, he could see a colossal turtle monster surfacing from the depths of the sea and approaching the land. The monster seemed formidable, as if he aimed to obliterate the world. However, the Viper merely glanced at the creature, his focus solely on the people of this world.
    

    
      “Come on, Kim Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      Finally, he shed his Skian shell after wearing it for a long time. After so long, he finally swung his own arms around. Most importantly, he spoke with a voice that came from his own heart as he punched the air.
    

    
      “Here is the Righteous Faction.”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “Fighting is our work.”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “Work is supposed to be tough and challenging.”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “Fighting against you is exceptionally fucking hard. I feel like I’m going to die from overwork.”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “After we’re done with this job…”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “... let’s head somewhere with good music and chug down some drinks!” 
    

    
      The Viper laughed.
    

    
      The Five Prestigious Clans lay buried in the snow, and the Nine Sects and the Beggar Gang had vanished in the snowstorm. Not even the Murim Alliance leader could fight anymore. Now, the Demonic Heaven had transcended the confines of the world and was wherever the people chanted the prayer of whish.
    

    
      Right now, the last man left in the Righteous Path of the snowfield, the OJP Sect Master, stood up with a smile on his face.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 280: The Last Vote (1)
Inevitably, the Demonic Heaven Arts were demonic arts.
Clang!
Murim Alliance Leader Namgung Woon had mocked us, calling us flower sellers. Teacher hadn’t refuted him. Now, the Viper, claiming to be the heir of the Righteous Faction, mocked me the same way, but I didn’t refute him either.
It was fine. I just laughed.
Clang!
Those who blindly swung their swords were merely beginners who had just started walking down their respective paths. Those who practiced their swordsmanship to learn more were intermediates, while those who knowingly used their swords were experts. We all knew this.
Clang!
Despite the hardships of daily life, many people carried yesterday’s pain and today’s fatigue day after day, still managing to find small moments of happiness amid their struggles. We all knew this. 
Clang!
They sometimes said that they wanted to die, but their desire to die hadn’t yet led them to carry out that wish. Though they would cry out in pain, their voices hadn’t reached the point of screaming yet. Their moments of happiness lasted only an hour, half a day, or a day. Still, many people lived such lives. We all knew this. 
Clang!
The Demonic Heaven couldn’t embrace those brief moments of joy, those small, beautiful flowers. It was too busy to embrace the people of the red dust[1] despite the wish to love, comfort, and kiss them. 
Clang!
There were still too many people who screamed.
Clang!
There were still too many people who gazed up at the sky with resentment as they bled out.
Clang!
There were still people who starved to death, died of thirst, drowned in the depths of the sea, froze to death in the harsh winds and snow due to the lack of shelter, perished from poison before they could even leave behind a will, succumbed to disease, beaten to death, burned to death, or who took their own lives. 
Clang! 
There were many such people. 
Clang! 
Clang! 
Clang! 
“Yes! There are so many! So, so many! Look, Sect Master! You still have one eye left, so look! Do you really think that you can silence these countless screams with the happiness you brought?”
Demonic Heaven Arts.
Fourth Form:
Freezing Death.  
The Viper barely managed to block my sword swing. However, that wasn’t it. Not only did I use Idol, but Sympathy, Prayer, Sacrifice, and Salvation flew around in all directions, releasing their shadows. 
Whoosh! Swish! 
Every time the Viper showed an opening, the demonic swords would turn around and rush in to strike.
“Ah, what, the, fuck!”
Clang!
With a movement that seemed almost divine, the Viper kicked away Sympathy, who had been aiming for his nape. However, the movement wasn’t perfect. The sword grazed his neck, and blood gushed out.
“Huh, hufff, hah. Haaaaaah. Huff, huff, huff, huff!”
The Viper staggered, but even as he did, he held his sword tightly in both hands. He was already covered in wounds. With his never-ending talk, he pretended like he was fine, but no part of him was unscathed. If not for his superhuman will, he would have collapsed twice by now.
So I laughed. “Ha, Sect Master. You can’t defeat me like that. Don’t you get it? Even if you fight me for a hundred or a thousand years, you’ll never be able to defeat the Demonic Heaven.”
“Yeah, you’re probably right.”
“You dared to recite the words from the Great War of Good and Evil and call me Heavenly Demon against my will. The war already ended with the Demonic Heaven’s victory, but you disrespectfully claimed that the war isn’t over and challenged me again. Yet this is all you got? I was hoping you would display martial arts skills that would captivate me, even if you don’t end up tearing the heavens apart.”
“I…”
The Viper was breathing heavily. The wounds and blood loss had drained his strength, so his words became faint.
“What?” I asked. 
“I’m already…” 
“What are you saying?” 
“Working.” The Viper stood up straight, grabbing his sword hilt tightly with both hands. He looked up, his eye burning brightly. “I’m working right now, you Second Heavenly Demon bastard.”
I narrowed my eyes. “Working?” 
“Work is also a form of karma.[2] It’s fate that weighs down your entire life. You wonder how you ended up here, but it’s a burden that will cling to you regardless. There are so many jobs in this world, and each job carries its own fucking karma. Kim Gong-Ja.”
“Yes.”
“What do you think my job is?”
I frowned. “Your job is being the OJP Sect Master.”
“That’s right, but that’s more like a side job. You’re the assistant leader to all the Five Guilds, but your real job is being the Heavenly Demon. Or being the patriarch of the Death King Clan or whatever you call yourself, right? I… also got a new job recently. Do you know what it is? It has to do with stopping you.”
For a moment, I couldn’t understand what he was saying. “What?”
“To endure you, Heavenly Demon. This is the work I have chosen to do.” 
The Viper took a stance, holding up his sword. No part of his body was okay—his ankles, thighs, waist, back, and neck were all wounded. However, the way the Viper stood on both legs was solid, and he confidently held his sword with both hands.
“How is it? Doesn’t it sound fun?”
The smile he wore was also composed.
“What?” I asked.
“You’re right, Kim Gong-Ja. There is too much sorrow in this world, so countless screams go unheard. As long as those echo, the sky will remain a faded Demonic Heaven. Under that Demonic Heaven, you’ll continue to swing your sword and be the Heavenly Demon. But... “ 
The dirt crumbled under his feet. Suddenly, the Viper lunged at me. 
Clang!
I used Sacrifice to block the Viper’s advance. Even though Sacrifice was still a demonic sword that was made from shadow and not metal, the metallic clangs rang out sharply when the two weapons clashed. 
The Viper continued to strike. “Yes! People starved to death, I’m aware of that! There are a ton of people who die for freakingly unfair reasons! It’s sometimes so sad that it makes us tear up! But you know what, Kim Gong-Ja? No matter how many tragic deaths occurred last night, we still have to carry on our lives and work! Do you know that?”
I brought in another demonic sword.
Demonic Heaven Arts.
Fifth Form: 
Poisoning Death.
Prayer quickly aimed to strike for the Viper’s vulnerable side. Blood gushed from the back of the Viper’s right hand. He groaned and spat out a curse, but his grip on the sword didn’t budge one bit. 
He continued swinging his sword with his injured hand as he shouted, “We can’t just keep crying! The weight of everyday life is heavy! It’s so heavy that sometimes it’s suffocating! Even before we start working, our hearts pound with worry as we ask ourselves whether we can get through the day. And even after we finish work, we’re weighed down by thoughts of tomorrow’s tasks! Do you know that our hearts feel crushed and beaten down every single day? It’s really damn hard to spare some of our hearts to cry for you all!”
Clang! 
“I’m sorry!”
Clang! 
“I’m sorry for being born into this world, where I have to work to barely make the damn ends meet! Demon, I’m sorry! I really am!”
Clang! 
“So, let us say we’re sorry!”
Clang!
“How long should we keep apologizing? Until the day when no one cries out for someone else starving to death? Would that be enough? Should we cast off this karma weighing us down, abandon our lives, and join your Demonic Heaven? Should we follow the doctrines and devote our lives until no grassroots die of hunger?
“It’s hard. We just don’t have the capacity or courage. Right now, the only thing that brings food to our table is this hammer in our hands. We’ve only just gotten used to hammering to scrape by barely. This is all we’ve learned, how to steal from the world… We can’t just throw it away to rush toward where we can hear your screams. Every day is filthy, Heavenly Demon. It’s so filthy and exhausting.”
The Viper swung his sword.  
Clang!  
“I once lived on a farmer’s land and helped with the farm work. Autumn came, and every grain of wheat was golden. It was the season when the golden wheat fields seemed to wave from afar, but then we heard that a typhoon was coming.”  
Clang!  
“We prepared for it as best as we could, but there was nothing we could do. We gave up on the wheat that the typhoon swept away. After barely managing to save a few bundles of straw, we threw them into the warehouse. Those few bundles of straw were all the farmer’s family had to survive for the next year. The farmer awkwardly smiled, saying it was fortunate that we managed to at least save that much. Then, we heard the news from the neighboring village: an old couple couldn’t escape in time. The typhoon had swept through their house and the roof had collapsed, crushing them to death.”  
Clang!  
“It’s sad.”  
Clang!  
“There are people who die unfairly, how can they not? If we can help, we go ahead and offer help. Sometimes we cry, but…”  
Clang!  
“We still have to work the next day.”  
Clang!  
“We go out to the blacksmith shops, the fields, the bank, or the mines, doing what we did yesterday. We’ll do the same tomorrow. It’s difficult, but we connect yesterday, today, and tomorrow. As we fear when tomorrow will end, we devote ourselves to this work.”
Finally, the gap between us widened. The Viper backed away and avoided my strike. I didn’t chase after him, instead choosing to allow the newly found distance between us. 
Many people were watching our fight—the Black Witch, the Sword Star, the Inquisitor, the Countess, and the Paladin. The Bloodborns, Purens, Shellmounts, Sylvans, and Fingills had followed their parents and gathered around. Estelle, Uburka, and the cultists were also here. 
Everyone who had spread throughout the jungle to enjoy the festival had fallen silent as they watched the duel between me and the Viper. Their silence felt heavier than the stillness of the forest.
The Viper breathed so heavily that he struggled to pronounce my name. After several gasps, he finally managed to say it correctly. “Kim Gong-Ja… Heavenly Demon, your presence threatens us.” 
I tightened my grip on the holy sword hilt. “Is that so?”
“Yes, we… don’t even have enough tears to shed for ourselves because life is hard. Many of us have never cried for ourselves. We don’t die even though we want to, and we can’t cry even when we want to. There is no reason for that except to survive. 
“But… because of you, we have to shed tears for strangers we don’t even know. It’s noble. At first, this nobleness may make us feel good. It’s a tragedy that could happen to anyone, even us, since we’re all people. But we can’t cry forever.” 
So many people…. 
“Because we still have to work. We drink to catch our breath, play go, dance, step out for a walk, and smile at the sight of the season ripening… That is the happiness that we are allowed. We barely managed to gather enough to survive. That happiness is so precious.”
The Viper pointed his sword at me.
“Don’t ruin that happiness. When you approach, the world falls into chaos, Heavenly Demon.”
I fell silent. So this was how the Demonic Heaven could fall into deviation. When the Demonic Heaven saw people ignoring the deaths around them, their blood boiled. Witnessing others simply passing by someone’s death sharpened the Demonic Heaven’s fangs. 
When people died unnoticed because witnesses chose to look the other way and made excuses about their ignorance, only to later sympathize by asking if something so tragic really happened, the Demonic Heaven saw red. Though they knew that the people were just ordinary, the desire to kill them all surged within the Demonic Heaven. 
There was a time when Teacher fell into qi deviation. During that time, Teacher had broken into a bright smile and killed everyone in front of her. 
“You must be the Righteous Path followers sent here to assassinate me. Good. Come at me. Let us cross blades.”
The Demonic Heaven Arts were the demonic arts from the inside out. Those who ignored screams would become bystanders, and those who didn’t save someone from dying were neglecters. No one was truly innocent of the screams and deaths in this world. Therefore, there existed a constant danger that the arts could be used to massacre the entirety of humanity.  
“Still,” I said, “I can’t stop. No, I won’t stop. If there’s a scream that no one remembers, I will collect it and tell those who didn’t hear it about it.”
“Is it so they would feel guilty?” the Viper asked.
“No, but to tell them to look at the world,” I replied. “This is reality.”
The four swords of shadow—Salvation, Sacrifice, Prayer, and Sympathy—surrounded me to protect me.
“So, please come up to the Tower with me.” 
Estelle, my clan advisor, stood behind me. Chief Warrior Uburka stood aside, his arms crossed, while the clan shadow, Kim Yul, leaned against a tree. The cultists were also all lined up in formation, concealed in the jungle’s shadows. 
The Viper smirked. “I’ll be your watcher, Heavenly Demon. When your Demonic Heaven becomes too vast to caress small petals, I’ll stop you and show you that there are flowers you overlooked. Whenever you raise your sword and scream into this world, I’ll judge and advise you. Will the people who live be able to endure that scream? Life already crushes and burdens their lives, so will your scream crush their lives even further? Should you raise the sword of the Demonic Heaven? I will judge and advise on all of these questions.”
The Viper. 
“I’ll always be by your side and work as a representative of ordinary people. I may not be the protagonist, nor a supporting character, but if the day comes when you fall into aura deviation and stain the world red...” 
The OJP Sect Master.
“I’ll cut off your head right away.” 
Rao Fan. 
“Only then will I be able to defeat you. Do you understand? There is no need to rush in life. Until you are defeated, until your Demonic Heaven consumes you, I just have to watch over you.” He laughed. “Kim Gong-Ja, I will take you as my karma.”
The last follower of the Righteous Path that the snowfield left behind now pointed his sword at me. 
“You can test me all you want to see if I’m worthy.”

1. The raw is 홍진(紅塵). It’s a literary term for a secular world. ☜


2. The pronunciation of 직업(work/job) is similar to 업(Karma). ☜
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      Peach blossoms fell. A flower was snow that wasn’t cold.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Alright,” I said as I held up my sword. “Let’s see it.”
    

    
      I charged and swung my sword, clashing it against the Viper’s. 
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      The Viper’s muscles tensed before attacking from multiple directions, creating the illusion of three or four swords striking simultaneously. 
    

    
      
        These aren’t actual sword trajectories. It’s a test. 
      
    

    
      The Viper raised his aura to create multiple afterimages of his sword to see which one I would respond to. Depending on my choice, his attacks would change completely, and that change wouldn’t work in my favor at all. 
    

    
      
        It’s Take On The World Alone. 
      
    

    
      This was probably the Skill he had acquired when he entered the Tower—an ability to predict possible attack trajectories. It was this ability that had allowed me to get a brief glimpse into Teacher’s world. 
    

    
      I raised my sword high. “But I don’t need to choose!” 
    

    
      After all, I had more than one sword. Sympathy blocked the Viper’s diagonal strike from the upper left. 
    

    
      “One!” 
    

    
      Prayer intercepted the sword strike aiming for my waist.
    

    
      “Two!” 
    

    
      Sacrifice stopped the strike heading for my wrist.
    

    
      “Three!” 
    

    
      Finally, Salvation deflected the attack coming for my throat. With that, I blocked all of the Viper’s attacks and lunged closer to him while swinging Idol. 
    

    
      “Ugh.” The Viper stepped backward. He was probably trying to widen the distance between us and poised himself. 
    

    
      I’m sorry, but I have no intention of giving you any time to do that. 
    

    
      I charged forward and struck him. A smile crept across the Viper’s face. 
    

    
      Clang! 
    

    
      A sharp sound echoed as Idol was blocked by something that wasn’t the Viper’s sword. His wrist, wrapped in aura like a glove, was what blocked my strike. Just like that, he turned his hand and grabbed the blade, pulling the sword toward him.
    

    
      I narrowed my eyes. “Rao Fan, I thought you were a swordsman.” 
    

    
      The Viper spoke over me. “Let me tell you two things.” 
    

    
      Our voices were engulfed in an explosion. The sonic boom, created by the Viper’s other fist that flew past my ear, drowned out all other noises. I had to read the Viper’s lips to understand what he was saying.
    

    
      “This is also one of the great swordsmanship techniques. I mostly use a sword because it suits me and looks cool.”
    

    
      The moment he threw his fist, the Viper was already initiating his next attack. He pulled the sword he was holding and tried to knee me in the abdomen. If I let go of the sword and stepped back, he would likely swing the sword horizontally toward me, hitting my shoulder. Was I supposed to plant my feet on the ground? No, if I did that, he would kick me in the solar plexus. 
    

    
      “Well, I guess that’s true,” I said. “Even when controlling the Seven Skian Heroes, you used a lot of weapons at the same time.”
    

    
      “Yup,” he answered.
    

    
      I could see and feel the Viper’s intentions, his predictions of my responses, and his counters based on those predictions. Each action centered on a single, pure purpose.
    

    
      “From a scythe to fists, there’s no weapon I can’t handle!” he declared.
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      As we chatted, I swam through slowed time, keeping in mind all the possible aces the Viper could have up his sleeve. I counted a bit until I eventually gave up.
    

    
      “There are a lot,” I noted. 
    

    
      There were dozens, perhaps hundreds of them. Well, that was true only if the Viper was smart and laid his traps upside down, or if he waited for them to be triggered before acting. In a split second, I grasped the Viper’s goals and his murderous intent surrounding me from all directions.
    

    
      “For god’s sake,” I said.
    

    
      His technique was the definition of outnumbering his opponent. The Seven Skian Heroes, the Twelve Skian Elites, the Seventy-Two Demon Lords, the One Hundred and Eight Enlightened… whatever it may be, it was completely different from the time he controlled numerous Skians with a single will. He was now alone but had countless wills. Who I saw before me now was Rao Fan, but he wasn’t alone as I initially believed.
    

    
      “There are tons!” 
    

    
      The blacksmith’s hammer-like fist came for me. Attacks that resembled a farmer’s sickle, a gardener’s scissors, and a fisherman’s net were all launched in my direction. 
    

    
      I grinned. “Okay. Give me your all.” 
    

    
      I was also going to do my best to defeat him. No, not just him, but every side of him.
    

    
      Let’s go, Hwia. 
    

    
      As I jumped instead into the direction of the Viper’s grip, I swung my fist. It seemed to have been the right choice. The Viper’s grip on the sword weakened. 
    

    
      Resonate with my heart. 
    

    
      My fist cut through the air. 
    

    
      
        A Torn Goddess’s Salvation
      
    

    
      Among the four swords floating in the air, Salvation vibrated in response. 
    

    
      
        [Activating the Skill.] 
      
    

    
      This was the Constellation Murderer’s signature Skill. In exchange for the memories I abandoned, I could draw strength equal to the weight of the memories. The more I abandoned, the more parts of myself died. Since I promised Raviel that I wouldn’t recklessly throw away my life, I tried to avoid using A Torn Goddess’s Salvation unless I needed to give it my all, like right now. 
    

    
      
        Salvation.
      
    

    
      I swung my sword. 
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        First Form:
      
    

    
      
        Starvation Death.
      
    

    
      The sword ran wild in the air. The blacksmith’s fist, rushing for my right, was deflected away. 
    

    
      “Urgh!” 
    

    
      One, two, three, four lives had joined the fray, but none of them could get past Salvation. My aura was being consumed considerably. 
    

    
      
        I give up the memories of the four attacks I just overcame. 
      
    

    
      Suddenly, my vision cleared, my heart raced faster, and my aura recharged. As my steps became lighter, I moved quicker. I glanced to the right and noticed that nothing was coming for me from that direction. Upon closer inspection, I saw the lives of four defeated people rolling and groaning on the ground. Although I didn’t remember how that happened, the reason and implications were clear. 
    

    
      
        Okay. 
      
    

    
      My right side was exposed.
    

    
      
        Sacrifice. 
      
    

    
      If so, my next task was clear.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        Second Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Thirst Death.
      
    

    
      Sacrifice came rushing to my left. There were groans and screams as the sword blocked the attacks coming from that direction. 
    

    
      I give up the memories of the attack I blocked just now. Prayer.
    

    
      My left side was the one exposed now.
    

    
      
        Look, Sect Master. I am giving it my all right now. 
      
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        Third Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Drowning Death.
      
    

    
      
        You aren’t nothing to me. Why would I use the Demonic Heaven Arts against someone insignificant? Even if these memories are momentary, why else would I abandon them? Why else would I scrape together my soul and gather the pieces of flesh from my crumbled wounds just so that I can connect them in a single sword stroke? You want to stop me? You’re going to make me your karma? Sympathy. 
      
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        Fourth Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Freezing Death.
      
    

    
      
        I’m taking you on with all my strength. Using all my strength means that I’m placing my life upon my sword. I wonder what I should tell Raviel since I can’t just say that I didn’t break our promise because I’m not dead. It’s terribly shameless to justify myself with lame excuses. I can’t do that to Raviel. Don’t you agree?
      
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        Fifth Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Poisoning Death.
      
    

    
      
        The Guardian’s gaze has been catching my attention. That mister has become much more serious since I created the Demonic Heaven Formula Arts. He now spends more time observing me than speaking to me. It means he’s begun to see me as a more equal martial artist. That makes me happy, but it also worries me. I wonder what he would think of my sword right now. Wouldn’t you feel the same?
      
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        Sixth Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Illness Death.
      
    

    
      
        I think about my teacher and relive the final battle between her and the Murim Alliance leader. At that time, Teacher fought using her vital energy. With every step she took, peach blossoms bloomed and fluttered in the wind. The world absorbed her vital energy and blood, turning them into blooming flower petals.
      
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        Seventh Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Bludgeoning Death.
      
    

    
      
        That would be how far I should go to bring you to your knees and cut you down. I wonder if I can even reach that level with my fingertips right now.
      
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        Eighth Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Fire Death.
      
    

    
      
        I’m worried. You have made me worry about my love, my friendship, and my idol. You can’t be nothing to me. Don’t you think so? 
      
    

    
      My left side was exposed. No one came for me. So was my right and back. Nothing was coming for my nape. Now, the only exposed area left was my front. Only the wide open path leading to the Viper stood before me.
    

    
      
        Here I go.
      
    

    
      I took a step.
    

    
      
        I’ll break through your entire life.
      
    

    
      With my first step, I summoned back the swords I had sent out to block the incoming strikes. Salvation, Sacrifice, Prayer, and Sympathy—the four swords quickly gathered around me from a distance and resumed circling me. 
    

    
      
        And I’ll cut down your heart. 
      
    

    
      After I took another step, the four swords scattered like metallic dust as I withdrew the aura I had been using for Sword Telekinesis. For a moment, my vision cleared up even more, and my blood rushed quicker in my veins. 
    

    
      An accountant’s pen, a vegetable seller’s bucket, a drunkard’s bottle… Lives of countless people flew toward me.
    

    
      
        Good.
      
    

    
      I strode forward, determined to take all of them on.
    

    
      “Sect Master!” I yelled. 
    

    
      The long night settled, and the shadow cast over the jungle turned pale blue. The leaves trembled in the cool light of dawn, and my roar echoed through the jungle. 
    

    
      “Viper!”
    

    
      Suddenly, it seemed like something flowed underneath my steps.
    

    
      “Rao Fan!”
    

    
      With my third step, I realized that the sensation wasn’t an illusion. One step, two steps… A few flower petals briefly flowed down the ground I walked on. It wasn’t like the fight between Teacher and the Martial Alliance leader. I didn’t leave a long trail of blooming flowers, nor did my sword scatter and crush the petals that filled the air with fragrance. No garden of flowers was in the area where our blades crossed. 
    

    
      The white flower petals danced away between the Viper and me for a fleeting moment.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        Ninth Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Self-Determination Death.
      
    

    
      With my fourth step, my sword cut through one of the petals. I heard a gasp at the tip of my sword. The white petals silently split into two. As they parted left and right, they slowly revealed my surroundings. On one side, Rao Fan’s black eye patch appeared; on the other, his left eye was fully exposed. 
    

    
      The blade of my sword halted inches away from his throat. His fist was pressed against my solar plexus, around where my heart would be. We probably stopped a little too late. My sword left a shallow cut on Rao Fan’s skin, and a droplet of his blood trickled down the blade. Rao Fan’s fist also left a slight impact on my torso. Blood seeped from my lips, cascading down my chin.
    

    
      I could no longer swing my sword. If I tried to do that, my heart would burst. He could no longer throw a punch since doing so would mean losing his head. We both understood the consequences, so we instinctively paused.
    

    
      “Ah...”  
    

    
      “How?”  
    

    
      “Oh my god.”  
    

    
      The forest stirred with murmurs, not just the Hunters watching the fight, but their species had formed a big crowd. All the vassals of my clan were also watching intently from the shadows of the trees. With so many onlookers, it felt like the jungle was made of people instead of palm trees. 
    

    
      With everyone’s attention on me, I blurted out, “I beat the Sword Star.”
    

    
      I sensed someone flinching from one side of the forest. It was probably the Sword Star himself.
    

    
      As if it were nothing, the Viper answered, “I defeated that old man too long ago.” 
    

    
      As expected, the Sword Star flinched again. 
    

    
      I laughed. “You lost an eye, didn’t you?”
    

    
      “That doesn’t mean I lost the fight.” 
    

    
      “What? So, Gramps Sword Star always loses? He’s just a measurement of people’s combat prowess, huh? All people gotta do is defeat him first to start talking about how strong they are?”
    

    
      The Viper shrugged. “He’s old.” 
    

    
      “Maybe he’ll have a chance at life rejuvenation.”
    

    
      “Ah, so he’s going to turn into a pretty boy with silver hair. Well, that’s cliche, but I guess it’s possible.”
    

    
      “I was thinking of him returning to his twenties or middle age… Why in the world would he turn into a pretty boy? I’m getting the ick.”
    

    
      “I don’t think you’re getting as much of an ick as I am!” the Sword Star yelled at the top of his lungs.
    

    
      I laughed, and so did Rao Fan. Our blood dripped down on the ground as we laughed. 
    

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    
      We collapsed at the same time.
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      A scream pierced the air.  
    

    
      “Patriarch!”  
    

    
      “Lord Viper God!”  
    

    
      Up until this moment, the audience had been watching our fight as quietly as possible. Although the Sword Star had shouted earlier, that was to be excused since he was old, like the Viper had said. It was the etiquette for those uninvolved in the duel to remain silent and step aside, but now that the duel had come to a close, people rushed in with desperation.  
    

    
      “Stop!”  
    

    
      “You’re the ones who should stay where you are!”  
    

    
      In an instant, the crowd split into two, creating a standoff. On one side stood the Death King Clan, led by Estelle. She was the Demon King of Autumn Rain, Preta, my daughter, and now the advisor to our clan, always advising me in matters of right and wrong.  
    

    
      Opposite of them stood the Skians, led by one dressed in a pure white helmet and a full-body suit. It was the leader of the Two Hundred Fifty-Six Color Skian Rangers, the squad who had joined the energy dragon raid toward the end. 
    

    
      “Why are you stopping us? You’re just a bunch of clowns with color-coded clothes. Aren’t you old enough to know better?” 
    

    
      “Right back at you. Are you going off to a funeral after all this? Our RGB Code 000000: The Real Black can easily take care of you all dressed in black!”
    

    
      “You guys can’t even come up with a proper title!” Estelle snapped. 
    

    
      “What is your title then?” 
    

    
      “I was once known as the Saintess of the Outskirts, then the Demon King of Autumn Rain. Later, I was known as Preta. And now, I’m the advisor of the Death King Clan!”
    

    
      The Skian ranger leader scratched his head awkwardly. “Oh… That actually sounds pretty cool…” 
    

    
      Estelle didn’t care, so I had to stop her. “Estelle, why don’t you let them be?”
    

    
      “No, Patriarch! I can’t do that!” 
    

    
      Immediately, she disobeyed. I lowered my head slightly in shock, wondering if she was already in her rebellious phase. 
    

    
      Estelle shot a glare at the OJP Sect Master, hissing. “The sect master’s words have been so presumptuous and rude that I can’t bear to listen. He says that there is always a chance that you can go astray. Ha! So, the patriarch would fall into aura deviation and massacre the grassroots indiscriminately, then make the screams filling the human world disappear as if they never existed. After slaughtering almost everyone in the universe, he would gather only those worthy of surviving to create a small paradise. Is that what you think the patriarch would do, Sect Master?” 
    

    
      The Viper barely managed to sit up. His palm soon slipped across the grass, and he sank into the mud.  “Yeah… Shit…”
    

    
      Feeling embarrassed, his breathing became ragged for a moment. 
    

    
      “Like you said, I think that your Heavenly Demon can fall into aura deviation at any moment and unleash a massacre that no one has ever seen before.”
    

    
      Estelle gritted her teeth. “How… How well do you think you know the patriarch? You don’t know what kind of people surround him or follow him under the clan flag, nor do you know the full extent of their determination. We all swore to aid the patriarch even if it costs our lives. But you still—”
    

    
      The Viper coughed, applying mud to the wound on his throat. It didn’t stop the bleeding. “That’s why.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “If your patriarch falls into aura deviation and goes berserk, you guys will never be able to stop him.”
    

    
      Estelle clenched her fists. “Ha. Although I’m weaker now, I’m the Demon King of Autumn Rain. When my tears fall into raindrops as I swing my sword, ogres, orcs, goblins, and countless other monsters fall like rain and form an army. I am incomparable to a swordsman whose level has only slightly improved.”
    

    
      “Yeah, you guys are strong… too freaking strong.” The Viper coughed up blood and chuckled. “But are you going to stop your patriarch while under aura deviation with your strength?”
    

    
      “Yes, of course, even if it costs me my life—”
    

    
      “No, that’s not it. Be more specific. Have you been paying attention to me? Huh? We’re not talking just about anyone here, but your patriarch, Kim Gong-Ja, young lady.”
    

    
      The Viper looked around, like a gladiator standing in the middle of the coliseum. His shoulders drooped because of the exhaustion. 
    

    
      “Who is Kim Gong-Ja? Look at the Heavenly Demon. Even when his teacher died, he didn’t fall into aura deviation. Yes, he was sad, but he just accepted it. There are so many people in the world who deserved to die, so he could have screamed at the sky and asked why it had to be his teacher. But he didn’t. He just… cried a bit and sent her off. He may not look like it, but he’s a tough bastard.”
    

    
      The Viper raised his voice. 
    

    
      “Whether the world is ending or the heart of the woman he loves is torn apart, he will be fine! He never falls into aura deviation. He holds onto his sanity as if he’s nothing without it. No matter how hellish life is, he will never fall into aura deviation.”
    

    
      
        Clap, clap, clap.
      
    

    
      Small wounds decorated the back of his hands, but it seemed he had brought bandages with him in advance and used this opportunity to somewhat tend to them. Yet, every time the Viper clapped, his still-healing wounds bled.
    

    
      “That kind of patience is incredible. His mental fortitude is almost superhuman. Tell me, young lady. What kind of fuckery do you think Kim Gong-Ja would have to go through to fall into aura deviation?”
    

    
      Silence followed.
    

    
      “He’s seen worlds ending so many times, so that won’t cut it. Among them, many didn’t end pretty, but he was still fine. Then… human malice should be stacked again and again so that when he gets close or catches only a whiff of it, he would think, ‘Ah, this is hell.’ Only then would it become so unbearable that Kim Gong-Ja, the Patriarch of the Demon King Clan and the Heavenly Demon, would finally go crazy.” 
    

    
      The Viper laughed. 
    

    
      “And you’re his vassals. Can you stop him if that happens?”
    

    
      All the vassals remained silent.
    

    
      “Would you want to stop it? I can’t even imagine the kind of hell you would all witness at that moment. If it’s a hell so terrible that it even causes Kim Gong-Ja to lose his mind… If that is why he will try to kill everyone who created this hell, including those who stood by and those who pretended not to know, it will be pure chaos…”
    

    
      The Viper raised his head and looked around at Advisor Estelle, Chief Warrior Uburka, Clan Shadow Kim Yul, Head Steward Sylvia Evanail, and even the Sword Star, who had not yet joined the clan but had volunteered to be my bodyguard.
    

    
      “Would you… be able to stop Kim Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      Estelle tried to speak up. “We…” 
    

    
      “Honestly, my guess is that you’ll follow his lead and hunt down all those sons of bitches responsible for creating the hell. Your eyes will be blinded with fury. Basically, an entire clan and a demonic cult will succumb to aura deviation and wreak havoc on the world. How beautiful.”
    

    
      The Viper chuckled. 
    

    
      “The clan has a member who used to be a Constellation and another one who’s still a Constellation. There’s a Hunter who even received a title for his knack for slicing down Constellations. Then there’s one who nearly ruined the world by borrowing a Constellation’s power. The other soldiers aren’t ordinary either; they’re the elite of the demonic cult who survived the world’s destruction. Elites of elites! There are almost one thousand of them who can use master-level demonic arts.”
    

    
      The Viper picked up a stone and threw it. The stone landed at Estelle’s feet. 
    

    
      
        Tap. 
      
    

    
      “It looks like a faction that will easily bring down a world, doesn’t it? If something is dire enough to bring down the Heavenly Demon into aura deviation, it’s only natural that your entire clan will suffer from that as well. With all of you roaming around the Tower like that, our world will come to an end in a day.”
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      The second stone landed near Uburka’s feet.
    

    
      “Death King.”
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      “Heavenly Demon.”
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      “Hey, Kim Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      “You need me. Without me, you’re finished. You’re so angry that you feel like you’re going insane as you wonder how someone can really create such hell. If you still have your humanity, you shouldn’t cross this line. When you start to feel furious like that, when your heart begins to race, blood flushes back to your face and it feels like your blood is boiling in every vein…”
    

    
      Tap. 
    

    
      A pebble flew in and hit a spot near my heart, where the Viper had struck me with his fist earlier. When I looked up, he chuckled and said, “I’ll be there to help you control yourself. If you can’t control yourself, I’ll kill you.”
    

    
      
        I see. 
      
    

    
      The moment I succumbed to aura deviation and the Viper killed me, that would serve as the Righteous Faction’s victory and the Heavenly Demon Cult’s defeat. 
    

    
      I laughed. “Ha. The fight will take so, so long… Ten years? Twenty? Thirty? Maybe even hundreds? Rao Fan, are you challenging me to a battle that will last centuries?”
    

    
      “Yeah,” the Viper replied with a laugh of his own. “I love this because I got a work contract that would last for hundreds of years.”
    

    
      I nodded. “Okay, Rao Fan.” 
    

    
      Estelle looked up at me. “My lord?”
    

    
      “Estelle, there is no time limit to battles, anyway. To figure out whether the Demonic Heaven or the Righteous Faction was right, my teacher and the Murim Alliance leader had to fight nine hundred ninety times. They kept battling as the world was ending, but they still couldn’t reach a consensus. There’s no reason to rush.”
    

    
      Estelle took a deep breath. As if holding fire in her heart, she looked at me with determination and said, “You’ll never go astray, Patriarch.”
    

    
      “Why do you think so?”
    

    
      “Because it’s the path I’ve already walked once.”
    

    
      I thought of the clouds mixed with ash and the red rain that had fallen around me. Yes, she was right. I smiled. “Thank you.”
    

    
      “So, if it seems like you might stray, I… all of us will work together to persuade you and drag you back, even if it means grabbing you by the hair.”
    

    
      “I believe you.”
    

    
      Estelle frowned. “There’s no need for you to have someone like that by your side.” 
    

    
      “But I can still go down the wrong path.” I patted Estelle’s head and glanced over at the Viper, who was roughly wiping his muddy face with his hands. “Rao Fan, thank you.”
    

    
      I bowed. “Thank you for doing this for me. I’m genuinely grateful you spent so much time to defeat me. You mentioned you were jealous of me, but I don’t think that’s a bad thing. You didn’t harm me or plot against me. Instead, you looked me straight in my eyes, admitted your jealousy, and tried to defeat me fair and square. I… I think that is beautiful. I thought that, if I captivate you with my Sword Telekinesis, your jealousy will naturally fade, but I’m now embarrassed by my complacency. You overcame your jealousy long ago. That’s incredible.”  
    

    
      I got up. It was hard to breathe because I still felt the lingering pain from the Viper’s fist in my chest, but I endured it and walked toward him. For some reason, he looked nervous.
    

    
      
        Yeah.
      
    

    
      I knew what I was supposed to say at this moment. 
    

    
      
        Of course he feels nervous. 
      
    

    
      When one finally met the person they had been jealous of and admired, when they were face-to-face with that person at the same eye level, what would they want to hear the most? What would they desperately wish the person would say to them? What needed to be said? I knew the answer to these questions because I had envied and admired Fire Emperor Yoo Soo-Ha more than anyone else.  
    

    
      “Rao Fan.” I tapped him on the shoulder. “You’re a wacko like me, aren’t you? Well, I don’t hate nice wackos; I actually like them. In the end, you even punched me right in my heart… Really, good job.”  
    

    
      I laughed out loud. “You looked like a protagonist. But if you want to cut off my head while I’m suffering from aura deviation, you know that’s not enough, right? You have to train harder and not slack off.”  
    

    
      Rao Fan looked flustered. “What? Dude, if someone heard you, they’d think you just won.”  
    

    
      “Hmm? You told us to imagine things more specifically before we speak. You know that you become stronger during aura deviation.”  
    

    
      Rao Fan laughed, dumbstruck. “What kind of fucked-up logic is that?” 
    

    
      I sat down in front of him, laughing alongside him. “Let’s have a drink.”  
    

    
      Soon, someone bought us drinks. The glasses were prepared, and the drinks were poured into them. Scattered petals fell from branches above us and landed on the ground.
    

    
      The Skians who had been watching everything made their decision.  
    

    
      
        [All votes have been counted.]  
      
    

    
      
        [Choice 2 Voting Percentage: 00.00%]  
      
    

    
      
        [Choice 1 Voting Percentage: 100.00%]  
      
    

    
      Perhaps what they were watching was not merely the battle, but the clear water flowing down a certain eye.  
    

    
      “Okay, let’s have a drink, Kim Gong-Ja,” he said. “You wacko fucker.”  
    

    
      
        [The forty-seventh floor has been cleared.]  
      
    

    
      And, just like that, the last voting session was over.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 283: The Last Vote (4)
We held a banquet. In one go, we cleared multiple floors and reached a new milestone. Also, the Viper had returned from his seclusion training more powerful than we could have ever imagined. There were more than enough reasons to hold a celebration. 
The Five Guild leaders were no longer wary or afraid of their colleagues’ rapid growth. Like good friends, they congratulated each other wholeheartedly.
“I’ll make my special milk cocktail just for you, Sect Master.”
“No, stop, Gramps Sword Star! You know less about cocktails than you do about crab shells! You want to enjoy the cocktail bar vibe, but you don’t really get the taste. So you just drink milk, you kitschy old man. Don’t you dare experiment on— Hah!”
“Here you go, a cocktail from the combat power meter. I thought plain Kahlua milk was boring, so I mixed it with durian juice and espresso. Doesn’t this jungle feel like a seaside resort? Let me measure your romance level[1].”
“Ugh, blar…  Argh, blaaaaaargh! 
“Wow, romance level 10,000… 20,000… 50,000… 530,000… It keeps increasing. It’s good to be young. An old combat power meter like me should just die.”
“Did the Medicine King get in your head, you crazy old man?”
It was a disaster in the making.
The Black Witch shook her head as she enjoyed a drink with the Paladin. “You guys are acting like teenagers… Is there something wrong with your brain development?” 
They were sitting on a square mat. It seemed that those with an intelligence below a certain level couldn’t join them. The Countess buried her nose in the mat and meowed, acting adorable in front of the two. Peace, class, elegance—the Black Witch seemed to show the true style of a drinking party.
I smiled bitterly as I held my orange juice. “One side is hell, the other is paradise…” 
“No, I believe both are paradises!” a familiar voice said from beside me.
[The Mirage-Walking Princess has appeared.] 
I turned my head to see blond hair cascading in the eyes of a person who seemed to have been perfectly chiseled to portray an ideal girl, or rather, an idol. 
“You always appear and disappear like a ghost, Princess.” 
The girl placed her hands on her waist. “Yeah, that’s my specialty!” 
She had been our guide from the thirtieth to the forty-ninth floor. While others knew her as just a Constellation, she was actually one of the Pillars, who had the highest authority in the Tower. Above all, she was the Tower master’s daughter.
The princess sat down next to me, grinning brightly. “Wooooooow. This is amazing! I’ve already praised you numerous times for how incredible you are, but you continue to impress me! There is a good reason you’re the Ascender I’ve been keeping an eye on!” 
Wondering what she would say next, I gave her some space, but I still looked at her with shifty eyes. “What are you planning this time?” 
“Nothing! Nothing at all! There’s no scheming whatsoever! I just stopped by to praise you, Death King.” 
I sighed and took a sip of my orange juice. 
The princess giggled. “I just want to praise you. You, uh… all of you did really well. I’ve been to many Towers, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen these stages being cleared so unanimously like here.” 
“Really?” 
“Yeah! Of all the Towers I’ve overseen, the best one only got one species bullied. This is a secret you can’t access with your current authorization level, but…” The princess stretched her legs. “Well, who cares. The Ascenders there chose six species. From the beginning, it was agreed that one species would be the scapegoat. Smart, right? If there’s floods, droughts, shitty life conditions, it was all because of that species. After all, it’s said that if you want to make allies, you first have to make enemies. The Ascenders of that Tower used this strategy. They all united against that one species.” 
“That is the best scenario you witnessed?” I asked.
This Tower, like all Towers, was an inferno of the Tower master. She embraced all the screams, resentment, and death bubbling up in the Tower, feeling the pain on everyone’s behalf. “Best” wasn’t exactly the descriptor a child who had asked me to save her mother would use in this scenario.
The princess picked up a rice cake snack and ate it slowly. “Yes. Because the witches defeated the other five species, and then also the challenger they believed to be their god before proceeding to kick the asses of the remaining challengers.” 
“Huuuuuh?” 
“Yes, you heard me. Once that was done and dusted, the witches brainwashed the other species into becoming their slave soldiers. With their help, they attacked the lower floors of the Tower. The witches’ army massacred all the humans who had trusted the challengers and were living comfortably in the Tower. Those humans were then used as test subjects for biological experiments. It’s a happy ending.” 
The princess smiled brightly. 
“Oh, by the way, the humans I’m talking about now are a bit different from your humans. They look like toads. Anyhow, in short, the roles were reversed. The humans in that world were treated like gods, but they became laboratory toads overnight.” 
“Oh my god. What the—”
The princess continued to chew on the rice cake, her cheeks puffed out like a hamster’s. Despite this, her pronunciation was still incredibly accurate. “Isn’t it awesome? That happened about one thousand years ago.”
The princess’s gaze shifted toward me. Her cheeks were full of honey rice cakes, so it was almost impossible to take her seriously. Nevertheless, her eyes were strangely sharp. 
“You share a surprisingly deep connection with them, Death King.”
I blinked. “What?”
The princess’s eyes grew serious. “Think about it. You’ve met the witches before.”
Playfulness was her middle name. It lingered in the corner of her eyes, but her pupils now shone like jewels. She was staring at me, but I still struggled to remember who she was talking about.
“You said this happened in one of the Towers one thousand years ago. How could I have possibly met them? The time difference is—”
“If you’re talking about surviving for so long, you can use aura or magic to live for more than thousands of years. It’s actually common, at least on floors above the fiftieth. You can tell just by looking at the Constellation Murderer.”
“Ah.”
Suddenly, the hints the princess casually dropped began to piece together in my mind.
Mr. Sword Emperor.
—Yeah?
You said that you knocked down one of the Magic Tower’s buildings one hundred and fifty years ago.
That was the conversation I had with the Guardian when I reached the fiftieth floor after cheating just so I could meet the Constellation Murderer. The fiftieth floor was nothing like the other floors I had been to before. It was extremely dangerous. Most importantly, a terrifying faction had control of the entire floor.
—Ah, right. They originally had six towers, but I knocked down one of them.
The faction still had an unresolved grudge against my Guardian, the Sword Emperor. It was like they were each other’s nemesis. As soon as I mimicked him and shouted in the direction of the mages, they reacted immediately. The reaction was quite violent. 
“Sword Emperoooooooooooooor! You’re back! I knew you would come back someday! Even when all the Constellations said you were dead, we did not doubt that you were a son of a bitch who would never stay dead even if you did indeed die. Did you possess someone or get reincarnated? Oh, forget it! It doesn’t matter either way! We’ll kill you! We’ll kill you no matter what! We’ll tear your soul to pieces, scatter them all over the universe, and shit all over them! We’ll kill you! We’ll kill you!!! We’ll kill you right now! In the name and history of the Magic Tower, I swear we’ll chase you all the way to hell!”
I still couldn’t forget seeing hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands of mages charging toward me and the Constellation on broomsticks. I turned to look at the princess’s face, a slight shudder traveling down my spine at the memory. She offered me an innocent smile.
Um, I see. Let’s try summarizing.
	A thousand years ago, a species defeated all gods and humans and became the main species of the Tower.

	This species is known as witches.

	Coincidentally, a faction has been residing on the fiftieth floor of the Tower for one thousand years, reigning as the monarch of that floor.

	This faction is called the Magic Tower.

	The witches are said to enslave all the species that persecuted them, using them for labor or biological experiments. There are six species caught in this tragic situation: the five species that bullied the witches, plus the toad humans from the world that had abandoned the witches.

	Coincidentally, the Magic Tower consists of six towers.


“Are the mages I met on the fiftieth floor those witches?” I asked.
The princess set off a birthday firecracker that she had brought with her. 
“Correct! Just as expected from you, Death King! You catch on quickly, so it’s easy to talk to you.” 
“The heck…” As I realized that all the ties and connections in my life were twisted as hell, it dawned on me that I had missed one important question. “Oh, wait a minute. Is it possible for the main residents of a Tower to change?” 
“Of course. If the Terras got pissed and slaughtered all the residents of your Tower, then they would become the new main residents of the Tower. Well, that will never happen as long as you’re alive. The citizens of the Aegim Empire and the people from the apocalyptic books, even the world where Raviel lives, can theoretically climb the Tower in your place. You just haven’t realized this yet because you guys are monopolizing the rankings right now.”
Certainly, only those ranked up to seventh could head to the highest floor. 
“Well, if someone from among the cleared worlds entered the top seven instead of us… 
“Yeah, they can probably climb the Tower, too.” The princess shrugged. “Though it won’t be easy for them to join the rankings.” 
“Why is that?” 
“Hmm? Well, they fight every day in their world for their survival. Those who have no reason to leave their land usually have no reason to reach the sky either. No matter how strong they are, the Tower doesn’t pay attention to people like them. 
Her words resonated strongly within my heart. 
The princess shrugged again. “But even if it’s not for that reason, there may be those who aim to ascend to the heavens. For example, the Terras… Should I call them Asuras now?” 
She smiled. 
“The Asuras are strong. They know there is a higher world because they have a Constellation among them. That isn’t all. They have mastered the Demonic Heaven Arts, which are so powerful that they can be considered one’s trump card. They even know how to use the Demonic Heaven Formula Arts. These guys will be able to climb the rankings quickly, but… that will cause some problems.” 
Did this girl inherit not only her mother’s playfulness but also her venom? In the princess’s eyes, there was a hint of sarcasm that matched the mocking smile on her lips.
“What problems?” I asked. 
“Death King, you’re confident that the Terras and your colleagues will never betray you, but what about the rest of the Tower residents who didn’t participate in this expedition? When you guys suddenly bring your ‘children’ to the Tower, will they welcome the new species?” 
The princess laughed. It was meant to sound playful, but there was an artificiality to it.
“I wonder what they would do? Maybe you can tell them that there are no problems, so there is no need to worry, but will they believe that? You have a good reputation, so that might work. But what about your other colleagues? Only a handful of people know that the Black Dragon Master has changed. I wonder if you can count on both hands the amount of people who are aware that the Inquisitor has changed. Will people trust them even if they say, ‘Please believe us’? What about the Viper? The Sword Star? Will those residing on the lower floors of the Tower trust you and the children you brought into this world?”
I glanced around the area, taking in the buzz from the lively drinking party.
“It’s a shame, but I’ll end the durian course here,” the Sword Star announced gracefully.
“I… I survived… Ugh. I survived… I survived…”
“The next drink is a cocktail made from the finest salt mined directly from Slimepolis, mixed with the white liquor brewed from the Shellmount body fluids. Sect Master, it’s said that you need to drink this in one gulp to fully enjoy its flavor. Go ahead.”
“Uh… isn’t that just jelly with salt in it?” the Viper asked, suspicious. 
“Drink up.”
Yes, regardless of age, gender, or species, everyone was laughing and mingling in their own ways. There was jealousy, admiration, friendship, half-baked hopes, and long-simmered sighs. Still, everyone was looking at each other straight in the eyes, just like the Viper and I had done.
If we see each other as people, that’s enough.
I nodded and looked straight into the princess’s smiling eyes. 
“I can solve that.”
“Huh?”
“Well, I can help the residents find a solution, to be precise.” 
I turned my attention back to the Black Witch. She was still drinking with the Paladin but didn’t talk much, just observing the area with a bored expression. Our eyes met.
“What are you looking at?”
Her lips moved. The palm leaves cast shadows on her face. Despite the distance between us, I received her Aura Transmission clearly.
“Can you come over here for a moment?”
“Don’t feel like it… Why?”
“I have something important to discuss with you and the princess.” 
The Black Witch sighed and put down her cup. Before it touched the ground, she teleported right in front of me and asked, “What’s going on?”
“Before we head up to the fiftieth floor, there’s an event we need to prepare for first.” 
“Event?”
“Yes, an event.” 
The Black Witch tilted her head while the princess looked at me with intrigue. I paused for a moment before adding, “We’ll return to the first floor of the Tower tomorrow and start a vote.”
“Vote? I thought that was over once the Skians had their say.”
“No, there is still one last vote we should do. We haven’t yet received the votes of the people living in Babylon.”
Anastasha fell silent. Yes, that was correct. The most important vote was left. The Five Guilds overcame their conflicts in the past and united. With the scars in their hearts, they decided to move forward. That was a good thing that deserved to be celebrated.
But only we can celebrate genuinely at the moment.
The residents of Babylon were going about their lives, unaware of all this. They were happy that the floors had been cleared at an unprecedented speed, so they were cheering and supporting the Five Guilds. 
However, unseen problems lingered everywhere. Perhaps, like the what-if scenario that the Tower master showed, a rebellion would erupt in the Pantheon. It was possible that the Black Dragon Master would get betrayed, and so, the Tower would collapse from within. If we disregard the lives of ordinary people, they would, in turn, disregard ours.
We have to talk with one another. 
No, just talking wasn’t sufficient. 
We should show them what we have accomplished so they can grasp it. 
For that reason, doing this was essential.
“Anastasha, please prepare a press conference. I’ll hold my second press conference since becoming the Death King.”
Anastasha frowned. 
“It wouldn’t be a bad idea to have such an event... It is a significant achievement to showcase to the outside world…”
“Please allow not only reporters but also Tower residents to attend freely. The residents should also be able to ask questions, and I’ll not shy away from answering.” I stared into the Black Witch’s eyes. “I want all of you to be present, too. Let’s face and speak honestly to everyone living in Babylon.”
This way, everyone would be able to climb the Tower together.
The Black Witch remained silent. Her silence was long, not because she didn’t know what to say, but because of the overwhelming thoughts that filled her mind. Her silence was a way to endure the overwhelming rush.
“It’ll be dangerous,” she said finally. Her words summarized quite a lot of her thoughts. “We can control a typical press conference. The reporters allowed in, the questions presented, the reactions from the audience, the seating arrangements... the Black Dragon Guild can carefully orchestrate everything, but if we allow residents to ask questions as well—”
“I know.”
Anastasha fell silent again. After a few moments, she added, “Many people want to harm you.”
“Yes, I’m aware.”
“Some people think that you are a star that the Five Guilds have trained together. They say your achievements actually belong to the Five Guilds, but we intentionally gave you the credit to make you a star. The King of Death is merely a puppet, following the commands of the Five Guilds—”
“I know.”
“You’re an orphan. Because of your background, some will dismiss you either knowingly or unknowingly. You also brought your orphanage director to the Tower. Some people already believe you’re favoring those around you as soon as you become—”
“Yes.”
“There are people who don’t deserve to harm you. Many of them. You don’t have to do something that will hurt you.”
“I do have a reason. You know what that reason is, too. Yes, people want to hurt and criticize me. Some are just as petty as I used to be. But Anastasha, this is the cost the Five Guilds have to bear for maintaining the secrecy policy in the Tower for over a decade.” I placed my hand over hers. “These people aren’t just fabricating stories to hurt me. They’ve been treated like nobodies all this time, so they want to hurt anyone to make their presence known.”
“They want to hurt you for no reason.”
“Well, the world is full of irrationalities,” I said with a smile. “But leaders should weather this kind of irrationality. All of you made me a leader.”
I took a deep breath. “Now, it’s my turn to be the Tower’s leader.”

1. Not actually related to romantic love or any of the sort. It’s more about enjoying the little things in life that seem romantic, like watching a beautiful sunset or experiencing the first snow of the year. Something poetic that sparks an emotional reaction. Or, at least, I assume this is what’s going on here, haha. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 284: The Last Vote (5)

    
      Hairdressing scissors snipped in the air.
    

    
      “Are you sure about leaving this to me?” the orphanage director asked.  
    

    
      “Yes,” I replied, nodding as I glanced at my reflection in the large glass window. From over my shoulder, the orphanage director glanced down at me, looking somewhat displeased. “I really want you to cut my hair for me.”  
    

    
      “It’s always strange to hear someone express their wishes with such fervor. It sounds like if the wish isn’t strong enough, it won’t come true. Interestingly, a white cloth is wrapped around your neck, and I’m holding a pair of pretty sharp scissors.”  
    

    
      “Oh, it gets more interesting when you think that I’m a Class A Hunter and your Class is F.”  
    

    
      The director sighed, snipping the air with the scissors for no reason. “It’s not too late to change your mind. Miss Black Dragon Master has called over a professional hairdresser, so it would be rude to keep him waiting. You’re going to a press conference. Trusting an amateur like me is unwise.”  
    

    
      “Director, think about it.”  
    

    
      “Ah, here we go again...”  
    

    
      “If I let you cut my hair, it will make the hairdresser happy. He gets paid without having to work since he’s already waiting outside the door. You say I’m being rude to the Black Dragon Master, but the truth is that I’m besties with her. It’s okay if I’m only slightly rude to her. Besides—”  
    

    
      “Okay, okay. Zip it,” the director cut me off, frustrated. “I really shouldn’t have added a debate class in your curriculum when I was teaching you guys. You’re all fools, but you’re Olympic medalists at mental gymnastics.”  
    

    
      The Guardian seemed to have finally solved a ten-year-long mystery.
    

    
      
        —I see. You’re the one responsible for his one heck of a silver tongue…
      
    

    
      However, since his voice couldn’t reach others, the director continued to mutter, “Kim Hanbija is also like that on TV. It’s as if he thinks he can go to the moon if he keeps running his mouth. When I see him, I sometimes want to sew his lips together.”  
    

    
      Kim Hanbija now went by Kim Han-bi. What kind of person was he? He sounded like the kind of guy who would star in a spin-off political drama. He would make a great, vicious politician whose everyday life was filled with threats, violence, and betrayal.
    

    
      “Well, I’ll start cutting your hair now, Gong-Ja.”  
    

    
      “Okay.”  
    

    
      “Don’t blame me if it turns out ugly.”
    

    
      “I won’t.” 
    

    
      “It’s not that I’m making you ugly, I’m just revealing your inherent ugliness.”  
    

    
      “You’re a bit too harsh.”
    

    
      “Yeah. Just relax.”  
    

    
      The scissors moved across my hair as I looked in the mirror absentmindedly. The director was focused on cutting my hair, face expressionless. Seeing his diligence brought back old memories. A smile curled around my lips.
    

    
      I chuckled. “Whenever our hair got too long, you cut it for us.”  
    

    
      “Yeah, I did.”  
    

    
      “The nearby barbershop came to volunteer from time to time, so why did you do it yourself?”  
    

    
      “Volunteering isn’t always free. They sometimes ask for documents. And I can’t really do nothing when they come. It made me feel bad. I need to treat them when they come and compensate them for their efforts, especially if the barber shop was far away from the orphanage. In that case, I at least needed to cover their taxi fare.”  
    

    
      “Ah…”  
    

    
      “I thought it would be better for me to learn to cut hair myself.”
    

    
      
        Snip, snip.
      
    

    
      After a pause, the director asked, “Back then, were you embarrassed?”  
    

    
      I nodded. “Maybe… I think so. A little.”  
    

    
      “Because of your classmates?”  
    

    
      “Yes. I couldn’t really tell them that my orphanage director cut my hair for me...”  
    

    
      “I guess so. At that age, you would have probably been embarrassed even if your mom or dad did it for you. Surprisingly, kids care a lot about their hair,” the director said calmly.
    

    
      “I think I told the other kids that a friend from the orphanage cut it for me.”  
    

    
      “I see.”  
    

    
      “Aren’t children cruel?” I asked bitterly.
    

    
      “That’s nothing. People get crueler as they grow older.”  
    

    
      
        Snip.
      
    

    
      “I did think you kids would get embarrassed, so I did a lot of research. It took about two years to get somewhat decent at cutting hair. Well, that’s my opinion, but the fact that the children got their hair cut at the orphanage seemed to have scarred their hearts even more. That’s how all good deeds are.”
    

    
      
        Snip.
      
    

    
      A black lump of hair fell on the floor.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja, no matter how good your intentions are, they can’t defeat someone else’s embarrassment. Even if you try hard, the other person can’t picture how much effort you put in. Dedication often comes across as awkward, so it’s easier for people to laugh at it.”
    

    
      “Is this a flaw I have to accept?” 
    

    
      “No, you just have to be more thorough,” the director promptly answered.
    

    
      
        Snip. 
      
    

    
      It sounded as if silk was being sliced.
    

    
      “I shouldn’t have given haircuts in my office. While a kid was getting their haircut, the others kept peeking through the window, so it was rather embarrassing. I should have cleaned out the unused storage room first, covered it with a fancy curtain, and set up a system where only those getting a haircut could enter. Even cutting a child’s hair requires a lot of thinking; you need to anticipate that the child will feel embarrassed, analyze why the child feels that way, and then come up with a method to root out the origin of their embarrassment.”
    

    
      I blinked. “Ah, that’s why you added that beauty salon room in the orphanage by the time I entered middle school.”
    

    
      “Yeah, I guarantee you that it was the prettiest room we ever had in our orphanage.”
    

    
      “Yes, it was.”
    

    
      I remembered how happy the younger kids in the orphanage were when they went there. I said, “The idea was interesting and…”
    

    
      “Smart?”
    

    
      “Yeah, and…”
    

    
      “It showed off my diligence,” the director said with a nod.
    

    
      I was starting to understand where half of my personality came from. Looking through the mirror, I could also see the look of realization on the Guardian’s face.
    

    
      “Remember, Gong-Ja. Good deeds are never accomplished through good intentions alone. Rather, you should approach life as if you are planning to do something really bad.”
    

    
      “Something bad?”
    

    
      “When you try to help someone, you have to plan ahead as if you are going to kill them.”
    

    
      
        Snip.
      
    

    
      “Murder doesn’t just happen. It doesn’t occur simply because you decide to go ahead with it. Never. So what should you do if you must kill no matter what?”
    

    
      “First, I need to prepare the tools,” I answered. 
    

    
      “And?”
    

    
      “Pick a place to carry out the murder and… choose a time.”
    

    
      “Then?”
    

    
      “I have to find out my target’s daily routine, so I can know when to catch them off guard. I can kill only when I’m at low risk of being caught.”
    

    
      “And?”
    

    
      “Afterward, I have to think about how I’ll take care of the body. Where, how, and when I will dispose of it should be thought out beforehand. I should consider how to avoid the body being discovered and prepare an alibi in advance. Above all, I should think about the expressions, gestures, and words I’ll use when the police come to investigate.”
    

    
      “After that?”
    

    
      “I also need to consider what I’ll do if I get caught. This includes having a hideout, a lawyer, a defense strategy, and influencing public opinion. It’ll also be a good idea to prepare a document attesting to a mental illness diagnosis…” 
    

    
      
        Snip.
      
    

    
      “Yes. Evildoers put a lot of effort into a single evil deed. Gong-Ja, If you want to do good, you have to be more thorough than criminals.”
    

    
      
        Creaaak.
      
    

    
      “Don’t expect the world to make it easy for you to spread your good intentions. Your heart isn’t what creates miracles. Your actions do. The more thoroughly calculated, analyzed, and executed they are, the better. Have you calculated everything thoroughly?” the director asked. 
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      “Is there a chance that you unwittingly overlooked other people’s feelings just because you’re too honest and kind-hearted?”
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      “Have you considered possible enemies who will interfere with your plans? Have you simulated how the enemies will act, from the most trivial to the most annoying scenario? Do you know who they are? The press? Public opinion? Your image?”
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      “You should be confident, Gong-Ja.”  
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      “Goodness is like water. However, it isn’t a river that flows down from a mountaintop. It’s even less than a waterfall that destroys everything in its path. If goodness is water, it’s more of a well. During a drought, one needs to break the soil and bedrock to draw a bucket of water.”  
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      “Kill them,” the director said quietly. 
    

    
      
        Tap.
      
    

    
      “Do good deeds with the determination to kill someone.”  
    

    
      
        Tap. Tap.
      
    

    
      “Then, finally, those who will be by your side with you will feel proud.”  
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes, Director. I understand that very well. I’ll go off and do something good.” 
    

    
      The Inquisitor stopped right behind me. “Ah, Master! The venue preparations are complete! Ha, it was indeed impossible to prepare everything in one day. Still, the Pantheon mobilized all the manpower to get the venue ready!”  
    

    
      “Inquisitor, there is a traitor within the Pantheon. You have considered that, yes?” I asked.
    

    
      “Yes! I thought they might use this chance to plant a bomb, so I tried to lure them out. But, mmmmm. Turns out they’re more thorough than I thought.”  
    

    
      “Yes, but not as thorough as we are.”  
    

    
      The Inquisitor laughed. “Ahaha. Yes, of course!” 
    

    
      “Okay, Bambolina. Let’s go.”  
    

    
      The Black Witch approached us. “Security is perfect.”  
    

    
      “Black Dragon Master.”  
    

    
      “I’ll let you in on a secret: the Black Dragon Guild is made up of four groups with completely separate reporting systems. They compete and fight among themselves. I had them check each other’s area in charge. If even one of them found a gap in the other’s designated area, I promised to cut the other groups’ funds in half. Therefore, everyone searched with their eyes wide open, but they didn’t find a single security gap in the venue.”
    

    
      “The way you work is obsessively meticulous…” 
    

    
      “So what? That’s just how I do things. You don’t like it?”  
    

    
      I nodded solemnly. “I consider myself lucky to have such a reliable friend.” 
    

    
      “Oh my. Thank you for being honest.”  
    

    
      “Me too, Anastasha. Let’s go.”  
    

    
      The Paladin stopped by. “Your clothes are the same as usual. They don’t seem shabby, though.”  
    

    
      “Miss Paladin.”  
    

    
      “Your hair looks freshly trimmed. Are you sure that’s alright? The vast majority of the Tower’s residents will be here this time to see you, maybe to even talk to you or curse you.”  
    

    
      “The director cut my hair for me,” I said.
    

    
      “Huh?”  
    

    
      “He used to do that a lot when I was young. I’ll bring that up when I get the chance.”  
    

    
      “Wh—”  
    

    
      “‘This is what makes me feel the most comfortable and confident. The ends of my hair seem to hold the director’s warmth, reminding me of where I came from and where I ended up. I wanted to meet you all in a way that would show my true self the most.’ That’s what I’m going to tell the audience.”  
    

    
      “I see… So that’s your plan?” 
    

    
      “Yes,” I answered.
    

    
      “It’s a good strategy, even better because you’re not lying. It’ll indirectly but strongly show people that you’re from an orphanage. That’s...”  
    

    
      The Countess chimed in. “Hmm. Since everyone in the Tower has basically lost their homeland, it’ll probably resonate with them well. It might be offensive to say this, but your origin isn’t actually something to hide. It’s a huge opportunity. Many people in the Tower have lost their families. Losing your homeland is something that all the residents can resonate with, but being an orphan symbolizes the loss of everything from birth. However…”  
    

    
      “If I talk about it too much, it may backfire.”  
    

    
      “Haha.”  
    

    
      “My background should only evoke a bit of sympathy to begin the story. That’s all. If I drag on the orphan story for too long, the audience will become bored of it and even get annoyed. After all, we, the people of the Tower, have lost much but decided to live here in the end.”  
    

    
      “Right. That’s a very valid point. Hmm. I thought you were just trying to show off your goodness without any decent plan when you said you were holding a press conference, but come to think of it, you’re not the type of person to do that. I trust you a little more now.”
    

    
      “Pioneer,” I said.
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “These people haven’t lost their homes or are here to seek refuge. Calling them the Tower residents is too bland. These people need a proper name. From now on, I’ll call the Tower residents pioneers.”
    

    
      “Ha.”
    

    
      “A person’s life is shaped by what they are called. They deal with everyday life differently. The day someone wakes up in the afternoon and says, ’I’m jobless’ is different from that of someone who wakes up in the morning and says, ’I gotta go to work now.’ These different days accumulate, and they create different people. Countess, we will be pioneers from today onward.”
    

    
      “Your mindset truly lives up to your title,” the Countess said.  
    

    
      “That is very Kim Gong-Ja of you, Gong-Ja,” the Paladin also commented.
    

    
      “Let’s go, Patricia. Nisha.”
    

    
      The Sword Star approached. “I’ll be in charge of your safety during the press conference.”
    

    
      “Sword Star.”
    

    
      “The assistant leader of the Watchmen League needs to go on stage with you and answer questions. So, I’m temporarily back as the league leader and in charge of security at the venue. Since I’m here, don’t worry about any accidents.”
    

    
      “Thank you, Mr. Carlenbery.”
    

    
      The Viper added, “We have also finished scanning everyone watching the conference. Skills are really convenient. I just have to line up the guys who can detect weapons, explosives, and poisons and they’ll scan everyone automatically. Around a hundred thousand people were waiting in line, but we got it done in no time. Haha!”
    

    
      “Things have gotten a lot better.” 
    

    
      “The internet will be out of service around here for a while. I spoke with the Broadband Communicator, the Rank 9 Hunter. Even if they try to film secretly, they won’t be able to stream the conference. In other words…”
    

    
      “The conference venue will be like a small uninhabited island. If the Tower itself is an island isolated from the outside world, the conference will be like an island created within that island,” the Black Witch explained.
    

    
      “Hey, hey. Don’t interrupt me. Anyway, yeah, that’s what’s going to happen. Everything from smartphones to camera equipment has been confiscated upon entry. Gosh, people were so annoyed! My sect guys were done with the conference before it even started, man.”
    

    
      “Your sect’s main specialty is brute force, Rao Fan, so they should at least be used to this.” 
    

    
      “Huuuuh? Are you asking for a guild war right now?” 
    

    
      “Look at you, so arrogant after sparring with Gong-Ja…”
    

    
      I laughed.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Um, nothing, I just felt good.”
    

    
      The Viper tilted his head in confusion. 
    

    
      “Let’s go, Rao Fan.”
    

    
      “Alright! Leave it to me!”
    

    
      
        Good.
      
    

    
      “By the way, a lot of people crowded into the conference room. The Babylon Plaza wasn’t enough. They even filled the alleys.”
    

    
      “Wow! Are there really that many people? The Pantheon has been so focused on preparation, so we don’t really know what’s happening right now!” The Inquisitor’s eyes sparkled. 
    

    
      “Uh, I think you can just assume that everyone living in the Tower has come. This is on a whole different level compared to the first press conference he held back in the day.” the Viper said with a frown as he tried to remember. 
    

    
      I shrugged. “Uhhhh… Well, even regular Hunters are allowed to ask questions this time.”  
    

    
      The Paladin sighed. “And there is also the premium feature of seeing all of us in one place. The media is already spreading ridiculous tabloids like how the Five Guilds are trying to merge into one sole guild or something…” 
    

    
      “Hahaha. You may feel better when you think of it as preheating the grill!” the Inquisitor said.
    

    
      The Countess flashed a playful grin. “Just in case the conference goes on for a long time, the buildings, accommodations, and hotels around the plaza have been emptied out. Most of them are properties that I own, anyway. Whether it’s half a day or one, two, three, four whole days, talk as long as you want, Kim Gong-Ja.”  
    

    
      “Okay.”  
    

    
      “We are always ready to help you.”  
    

    
      “All preparations are complete. Alright, everyone, don’t forget to smile. Even though this won’t be filmed or recorded, we’re now going to talk to all the pioneers who live in the Tower,” I announced with a smile. “Let’s be polite and respectful. Even if they see us not as humans but as devils, monsters, blackmailers, and instigators, we’ll always see each and every one of them as people.”  
    

    
      The Black Witch narrowed her eyes. “You have a way of making difficult things sound awfully easy.”  
    

    
      “We can try, can’t we?” I asked. 
    

    
      “I’ll try.”  
    

    
      “I‘ll try my best.”  
    

    
      I turned to the Inquisitor. “Okay. Good. Then, Bambolina.” 
    

    
      “Yes, Master!”  
    

    
      “Please open the door.”  
    

    
      “All right!”  
    

    
      
        Creaaaak!
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      “So he’s…”
    

    
      “Oh, it’s awkward not being able to use a camera. Why did they say we can’t bring one?”
    

    
      “Aren’t they going to film the press conference? Maybe they want to be the only ones to share the footage.”
    

    
      “They said the press conference can go on for days, but things can get messy if all kinds of information starts circulating online. So, until the talks are over…”
    

    
      “Days? How is that possible? Don’t these guys sleep? Are we supposed to go to sleep at home then come back here in the morning? Well, it’s said that all five-star hotels under the MA’s management are fully open for booking…”
    

    
      “Wow. Really?”
    

    
      “I heard that even seven-star hotels are empty. They said that if we attend the conference, we can get a huge discount. A hundred percent off. But I don’t know if that’s true…”
    

    
      “Someone should check during the intermission! Wow, the Five Guilds must adore the Death King a lot.”
    

    
      The Black Witch approached me. “What are you doing, Gong-Ja? You should go up to the stage, greet everyone, and then take your seat. Why are you just standing here? We took care of all the cameras, so there aren’t even any flashes. Is it the hundreds of thousands of people watching you? Is that why you’re out of it?”
    

    
      “Hmmm. How should I put this? I feel a swirl of emotions thinking that I’ll be together with these people from now on.”
    

    
      “Enough with the nonsense. Hurry up and get on stage.”
    

    
      “Yes, yes. I definitely need to get up there.”
    

    
      I stepped on stage. The murmurs slowly died down.
    

    
      
        “Mic test, mic test. Well, actually, there’s no need to test the microphone. The mic I’m holding isn’t even connected to a wire. It’s just a small tool I prepared because I thought it would be awkward to stand in front of you guys empty-handed. I’m talking to you using my aura. This is commonly referred to as Aura Transmission, and it works similarly to the roars you hear at war. I’m amplifying my voice using aura to talk to you.
      
    

    
      
        “The voice you hear is purely mine, unfiltered by any machine. The face you see is my own, unadorned for any media. So what I’m trying to say is… You’re looking at the real me right now. Hello, pioneers. Nice to meet you all. I am Kim Gong-Ja, the Rank 2 Hunter, the Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult, the Moon of Ivansia, and the Patriarch of the Death King Clan. I’m also known as the Death King. It’s good to see you all.”
      
    

    
      The audience was silent. 
    

    
      
        “Ah, you’re all very quiet. Was my greeting too excessive? Anyhow, I have arranged a time for us to talk comfortably today. Some of my colleagues asked if it was necessary to go this far, but I believe this conference is essential. You would all have been busy with your work, so thank you all for taking the time to come here today. Now, I’ll first call my colleagues—”
      
    

    
      “Why weren’t we allowed to bring in cameras?”
    

    
      
        “Ah, that was quick. Thank you for the question, but first, let me introduce my colleagues—”
      
    

    
      “I’m a reporter from the Retrospective Newspaper that goes by the title of Messenger Bird. All my reporting team’s filming equipment, as well as our personal smartphones, cameras, and recorders, have been confiscated by the OJP Sect. Many people are curious and even concerned about the reason this kind of measure was taken before the press conference even started.”
    

    
      
        Hmm.
      
    

    
      “The Five Guilds have been wielding their power however they like for a long time, but their tendency to be oppressive seems to be particularly noticeable this time. It’s dangerous, even. The intention of the event is to communicate with all the residents. That is grand, but some raised concerns that the Five Guilds are trying to leave no records of the conference. What are your thoughts on these concerns, Mr. Death King?”
    

    
      “Death King! Please answer the question!”
    

    
      “Mr. Death King? Are you listening?”
    

    
      “Please answer the question.”
    

    
      
        “It was my request.”
      
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      
        “I’m talking about cameras being confiscated. I asked the Five Guilds to take care of that. The Black Dragon Guild opposed it, but I spoke with them, as well as the other guilds. That is why every camera was confiscated.”
      
    

    
      “Does that mean the other guilds acted according to your wishes? Can I interpret it that way?”
    

    
      
        “You said that you’re from the Retrospective Newspaper, right? You also have a title of  your own.”
      
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right.”
    

    
      
        “There’s no need to reveal your real name here. Feel free to disclose your affiliation, but just stating which district, street, or building of Babylon you live in is enough. It’s okay if you don’t reveal anything at all. I didn’t ban all photography and recording equipment for me. I did it for all of you.”
      
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      
        “There is an unprecedented number of people here. As I mentioned earlier, I’m using Aura Transmission. It’s consuming a tremendous amount of aura. That shows just how many people are here. You don’t get to see this every day.
      
    

    
      
        “Okay. Let’s say photography and video recording were permitted. The people sitting in front of me, those standing behind me, and even the ones on the rooftop watching would all be preoccupied with their smartphones, so there would be a lot of flashes. You, sir, just asked me a question, but you would have probably also pointed a camera at my face if that were allowed. If that happens, then I would need to start caring about the outside world.”
      
    

    
      “Outside world?”
    

    
      
        “Yes. The people outside that Tower would be watching us. If filming was allowed, we could stream this conference to the outside world.”
      
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      
        “I’m sure you’re also well aware of this, Mr. Reporter. No, everyone here knows that. When the outside world watches us, we try to present ourselves nicely. For those of you who left your families behind, you want to show them that you are doing well. Those who were forced to transfer here from your headquarters want to show the people you left behind that you’re thriving here. Refugees, ethnic minorities…  Just like you, everyone who has faced difficulties in the outside world puts on their best appearance for viewers to see.
      
    

    
      
        “That’s what we normally do, but I don’t want to do that. I don’t want to do that to you guys. I’m here to talk to you. I’m listening to your voices and looking at your faces. So I don’t want to think about someone whose face and name I don’t know or will never meet in my life. I don’t want to care about those guys. I firmly believe that it’s also disrespectful to all of you.
      
    

    
      
        “Think about it, everyone. When was the last time we had some time just for ourselves? Through newspapers, broadcasting, personal livestreaming, the internet, and online communities, outsiders constantly discuss what’s happening at the Tower, point fingers at us, and engage in heated arguments about our lives. Even though this place will forever be cut off from the outside world, aren’t we sharing more stress with people outside than ever before?
      
    

    
      
        “We live in the Tower. And we’ll live here forever. Once we enter this place, we can never leave, so let’s stop paying attention to the outside world, even if just for a moment. The voice you hear is mine. I’m not talking to anyone else but you. The face you are seeing is also mine. I put on makeup to show myself to no one but you. Everyone, at least for a moment, I’m watching you and you only. Now is the time to talk for ourselves.”
      
    

    
      Silence followed. 
    

    
      “Right!”
    

    
      “There must be over a hundred thousand smartphones that have been collected, but I wonder if they will be properly returned…”
    

    
      “I guess we can just make complaints to the OJP Sect later.”
    

    
      “Isn’t his hairstyle weird?”
    

    
      “Mr. Death King! Mr. Death King!”
    

    
      “Excuse me, be quiet…”
    

    
      
        “If you would like to say something or ask a question, please raise your hand. Oh, hold on for a moment. His turn isn’t over. Don’t worry. I’ve enhanced my vision as well as my voice. My sense of time is usually six to twelve times slower than that of a human who does not use aura as you may have already noticed from how I have never once stammered or mumbled.
      
    

    
      
        “Hahahaha. The more proficient you become with aura, the more you can do. Alright, there is absolutely no chance that someone will be unfairly deprived of their turn despite raising their hand first. There will be no filming on the premises, so your identity will not be revealed either. When it’s time for questions, please feel free to raise your hand.
      
    

    
      
        “Now, let me introduce my colleagues: the Black Dragon Master of the Black Dragon Guild and the Inquisitor of the Pantheon—”
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “I have a question. There are rumors that you are a rookie who has been secretly trained for a long time under the sponsorship of the Five Guilds, making you an artificial star rookie. Is this true?”
    

    
      
        “Hmm. If you look at my old studio apartment, you’ll know that’s not true… My life turned around with a lottery ticket. Even when I saw someone buying a cup of Americano, I used to think, ‘Why are you buying something like that? If you have the money to buy something like that, you’re better off getting a box of instant coffee and having a bowlful of it.’ But now, I can slurp down something that can no longer be called coffee because I’ve thrown in all sorts of weird and absurd toppings. I was lucky. It might not be a bad idea for you to buy a lottery ticket once a week.”
      
    

    
      “Is this an advertisement to increase the MA lottery tickets’ sales?”
    

    
      
        “I didn’t mean to do that, but I guess it works like that, judging from how the Countess is laughing beside me. I’m sorry.”
      
    

    
      “I heard that since you rose to the third rank, you have been exercising your power for personal reasons. You’ve brought in your acquaintance from the outside world. There’s also a rumor that you’ve been in contact with a member of the National Assembly from your home country. Do you have any connections with people in power in the outside world?”
    

    
      
        “Uh, the Black Dragon Master manages my official contact information. It would be better to ask her. Black Dragon Master? What do you think?”
      
    

    
      The Black Witch shrugged. “I’m using his power very effectively. I can’t share more because it involves the secrets of many foreign countries, but I’m telling the Death King about almost nothing.”
    

    
      
        Oh my god.
      
    

    
      “For your information, the person the Death King brought to the Tower is the director of the orphanage where he was raised as a child. The director is like a parent to him. The Death King has settled down in the Tower and brought his parent alongside him. I would appreciate it if you would think of it that way.”
    

    
      
        “Yes, the director… is the one who made half of who I am today. He’s the one who cut my hair today. Even though he said he didn’t want to do it, I forced him. I plan to continue to push through many things in the future. Thank you.”
      
    

    
      “Mr. Death King!”
    

    
      
        “Yes?”
      
    

    
      “Are you dating the Black Dragon Master?”
    

    
      
        “I’m glad that I’m meeting you all today officially. I’m not powerful enough to murder in public without facing consequences. Please consider yourself lucky that I don’t have that much power, and I likely never will. Above all, please be grateful that my one true love is not here with me at this moment. Next.”
      
    

    
      “Mr. Death King!”
    

    
      
        “Ah, yes?”
      
    

    
      “Eyewitness accounts are circulating online and in real life that the Pantheon Master has called you ‘Master!’”
    

    
      
        “Hmmm.”
      
    

    
      “Are you two dating?”
    

    
      
        “Can someone get him out of here?”
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      “This is a big problem. It’s the intermission, but not many people are leaving,” the Black Witch said, panicked. 
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      “Look over there! The number of people entering the alleys is increasing! Oh my god! I expected this wouldn’t take more than seven hours!”
    

    
      I shrugged. “This is proof that the conference was successful. Isn’t that good news for you, Anastasha? You were really nervous that it might not go well.” 
    

    
      “Even so, this is too much. That’s why I say it’s a big problem. Right now, thirteen Class B Hunters are by the side of the Broadband Communicator to be her batteries. They’re deploying an energy field to prohibit external transmission, but I’ve heard that they’re on the verge of collapsing, to the point where they feel like throwing up blood.”
    

    
      “Tell them to hold on a little longer, please.”
    

    
      “How long?” she asked warily. 
    

    
      “Well, some people are setting up tents over there, so at least until tomorrow?”
    

    
      “You nuthead…”
    

    
      “I hear that often.”
    

    
      Bambolina came running. “Master!”
    

    
      “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      “I distributed a questionnaire to one hundred people so we can quickly check for the questions that might come up next. But they’re too broad! There were some questions that even we, the Five Guild leaders, couldn’t answer! 
      
        Hahaha.
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm.
      
       What does that mean?”
    

    
      “I think we should also call the Duke of Ivansia and Chairwoman Saimeslam!”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Hello. Thank you for choosing my question. I run a cafe at the Babylon Intersection. My cafe also does deliveries.”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      , that’s the place that Yoo Soo-Ha always orders from…” I muttered without realizing. 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      
        “Ah, sorry. It’s nothing. Please refrain from advertising your store and go on with your question.”
      
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , yes, I understand. 
      
        Ahem
      
      . Recently, the expedition team has been on a roll, and the Tower’s territory has expanded quite a lot. I’m talking about the Aegim Empire and the recently conquered continent. However, the Five Guilds have been strictly controlling access to these stages.”
    

    
      
        “Yes, they have.”
      
    

    
      “Isn’t that a monopoly? Aren’t the Five Guilds actually trying to monopolize the resources of the new territories and use them to strengthen their influence within the Tower even more than they already—”
    

    
      Raviel chimed in. “
      
        Um
      
      , I’ll take this question. Go on.”
    

    
      “
      
        Uh…
      
       what I’m saying is that there are many small guilds in the Tower. Some are as small as local supermarkets and with only about three members. I think those guilds hardly receive any benefits…”
    

    
      “What kind of benefits?” she asked. 
    

    
      “Well, that’s what I’m saying…”
    

    
      I whispered, “Raviel, you’re so beautiful that people’s brains freeze if you look them in the eye. You should be more considerate.” 
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm
      
      . Is that so?”
    

    
      “Yes.” 
    

    
      “Is he charmed by my looks?” she asked me. 
    

    
      “Yes, but you may not have noticed how charming you are since the sun can’t look at itself.”
    

    
      Raviel turned her head to the cafe owner. “I’m sorry. I was born and raised in the empire, so I’m not used to your culture. I’m considering each of you to have the status of a baron.”
    

    
      “B-baron? 
      
        Uh
      
      , I’m just...”
    

    
      “I guess you’re the owner of some kind of bakery. Even so, you would live a more affluent and comfortable life than the barons of my empire. Am I wrong? You and I are different. We are different in many ways, just like you are different from the people outside the Tower. Among your kind, there are people who covet my country’s territory and interests. Friction naturally arises when different groups come into contact. Therefore, I, along with the other nobles of the empire, have already braced ourselves.”
    

    
      “What does that mean?”
    

    
      “For twelve years, exchanges in the private sector will be very limited. The empire has already selected students and sent them to the twenty-ninth floor. Once they complete public education and become familiar with your culture, they’ll return to the empire and take charge of negotiations. Until then, as a representative of the empire, I kindly ask you all to be patient.”
    

    
      “What if too many people who can’t wait? 
      
        Ah
      
      , I apologize for not revealing my affiliation sooner. I am a priest from the Pantheon.”
    

    
      
        Hmmm...
      
    

    
      Raviel nodded. “Okay. Go ahead and ask.” 
    

    
      “Yes, thank you. As you may know, the power of our Tower is tremendous. If people from the Tower harbor malicious intent, they may suggest colonizing the empire. Some already jokingly or seriously think and say things like that. After all, reality is cruel, isn’t it? So—”
    

    
      “You’re wrong.”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Your premise is incorrect. You aren’t way more powerful than the empire,” Raviel stated firmly. I grabbed her hand tightly. 
    

    
      “
      
        Um
      
      , what are you talking about? Even if I put aside our scientific advancements, if the Hunters unite and attack...”
    

    
      “Why do you think you will unite? Kim Gong-Ja will help me, and the people on his side, including the Five Guilds, will assist the empire. The Asuras regard Kim Gong-Ja as their father and friend, so they’ll help. The other species from the Fire Water Council will join forces as well. So, where do you see such a tremendous difference in power? You mentioned the Tower’s power, but you were actually referring to the evildoers of the Tower. If that’s the case, then yes, that power is tremendous.”
    

    
      
        Raviel…
      
    

    
      “But as strong as they are, so are we. Maybe some of them are cynical and claim that that’s just how the world is. While they’re spending their days in cynicism, my consort, who could be considered their enemy, shed blood and built up his power. He created a union and formed his own league. Regardless of species, nationality, or the boundaries of the world, he founded his clan solely to deal with evildoers.”
    

    
      No one dared speak up. 
    

    
      “So even if you say that the world is supposed to be like that, I have no reason to agree. Is that how your world really is? That’s unfortunate. My world will be where Kim Gong-Ja is. My heart needs his voice to breathe.”
    

    
      I smiled at her. “Yes, that’s right. I’m on your side, Raviel.”  
    

    
      The priest looked dumbstruck. “What?”
    

    
      “Forever,” I added.
    

    
      “Aren’t we from the same Tower? I mean, haven’t we been helping you clear the Tower floors in every way we could? We often couldn’t go there physically, but that was because of our rankings. It’s inevitable—”
    

    
      Anastasha stepped forward. “I am Ukrainian. I came here and founded the Black Dragon, which somehow became the top guild in the Tower. Once I did that, many people I hadn’t met before started to visit me. ‘Let’s support each other as fellow Ukrainians.’ If I followed that logic, more than half of the Black Dragon Guild’s executives would be Ukrainians.”
    

    
      “That’s—”
    

    
      “Yes, now it’s a bit more livable in the Tower, so shall we create the Tower nation and a nationality called Towerian? ‘You kicked us out, but it’s so funny. Look at us. We’ll make fun of the outside world now. No, the entire universe.’ Shall I just do that?”
    

    
      If Anastasha wanted this, she could have achieved it.
    

    
      “But I won’t do that. I need to tell everyone to get lost. Gosh, it’s so refreshing to keep the media out of this. I should have asked the Broadband Communicator to do this long ago. Really, I should stop caring about public attention.”
    

    
      “That’s one of your charms, Anastasha,” I commented.
    

    
      “Shut up. I hate it regardless. I’m sick of it. I’m the Black Dragon Master, the Black Dragon Guild’s leader, and the Rank 3 Hunter. I’ll take care of my people and treat those who respect me like a human. I’m so grateful that there’s no language barrier in the Tower. Every morning, I pray with a grateful heart to some being I don’t know for breaking down the fucking language barrier.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hahaha.
      
      ” 
    

    
      
        Bambolina.
      
    

    
      “I’m from Bulgaria! But I’m not registered with any government agency, and I have never had a passport! In fact, I have no means to prove my origin, so maybe I’m from Serbia or Romania! Still, I’m the Pantheon Master. Everyone, believe in your own god, serve them with your heart, and be careful not to fall into deviation! If you feel that the world is giving you a trial, knock on the door of the Pantheon at any time!”
    

    
      “And you’ll treat them to some espresso…” 
    

    
      
        Rao Fan.
      
    

    
      “I’m Chinese. Well, my OJP Sect has a fair number of Chinese members, but the strong ones rule in the sect. The weak ones, whether they come from a continent, an island, or a jungle, just clean the guild building. But it turns out the Death King is stronger than I am, so what can I do? The weak should listen to the strong. As someone once said, the world is cruel.”
    

    
      
        Patricia.
      
    

    
      “I was born in Venezuela. Even now, when I close my eyes, I can vividly recall my hometown and its beautiful trails. There was no shattered glass on the dirt paths. When I stepped on them, I could feel that I was stepping on the earth. When I went to the city to study, I often visited bars on the streets at night. The sound of old jazz and the melodies played on the piano… I miss everything, but that’s not all that fills my heart.”
    

    
      “Patricia? Why are you standing up all of a sudden?” I asked quickly. 
    

    
      “The food street in Babylon District 11 is the best. The paella they sometimes make there is exquisite, even without saffron. It’s so good that I thought about that restaurant three times during the many days I spent on this raid. The chef there is fantastic. The seventeen warriors who opened a jazz bar in District 6 also have my respect. I tip my helmet to the one chamber orchestra and eleven quartet orchestras. You guys went bankrupt in the outside world, so I don’t know what made you guys so sure that you would succeed inside the Tower! You have quite a gut!”
    

    
      “Bravo!”
    

    
      “Little Venice forever!”
    

    
      The Paladin grumbled, “Who was that? The Watchmen league will raid and seize whoever mentioned the failed establishment just now.”
    

    
      “Please play the piano again!”
    

    
      “Goddess!”
    

    
      “Please release your album! I’ll buy ten copies! No, I’ll download it ten times!”
    

    
      The Paladin ignored them. “I don’t know who created the walking trails in District 7, but they are truly remarkable! According to the reports I’ve received, it was a Hunter in the top 200 who secretly dug up paths and built gardens every morning at 4 A.M. I can’t reveal their identity, but they really seem to have all the time in the world. Great job! Thanks to them, I get to spend a day every month there.”
    

    
      “That’s me!”
    

    
      She went on. “I love my hometown! But loving my hometown is just like loving music! If I love the Tower, it’s only because the music never stops here! I can’t always love my hometown and other types of music genres as much as I love jazz. Every song has its damn end, but that’s fine. I’ve decided to involve the Black Dragon Master and the Death King to create a separate guild called Black Paladin King!”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Guild?”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
      ”
    

    
      “It’s a music guild. A completely new form of music called Cavefire will be applied to jazz… Fuck. If you know the old me, don’t ever come see my performance. I’ll arrest and kill you.”
    

    
      “Oh my god!”
    

    
      “Little Venice has returned!”
    

    
      “Are you finally taking off your helmet and armor?”
    

    
      “I love you, Goddess! I’ve been waiting for you!”
    

    
      “Princess,” I said. 
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess listens.]  
      
    

    
      “Please begin counting the votes.”  
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess asks if you are really okay with that.]  
      
    

    
      “Yes. The species we need to seek consent to go higher in the Tower include not just the Shellmounts, Sylvans, Fingills, Bloodborns, concubi, Purens, Terras, and Skians. It includes the humans who live in the Tower.”  
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess nods in understanding.]
      
        
    

    
      
        [The Pillar’s privilege has been activated.]  
      
    

    
      
        [The stages of the forty-eighth and forty-ninth floors have been changed.]  
      
    

    
      
        [The stages have been merged.]  
      
    

    
      
        [The quest is in progress.]
      
    

    
      The people living in the Aegim Empire; the old man who remained alone in the snowfield guarding the pillar of his faction; and a girl sitting on the floor of an old 
      
        hanok
      
      , looking up at the sky…
    

    
      
        [Granting voting rights to everyone in the Tower.]  
      
    

    
      
        [Voting rights are exercised equally on all floors.]  
      
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
      ”
    

    
      “What is this?” 
    

    
      
        [Editing the video of the expedition from the thirtieth to the forty-seventh floors.] 
      
    

    
      
        [Playing the edited video to those with voting rights.] 
      
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess sends you a private message: “I edited it, so don’t worry about your secret being revealed! Think of this as a bonus gift!”]  
      
    

    
      All of this just so we could simply be ourselves.  
    

    
      
        [The quest of the forty-ninth floor is in progress.]  
      
    

    
      
        [Voting has begun.] 
      
    

    
      If luck was on our side, our next story would continue on a stage slightly higher than before.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 287: The Fiftieth Floor (1)
The grand debut performance of the Black Paladin King ended in utter failure. The Paladin covered her face to hide her desperation.
“This can’t be happening…” 
Perhaps she had been practicing the Cavefire play too diligently over the past month. Every gesture and movement was too theatrical. The Paladin’s pose was basically an artwork titled Despair. Unfortunately, it was the kind of artwork that wouldn’t earn a single cent. Only after the creator was buried in a coffin would the price skyrocket. 
The Paladin laughed, though there was no humor behind it. “I just wanted to perform again… I may have been too greedy.” 
At her feet lay discarded paper letters of disappointment, scattered like the leaves of a ginkgo tree. It was a salad of malice mixed with curses and contempt.
—This is the worst.
—I don’t know what sins my ears committed in their past life to deserve to hear this kind of performance.
“I’ll retire now, Kim Gong-Ja. No, I don’t mean that I’ll retire as a musician. I want to retire from being a Hunter and a human…” 
Uuuuh?
“Yes, just as I expected, the ignorant public doesn’t understand us.”
I quickly turned around. “Black Dragon Master?” 
“Humans are all trash. They don’t even remember what they’ve done. They’re animals who feed on their past as if it’s their flesh… Haha. Do we really need to sacrifice ourselves for these animals, Gong-Ja?”
The Black Witch’s eyes sparkled dangerously. As expected of the Black Dragon Master, Anastasha seemed to have truly embraced darkness.[1] She laughed as if she was the mastermind behind the curtains. Hearing this from up close sent chills down my spine.
“Death King! You are no longer my master!” the Inquisitor announced with a smile.
No, upon a closer look, he wasn’t the Inquisitor. It was a blonde Welsh Corgi with the Inquisitor’s hairstyle. In other words, he was a dog, panting and wagging his tail.
“I was born with the mission to guide lowly mankind! Woof! Now I understand why the gods of the universe have been whispering to me endlessly. I’m the promised savior! Don’t worry, Woof! Death King, you will be placed in a special cage and provided with three meals of premium beef jerky! Woooof!”
“Why the heck are you yapping?” I facepalmed. “Oh, fuck. You’re literally yapping.” 
“Oi, oi, Death King.”
“What is it, Rao Fan? Wait, why are you holding my Shiny? And why the heck are you blushing?”
“Oh, it’s embarrassing for me to say this, but…”
[Shiny declares that she will speak.]
Shiny was really shiny. I had given one heck of a name to my sword.
[Shiny says that she and the Viper have started dating.]
Pardon?
[Shiny sings that, after confirming that her former master is safe and seeing that the current master is happy with his partner, she also wants to find her own happiness.]
[Shiny hums that, one day, the plaintive warrior caught her eye. It made her decide that he should have a sword like her by his side.]
“I feel the same way, you know? The tradition of having heroines trapped inside swords is long-standing. It’s a shame that this sword isn’t a katana renowned for its exceptional sharpness, but that’s also part of everyday life that I have to endure.”
“The fuck,” I muttered.
The Viper was being Viper. Shiny, who was at least ten thousand years old, was acting like a teenager who just fell in love for the first time, but she was… a sword. It was impossible for me to determine who was more fucked up. Could it be that neither of them were? Maybe I was the truly fucked up person for thinking about this. Was it possible that the universe was filled with fucked up people, and I alone was the sane one?
At the very least, it was evident that the Welsh Corgi Inquisitor was a dog. He was still rubbing his cheek against my pants and wagging his tail enthusiastically while barking. 
Was my life fucked up?
—Bloody hell.
I turned my head to see the Guardian looking as if all life had been sucked out of him. 
—Hey, hey! Yeah, I’m a ghost that has to watch all kinds of fuckery, but freaking hell. Why do I have to witness all your crazy dreams with you, too? Huh? Wake up, Zombie! Get your ass up right now!
“Why? I think it’s funny. If you don’t like my crazy dreams, you can give me some other ideas instead.”
—You devilish fucker… Wait, sorry. I’m sorry. Zombie—no, Gong-Ja. Sir. Gong-Ja, I’m sorry! Don’t bring me into your insane dream! Stop! I don’t dance like that! Fucking stoooop!!!!
Now that I had my share of the Guardian’s screams, it was time to start the day. 
***
—Seriously, just go up to the fiftieth floor already! I won’t help you at all and watch you get your ass kicked! You got so arrogant because you managed to defeat the Constellation Murderer once. That was pure luck! And the fiftieth floor is no joke. You got that? Don’t come crying and clinging to my leg when you go there later. I won’t give you a single word of advice.”
Come on. You’re a grown-up. Don’t sulk.
—Reflect on your fucked-up dreams at least once! This isn't a once-in-a-while thing! You have them every day!
Ignoring the Guardian’s complaints, I went downstairs. In the basement, I found the Paladin sitting on a chair. She was fully armored but had taken off her gauntlets and was fiddling with her smartphone. “Oh, you’re awake, Gong-Ja.”
“Yes. Good morning, Patricia.”
“Perfect timing,” the Paladin said with a smile as she held up her phone. “I was waiting for you to come down. Look at this. It’s amazing.”
“What is it?”
“Our Cavefire play. What else can it be? We’re slowly getting reactions for our last performance. 
“Ah.”
Suddenly, I remembered the dream I had today. The memories about the Paladin saying she would retire because she had failed the performance crept into my mind. Uneasiness settled in my heart for no reason.
I stepped closer to look at her smartphone screen. “How is it? Are the reactions okay?” 
As the Paladin scrolled, titles in huge fonts flashed by. She couldn’t contain her excitement. “It’s incredible! The internet is going wild! The outside world is amazed by our new kind of performance. Can you believe it? Renowned producers keep sending me emails.”
“Whoa.”
Fortunately, it seemed that the dream I had was just a silly one. I felt relieved and began reading the article titles one by one.
“Cavefire Play: A genre of dance that transcends physical limits.”
“Dancers, directors, and performers are one!”
“German maestro: ‘This is the jazz of dancing.’”
“A feast of aura that changes with every performance.”
“Is the Tower now trying to transcend the old world in art?”
The reactions were fire. 
The corners of the Paladin’s mouth curled up in satisfaction. “There was even a special article about us. Seriously, when I used to play jazz, no one paid attention, but now they’re making a fuss. It feels bittersweet...”
“Aaaaaaaaaargh!”
A scream echoed from the other side of the basement. The Paladin glanced toward the source of the noise, and I followed her gaze. There, a metal-bar prison door stood ominously. Thankfully, the scream lasted only for a moment. We turned back to the phone as if nothing had happened.
“Woooow,” I said. “I had somewhat expected this, but this is truly amazing. The Past? Tiames? Aren’t these really famous newspapers?”
“They aren’t just famous. Aren’t you too oblivious to what is going on in the world? Both Anastasha and I stayed up all night checking reactions online.”
“I’ve realized how vain it was… Be careful. Seeing other people’s reactions can be an addiction on its own.”
She chuckled. “Ummmmm. Yes, of course, I’m aware. But it’s hard to resist the attention I get as an artist, not as the assistant leader of the Watchmen League. Look at every one of these comments; each of them is like a drug.” 
“You’ll have to get used to it from now on, Great Director and Producer. This will become your daily routine.”
“Haha. The guild leader of the Black Paladin King is getting better at flattering day after—”
“Aaaaaaaah!” 
Again, a scream rang out. We continued exchanging pleasantries without paying any attention to it. However, this time, the screaming was more persistent. It didn’t stop as quickly as before and continued on.  
“S-stop! Please spare me!”
“Stop it now! Aaaah!”
“Stop, please! No more… Not there…” 
“I will tell you everything, okay? I will tell you everything! Please don’t leave me alone!”
“Do you know who I am? Oh, just wait and see. Once I get out of here…”  
We continued to play around, pretending nothing was going on around us. After about five minutes, the screaming subsided. In the meantime, we eagerly let anonymous journalists and critics online feed our egos. When our egos were so full that they almost threw up, the Paladin and I realized that it was pretty foolish to entrust our self-worth to this tiny smartphone.
Clink.
Just then, the metal bar door opened, and the Black Witch emerged from behind it.
“Good morning… Huh? What? You’re here too, Kim Gong-Ja?”  
I waved. “Yes, good morning. Did you get anything?”  
“Well… So-so. I feel like I already got all the information I can get.”  
The Black Witch yawned and walked slowly toward a small pantry shelf in the corner of the basement. Her hands were flailing as she fumbled with the coffee filter.  
“Ah, just sit down. I’ll make it for you,” I told her.  
“Yeah… thank you.”  
The Black Witch looked worn out. The dark bags under her eyes were so noticeable that it seemed like she hadn’t slept all night. As she sat on the chair I had offered her, she sighed in relief.  
“This is the good thing about married men. Consideration and manners are built in them,” she murmured.  
“That’s a stereotype, Anastasha. Not all married men are like that. I happen to be this considerate because this is the type of man I am.”  
“Ugh, what the hell? You’re so full of yourself.”  
“For example, I know that you like hazelnut latte. I even know that you like it hot and with an extra shot. Instead of making an Americano, I’ll prepare a hazelnut latte for you. Come on, be impressed.”  
The Black Witch took a sip of the latte.
“Huh? Do you happen to be an extremely arrogant angel? Freaking hell, it’s yummy. By the way, you were right.”  
I nodded. “As expected, there were traitors.”  
“Yeah, there was a heretic group lurking within the Black Dragon and Pantheon.” Anastasha pulled out an old notebook. “The official name is the Blessing Tower Society. It’s a secret society that believes that the Babel Tower was a divine miracle and that humanity must respond to this miracle by purifying the Tower.”  
“What does this purification process imply?”  
“That’s their more sophisticated way of saying ‘terrorism.’ Well, they’re delusional. Two executives and eleven regular guild members were flying under the radar. It’s not a lot, but if we hadn’t noticed them now, their group would have likely grown in size.”  
I received the notebook from Anastasha and looked through its contents.
—The Tower of Babel once fell, and God has given us another chance with the Tower to reach heaven. 
—God ordered us to abandon the already defiled outside world and build a new kingdom within the Tower. So, with all our faith, we should bring his blessing to this place.
—Those who rule the Tower are nothing more than devils. Driving out these false rulers is… 
These were whispers of fanaticism. The writing in the notebook was like scribble, but the end of each sentence had smudged fingerprints, revealing how many times its owner had carefully read it.
I swallowed hard. “Okay.”  
In the what-if world the Tower master had shown me, the Black Witch had died because of this secret society, with the Inquisitor having met a similar fate. After I escaped that place, I wondered if this group had already started being active, so that led me to dig up information about them discreetly. 
“I’m glad we found them now.” 
Premonitions tended to be right. Many people were dissatisfied with the current system in which the Five Guilds held power. A blend of fanatic beliefs and madness lurked within the guilds like a malignant tumor.
“No! No more! D-don’t send me there! Don’t leave me alone!”
The fanatics were now trapped in their underground prisons, screaming for mercy. 
The Black Witch shook her head. “The concubi made interrogations easier. I didn’t have to spill any blood. Back in the old days, a couple of guys would have already lost their heads.”
“How terrifying are their dreams for them to scream like that?” I asked.
“Not that much. They’re just dropped it onto a white horizon with nothing on it and left there for about thirty days of dream time.” 
What the hell? When I glanced to the side, the Paladin also shook her head in disbelief. Although all of us had a knack for tormenting others, the Black Witch was unmatched.
Anastasha placed her coffee cup down. “Anyway, thanks to you, I was able to get my house organized. Thank you. I do want to ask how you figured it out, but that’s not important, so I won’t. What matters is that we eliminated a risk factor.” 
“That’s right,” I replied.
“Okay, Mr. Leader.” 
The screams echoed again from beyond the metal door. The Black Dragon Master clasped her hands and rested her chin above them, staring at me. “The traitors and fanatics have been dealt with. The people of the world were so absorbed in the Cavefire play that nobody noticed. What is our leader planning after such a perfect cleanup?”
I closed the notebook.
“There is only one thing left to do. I’ll go up to the fiftieth floor tomorrow.”

1. Gong-Ja is describing her as a chūnibyō. The symbol of chūnibyō is a black dragon in Korea because of Love, Chunibyo & Other Delusions. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 288: The Fiftieth Floor (2)

    
      On a rainy morning, I stepped out into the plaza, my face hidden beneath my raincoat hood. Suddenly, I heard an unfamiliar voice from the holographic display board installed in the plaza. 
    

    
      —I ask you all to please vote carefully.
    

    
      To my shock, it was my own voice. The video was a recording from exactly two months ago. I could feel my face flush with embarrassment. 
    

    
      
        Ugh. Why does my voice always sound like that? It's so creepy…
      
    

    
      I hurriedly left the plaza, but not before catching a glimpse of my reflection in the hologram. I looked really serious, staring straight ahead as I spoke earnestly. 
    

    
      —Everyone, this vote isn't just about whether you trust the Five Guilds or not. Should we reach the fiftieth floor, or should we give up and stay here? This vote will determine the future direction of our entire Tower. From the fiftieth floor onward, a completely different world awaits us.
    

    
      The hologram then showed a view of the Babylon Plaza, bustling with excitement. Having just completed their voting, the residents of the Tower were animated. 
    

    
      —Death King! Death King! Death King!
    

    
      An announcer appeared in a corner of the screen.
    

    
      —Yes, we just watched this video from two months ago. As you can see, the vote held two months ago passed with an overwhelming majority. We voted whether to trust the Five Guilds and stick with the current system or not. Professor, surprisingly, the vote skewed heavily in favor of the Five Guilds, correct?
    

    
      —Yes, it’s assumed this is because of the Death King. Our Rank 2 Hunter has a pretty good public image. Both he and his spouse are very popular. 
    

    
      —Yes, they’re very popular!
    

    
      —Yes, yes, so this was kind of a popularity vote…
    

    
      —A popularity vote?
    

    
      —It couldn’t have been anything else. The way the Death King presented himself during the vote and the way the Duke of Ivansia refuted all objections is what swayed the voters.
    

    
      —But, Professor, if the fiftieth floor is unlocked, Hunters from other worlds will visit us, right? What do you think about these other worlds?
    

    
      As I walked away from the plaza, the sound of the news faded, and my embarrassment gradually diminished. I sighed and adjusted the hood of my raincoat. 
    

    
      
        It’s already been two months since the vote. Time surely flies.
      
    

    
      In the meantime, I had been busy sorting out things inside the Tower. Dealing with the Blessing Tower Society fanatics hiding in the Pantheon and the Black Dragon was part of this internal cleanup. 
    

    
      
        Now, they won’t catch us off guard.
      
    

    
      Preparations were complete. There was now only a slim chance that our Tower would suffer from internal division. I stepped out of the city, walking through puddles of water that smelled of rainy clouds. In the middle of a bleak slum street, I saw the Mirage-Walking Princess.
    

    
      “Welcome, Death King,” she said.
    

    
      “It’s been a while.”
    

    
      “Two months isn’t that long.”
    

    
      “Have you been waiting for me here?” 
    

    
      The street was now deserted. The long-neglected roofs couldn’t keep the rain out, and water flowed through the leaky pipes. The princess crouched down, placing her index finger over the gutter from which water was gushing.
    

    
      “Well, you came out here to find me anyway, right? So, I predicted the path you would take and came here to meet you. It’s raining, so there's no need to waste time.”
    

    
      “I see,” I replied as I approached her from behind. 
    

    
      The blond Pillar didn't turn to look at me; she continued to play with the gushing gutter. When she moved her finger, the flowing water split in two. “You came here to ask me to open the fiftieth floor, yes?” 
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Okay. I can do that for you any time, but is that okay? Death King, you’re alone right now. Since you have so many trustworthy colleagues, wouldn’t it be better for all of you to go together?”
    

    
      I shook my head. “Once the fiftieth floor opens, our world becomes accessible to other worlds. It means those worlds can use this opportunity to invade us. All the Hunters except me will stay here and prepare for the invasion. The Terras… I mean, the Asuras are already fully prepared. If a force tries to invade, thinking that we’re newbies, they will run into a real disaster.”
    

    
      “You guys are cautious,” the princess noted, standing up. “While all the others are on the defensive, you’ll go up to the fiftieth floor as a scout. Even if things go wrong, you don’t stay dead.”
    

    
      “Exactly.”
    

    
      “Alright,” the princess said as she reached out and grabbed my wrist. “From now on, you have graduated from the beginner stage.”
    

    
      The moment I felt the moisture from her palm, the sky above us tore up.
    

    
      
        Rumble…
      
    

    
      Purple lightning struck. Thunder roared through the clouds once, twice. Even the dark clouds, which wore their vapors like armor, couldn't contain the thunder. 
    

    
      
        Rumble! Rumble…!
      
    

    
      The clouds split into ten, then a hundred pieces, and the purple lightning spread across the sky like tiny blood vessels.
    

    
      A lightning storm poured down on me.
    

    
      
        [Beginner protection measures have been suspended.]
      
    

    
      [Beginner privileges have been permanently revoked.]
    

    
      
        [The Lion Realm has officially joined the Official Route.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Lion Realm can now freely travel to the fiftieth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [Other worlds can now freely travel to the Lion Realm.]
      
    

    
      The invisible walls that had protected us until now were collapsing. I swallowed the rainwater that seeped into my mouth. 
    

    
      This is the world that Yoo Soo-Ha has never been able to get to. It’s the world where Hunters like the Constellation Murderer roam… and where the Sword Emperor reigned supreme.
    

    
      Lightning struck. It was louder than any lightning strike. From the sky to the horizon, everything split in two. Not only did the dark clouds part, but even the rain that had been pouring down was divided. 
    

    
      
        Rumble! 
      
    

    
      The gap that had started opening up only grew wider, resembling a cracked eggshell; the sky was shedding its skin.
    

    
      
        [Announcement.]
      
    

    
      
        [As of today, the fiftieth floor has opened.]
      
    

    
      Finally, on the other side of the open sky, a sight we had never seen before unfolded. A single tower stood tall, just like the World Tree.
    

    
      “Now, whenever you look up, you will see that tower!” the princess exclaimed. “Even in the mansion where the dolls sleep, the Aegim Empire, the snow-covered gangho, outside the library's window, Goru, where the Terras were born… any world that you guys decided to be together with you will be able to see it at any time.” 
    

    
      The princess was soaking wet from the rain. 
    

    
      “Bye-bye, Death King. Survive. I’ll wait on the one hundredth floor!” she announced while laughing.
    

    
      I smiled. The moment I opened my mouth to respond, pure white light enveloped me.
    

    
      
        [Entering the fiftieth floor.]
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I had been to the fiftieth floor before. I sort of cheated at the time, but I remembered that when I entered the stage, the area around me was quiet. This time was different.
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse has detected your arrival!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye senses the Constellation Murderer’s presence from you.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker welcomes a resident from a new world.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Surface-Reflected Lotus is observing the sword you are holding.]
      
    

    
      Before I even opened my eyes, when my mind was still blank, alarming messages rang out loudly. Those with titles I had and hadn’t heard before sent messages as a response to my official arrival on the floor. 
    

    
      
        What a grand welcome!
      
    

    
      The Guardian, who had kept quiet since the dream this morning, appeared rather nonchalant.
    

    
      
        —Of course, it makes sense. I don’t know everything, but almost all Constellations probably have you on their watchlist, Kim Zombie. 
      
    

    
      
        Huh? Why? I did wreak havoc here, but I've since regressed, so it’s like it never happened. From their perspective, this is probably the first time they've seen me.
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah, it's their first time seeing you in person. Just think about all the things you’ve done so far.
      
    

    
      Slowly, the white light around me faded.
    

    
      
        What did I do?
      
    

    
      
        —First, you killed Mutia's apostle. If you had just killed her, it wouldn’t have mattered, but you took her in with your Skill and made her your subordinate. You even have the Constellation Murderer as your subordinate. Do you have any idea how famous he is among the Constellations? He was considered the king of lunatics, and you now have him by your side.
      
    

    
      As my vision returned, everything gradually became clearer. 
    

    
      
        Huh? The Constellations already know that I’ve taken in Kim Yul? That's absurd. I only took in Kim Yul. That’s all. The Constellation Murderer’s puppets are still up and about… 
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah, they don't know everything, but some guys have good eyes. At least one or two of them had been watching the Constellation Murderer constantly and figured out that you devoured him in your shadow. Do you understand what I mean? Be careful, punk.
      
    

    
      My sense of touch recovered completely before my sight did. The teleportation was complete, and I could finally feel my feet touch the ground.
    

    
      
        —You took down the Demon King of Autumn Rain, but that isn’t all. You gathered every piece of the Goddess of Protection. The Indoor Librarian has become an ordinary kid because of you. These are many things you, a beginner who hadn’t even reached the fiftieth floor, have done!
      
    

    
      The Guardian chuckled. 
    

    
      
        —Normally, Constellations have to guide you kindly, and you would have to bust your ass to complete the quests and collect the quest rewards. But you kept destroying the quest givers instead! On top of that, although no one knows this, you even met the Tower master! Even I find that strange.
      
    

    
      Finally, my surroundings slowly came into focus.
    

    
      
        —Your situation is really unusual. Now, Zombie. Yeah, this is the first time the starheads are seeing you in person, but don’t you think they would be interested in a crazy newbie like you? 
      
    

    
      
        Hmm. I think I would also be a little interested. 
      
    

    
      
        —They’ll be fucking interested.
      
    

    
      
        So what? I like attention. Don't worry. Smile! 
      
    

    
      
        —I’m sorry to break it to you, but it’s not the kind of attention you like, kid. The Constellations are somewhat like game masters. GMs. They create and assign quests. Just wait and see what happens when you catch their attention.
      
    

    
      I found myself in the middle of the wilderness. That area where only strange monsters should have been wandering at best was now teeming with dozens of people for some reason. I wanted to believe they were all Hunters searching for monsters, that my arrival here was by chance, and that our meeting was purely coincidental. However, at first glance, it didn’t seem that way. As soon as these people saw me, they pointed at me.
    

    
      “There he is! It’s him!”  
    

    
      “He finally showed up!”  
    

    
      “Prepare for battle!”
    

    
      Every one of them was holding a hideous sword. It was actually hard to dismiss everything as a coincidence, even when faced with finger-pointing and drawn swords. My situation was no exception. Even before I could celebrate officially making it to the fiftieth floor, I had to draw my holy sword.
    

    
      “What the heck?” I murmured. 
    

    
      I was already surrounded. More than twenty people encircled me.
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse has issued a quest to the followers.]  
      
    

    
      
        [You have been designated as the quest target!]  
      
    

    
      
        [Disclosing the quest.]  
      
    

    
      
        
          Take down the Death King.
        
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty Level: Unknown  
      
    

    
      
        Goal: The Death King is a human from the recently introduced world named Lion Realm. Before his world had even set foot on the Official Route, the Death King dared to confront the Eternal Plains Warhorse, killing Mahos’ apostle.
      
    

    
      
        Brave warriors, the Eternal Plains Warhorse calls upon you. Take down the Death King! Take advantage of the moment he arrives on the fiftieth floor and launch a surprise attack!  
      
    

    
      
        Please be careful. The Death King is terrifying and wicked. He’s a cultist who will use any means necessary to achieve his goal, a demonic cult leader with hundreds of fanatics under his command. Fear not, warriors. If you strike him while he’s still unfamiliar with the Official Route, victory can be yours!  
      
    

    
      
        Mahos will bestow the blessing of selecting any warrior who kills or captures the Death King as his apostle.  
      
    

    
      
        ※Death King, you cannot participate in the quest.  
      
    

    
      
        ※You are the quest target.
      
    

    
      My flabber was gasted out of my mind.
    

    
      
        What? Terrifying and wicked? A cultist who will use any means or methods? Who the heck is that?! I don’t know who that is! Is this some kind of error?  
      
    

    
      
        —What error? Zombie, you are actually from a demonic cult. If an ordinary person sees you, they’ll think you’re an actual cultist. 
      
    

    
      
        So you’re telling me that I’m actually an evil cult leader with hundreds of fanatics under my command?  
      
    

    
      
        —That isn’t technically wrong, Young Heaven. That Viper or whatever his name is told you that you’re basically the Heavenly Demon of this era. A demon from heaven. Wow. Just hearing the name alone makes you sound like a bad guy.  
      
    

    
      
        What the fuck are you talking about?!
      
    

    
      A Hunter shouted, “Don’t let your guard down! He’s the one that Lord Mahos told us to be wary of! Just because he looks no different from us doesn’t mean he’s not a threat! He’s the devil of devils. If we underestimate him just because he’s a beginner, we’ll be the ones who die!”
    

    
      “Draw your swords!”
    

    
      “Everyone, attack!”
    

    
      The Hunters rushed at me while shouting. I raised my aura and prepared my stance. Still, I couldn’t help but scream, “Wait a minute! I’m not a bad guy! If anything, I’m a good guy! Everyone, this quest is a lie! How can someone blatantly lie while giving a quest?! Hey, everyone! I’m not the villain that the quest says I am!”
    

    
      —Hey, it’s useless. The GMs decide how a quest works. Don’t you remember the quest that the Demon King of Autumn Rain gave you? The Constellation Murderer went around killing Constellations for a good reason.
    

    
      
        Then what should I do?
      
    

    
      The Guardian didn’t bother to hide his laughter. He grinned. 
    

    
      
        —What do you mean what should you do? Fight. Welcome to the world of the fiftieth floor, where manipulation and distortion are part of your everyday life, Gong-Ja!
      
    

    
      
        Ah, fuck.
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      “Give us your head, you evil cult leader!” 
    

    
      The Hunters swung their swords at me: a slash from the upper left, a strike from the right, and another from behind. Swords rushed toward me from three directions at once, aiming to end my life. 
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      I hurriedly held up Shiny and parried the closest incoming attack. “I told you I’m not a bad guy!”
    

    
      “The wicked cultist wants to talk his way out,” the one who seemed to be their leader snorted with derision. “All of you, don’t listen to him. Lord Mahos said that his tongue is more fearsome than his sword. His words turn the heavens upside down and taunt the earth. He talks like the devil! We might become bewitched against our will, so we must be careful.”
    

    
      “Who the heck are you talking about?” I shouted. 
    

    
      The Hunters facing me with their swords swallowed hard, their eyes filled with fear.
    

    
      “That sounds terrifying!”
    

    
      “He looks innocent and pure, but he’s hiding that kind of evilness as he lurks among us? How scary!”
    

    
      “Are you all blind?” I screamed.
    

    
      The battle continued despite the chaos. Mahos’ followers weren't particularly impressive. In the past, they would have been a challenge, but, honestly, their aura mastery was far below mine. 
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker is intrigued by your level.]  
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye doubts whether you really are a beginner.]
      
    

    
      Even if three, six, or twelve people attacked me in a formation, they weren’t too difficult to handle. Unlike ordinary martial arts, aura was the martial arts of space. As long as I had enough aura to dominate the area, it didn’t matter how many enemies there were; the number was merely annoying. Although the ridiculous quest left me dumbstruck, I wasn’t in serious trouble.
    

    
      “What? Is this really the level of someone who just arrived on the fiftieth floor?” one of Mahos’ followers asked in shock. 
    

    
      They constantly changed their formation and employed various techniques, but they weren't strong enough to take me down. As we exchanged more attacks, the followers grew more impatient.
    

    
      “This doesn’t make any sense! He must have made a deal with the devil!”
    

    
      I shrugged. 
    

    
      
        Well, I do have a ghost by my side. 
      
    

    
      “There is no way he could have reached this level through normal means! He must have given up his humanity and taken the path of a beast!”
    

    
      
        It’s true that I’ve honed my skills through some unorthodox means…
      
    

    
      “Call for reinforcements! The cult leader is said to command evil spirits. He drags the souls of those he has killed from hell and uses them as his personal soldiers!”
    

    
      
        Gasp!
      
    

    
      “I’ve been suspecting it when I heard his title is Death King, but he really is evil!”
    

    
      As I listened, I thought, Hmm. Well, that’s not exactly why I have this title, but they aren’t entirely wrong…
    

    
      “Hurry! He can’t use his spells right now because we’re fighting him, but as soon as he gets a chance, he’ll start summoning! If we don’t defeat him before that, we’re all dead!”
    

    
      Huh? Mr. Sword Emperor.
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      
        I just realized something. 
      
    

    
      I easily parried and knocked away twenty followers’ simultaneous aura attacks. Each of the attacks was sent back to the person it originally belonged to. 
    

    
      “Unbelievable!” 
    

    
      The followers were shocked. I blankly listened to their panicked screams.
    

    
      
        I’m asking this just in case. I really don’t think I’m right, but I wanted to ask anyway. 
      
    

    
      
        —I’m listening.
      
    

    
      
        Do I really look like a bad guy to others?
      
    

    
      The Guardian responded as if it was obvious.
    

    
      
        —Do you actually need to ask that? You’re a super villain that came crawling out of some abyss from far, far away. 
      
    

    
      
        Why?
      
    

    
      —Hey, try thinking about why I call you Zombie. 
    

    
      
        Uh… Because you’re a psychopath with a screwed-up personality?  
      
    

    
      —There are a thousand reasons I call you Zombie, but one of them is to mock your lichness. 
    

    
      
        Lichness?
      
    

    
      
        —Yes. A lich is an undead mage that sacrificed their own life to gain power, using the corpses they killed as their subordinates. To those who don’t know your full story, you’re just a minion of evil.
      
    

    
      I was dumbfounded. 
    

    
      
        No way! I’m a hero! I’ve been certified as a hero since I climbed to the eleventh floor. Isn’t that right, Shiny?  
      
    

    
      [...]  
    

    
      
        [Shiny acknowledges that you are a true hero.]  
      
    

    
      She seemed to have hesitated a little before answering. Did I imagine that?
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse confirms that your skills are above average.]  
      
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse increases the quest participant range.]  
      
    

    
      
        [Warning! The participant range of the quest you are involved in is expanding to the entire city!]  
      
    

    
      As I subdued Mahos’ followers one by one, I heard an ominous warning. It was nothing like I had heard before, but I could tell it didn’t spell good news for me. As expected, Hunters began to pour in from the city.  
    

    
      “Over there!”  
    

    
      “There’s that lich!”  
    

    
      “Get the devil’s servant!”  
    

    
      “Oh, Lord Mahos, please protect us!”  
    

    
      All the Hunters here knew how to use their aura. Regardless of their level, they employed their own techniques and approached swiftly. Seeing dozens of Hunters jumping and performing Lightness Arts felt like watching a swarm of cockroaches. The sight was scarier than most horror movies. What was even more frightening was that I could see dozens more people behind them.  
    

    
      “Wow.” 
    

    
      I held back hollow laughter. Defeating them would be easy if I used Monster Legion Reincarnation, but…
    

    
      
        If I use it here, I’d undoubtedly be treated like an actual lich king. 
      
    

    
      I suppressed a sigh. I probably would be able to escape immediate danger this way, but I could feel that it would bring a bigger headache later. 
    

    
      Some forces would be watching this fight from afar. If I flaunted my power with my legion, I would be branded as the ultimate evil of the fiftieth floor. In the end, I arrived at a solution. It was very simple.
    

    
      Let’s run! Defeating them doesn’t get me anything, so why fight for nothing?  
    

    
      —Hah, that’s smart.
    

    
      I focused my aura on my thighs, hamstrings, calves, and feet. Then, taking advantage of the moment Mahos’ followers caught their breath, I leaped away.
    

    
      “Huh?”  
    

    
      “T-the lich is running away!”  
    

    
      I felt bad to say this, but the siege of Mahos’ believers was honestly low-level. To me, someone who had developed the Demonic Heaven Formula Arts with Uburka, it was nothing more than a joint attack that relied on numbers. They had learned the same martial arts, but without a shared mental image, their aura worked separately, even with a few dozen people fighting together.  
    

    
      
        Well, my Terras have been watching Cavefire plays for generations to learn the Demonic Heaven Formula Arts. It’d be hard for ordinary Hunters to replicate that level.
      
    

    
      I left the battlefield feeling proud of my children once again.  
    

    
      “Get him!”  
    

    
      The followers pursued me in a hurry.  However, by the time their leader finished his command, I was already far away. 
    

    
      A few high-level Hunters managed to chase after me, but less than six seconds later, I could hear the shock from my pursuers behind me.  
    

    
      “Oh my god, how is he so fast?”  
    

    
      “No! Contact another branch! At this rate, we’ll lose—”  
    

    
      Even their horrified screams faded away and became inaudible as I got further away. 
    

    
      I should proceed a little more carefully.  
    

    
      Even after I shook off the Hunters’ pursuit, I didn’t stop. I crossed the wilderness, ran as I was ready to enter a city, and immediately changed direction again. I stopped by all kinds of roads that led to the city.  
    

    
      
        People won’t notice me like this.
      
    

    
      I took off my raincoat and rolled it up at my side. It was a temporary measure, but I tousled my hair to change my style and then fixed it with my aura.
    

    
      
        Okay.
      
    

    
      It probably wouldn’t be easy to recognize me just by looking at me from afar. Maybe it would be different for my colleagues, but these followers were basically strangers to me.
    

    
      
        Did I lose them?
      
    

    
      I lay low for about twenty minutes.
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse sighs.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse acknowledges that the quest can no longer continue like this.]
      
    

    
      It seemed that my prediction was correct. New messages showed up. 
    

    
      
        [The quest you are involved in has changed!]
      
    

    
      
        [The difficulty level has been adjusted.]
      
    

    
      
        [The quest is in progress.]
      
    

    
      
        [Disclosing the updated quest.]
      
    

    
      
        
          Find the Death King.  
        
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty level: A+  
      
    

    
      
        Goal: Unfortunately, the Death King has managed to escape the siege. The brave warriors surrounded and cornered him, but he used the last of his strength, and they were unable to catch up with him!  
      
    

    
      
        If the Death King enters the city and lies in wait, the fiftieth floor will soon face a great disaster. He’s more venomous than a plague, even more than the Black Death. He’s a villain who cannot be dealt with by any human-developed treatment.
      
    

    
      
        Find the Death King quickly and inform your comrades once you do!  
      
    

    
      
        Warriors, you are the only ones who can protect the city’s peace and uphold its good reputation. Other forces have already recognized the Death King’s potential and are attempting to approach him. If evil forces and the Death King unite, a great disaster will strike!  
      
    

    
      
        ※ Death King, you cannot participate in the quest.  
      
    

    
      
        ※ You are the quest target. 
      
    

    
      How should I put it? I decided to stop myself from criticizing how the quest described me any further because there seemed to be a million things that I could nitpick. However, I was able to tell that I was getting closer and closer to becoming a legendary evil mastermind.
    

    
      After ripping off the lower section of my pants, I wrapped it around my neck like a scarf. When I used my new scarf to also cover my mouth, I realized it provided decent camouflage.
    

    
      “Oh my god. What the heck happened? Why is that guy tormenting an innocent person? Are all Constellations like this?” I grumbled.
    

    
      —Their tendencies differ, but their personalities are all similar.
    

    
      “What does that mean?”
    

    
      I entered the city.
    

    
      
        [Void Poison has begun to erode you.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your erosion level is 1.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your aura is canceling out the Void Poison.]  
      
    

    
      
        [The erosion has stopped.]
      
    

    
      At the entrance of the city, there were shantytowns and street markets. Thanks to this, I was able to blend in with the crowd easily. The noise from all directions allowed me to chat easily with the Guardian.
    

    
      
        —I told you earlier that the Constellations are game masters. Each game master has a different tendency.
      
    

    
      “Game masters…”
    

    
      —And those who serve the Constellations can be considered players. When one of the game masters opens a session and gives a quest, the followers of that Constellation look at the quest and decide whether or not to participate. They consider whether the quest suits their level and if it is something they can actually accomplish.
    

    
      Soon, I spotted a familiar shop—a street tavern. There were no walls or floors, just tables, chairs, and a bar with an owner. It was the very street tavern where I had sat down and talked with the Constellation Murderer when I unofficially visited the fiftieth floor to take him down.
    

    
      
        —But each of them has their own unique tendencies, like I said.
      
    

    
      “What is Mahos like?” I asked as I sat down at one of the tables.
    

    
      
        —Aggressive. His quests are not complicated at all. ‘An enemy that has to be defeated appeared. If you don’t defeat them, the world will be in danger, so hurry up already. Huh? They ran away? Chase them. Oh, you defeated them? Here’s your reward.’ It’s very simple.
      
    

    
      The Guardian’s immediate answer gave me a rough idea of what the Eternal Plains Warhorse was like.
    

    
      —Who was that blonde woman you took down? Was it Goldencup? Anyway, if you reach the level of an apostle like her, the quests get a bit more complicated, but there are not many apostles. Most of the regular followers are battle maniacs.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      —But these simple quests are surprisingly popular. No, I should say they are the most popular. Aside from everything else, Mahos makes sure he gives a good reward, items that are worth the price for battles of appropriate difficulty. With this combo, he seems to attract followers easily.
    

    
      I ordered an iced tea from the owner and took a sip. “I understand what you’re saying, but why do Constellations act like that?”
    

    
      The Guardian smiled wickedly. 
    

    
      —Hehe. Because that’s the easiest way to be worshiped.
    

    
      “What do you mean?”
    

    
      —Zombie, you don’t know this yet because you’ve never served a Constellation, but try to think about it from their perspective. Constellations deliberately create quests and rewards just for you Hunters. They want your lives to be more enjoyable.
    

    
      I tilted my head, struggling to understand what the Guardian was saying. He seemed to have expected a reaction from me, yet he continued to explain. 
    

    
      
        —Think of Hamustra. From your perspective, it may seem like he threw you into a doomed world and watched you suffer for his entertainment. But it’s completely different if you look at it from an opposing perspective. Hamustra went around collecting worlds to give you quests. Even for a Constellation, there is no way that’s easy. He has to sift through each destroyed world and sort out the apocalyptic worlds that have an appropriate difficulty level for you guys. That’s a lot of work. 
      
    

    
      “That’s... “ I said, feeling a refreshing shock. I had never thought about it this way before.
    

    
      
        —Zombie, why would Constellations do that much for you Hunters? Because you guys are adorable? Do you think they want to see you suffer and die? The Constellations are usually much stronger than an average Hunter. It’s often easier for them to kill Hunters with one wave of their hands.
      
    

    
      “That’s true.”
    

    
      
        —In a sense, Constellations are dedicating themselves to you. Although they have different reasons for giving quests, their primary goal is the same: to be worshiped. Once you start serving a Constellation, you’ll understand what I mean right away. As you complete their quests and receive their rewards, you’ll gradually feel yourself becoming like a hero. Life becomes more fun. You might start to feel like you’re not just yourself, but someone significant in this universe. Someone far above you—a Constellation—acknowledges your existence and creates events just for you... Gosh, that’s an irresistible drug. It’s the thrill of an RPG.
      
    

    
      
        I see. 
      
    

    
      Until now, I had never followed the paths set by the Constellations, making me completely different from the Hunters who had surrounded me in that wilderness.
    

    
      —So, the bond between a Constellation and a follower is incredibly strong. The followers naturally worship their Constellations that recognize and reward them. They revere and love them. This worship is like the purest form of faith, so the Constellations feed on this to maintain their existence—
    

    
      
        Booooooooom!
      
    

    
      Just then, the glass on my table shook, the ground trembled, and other tables around me spilled their plates and dishes. I instinctively turned to look in the direction of the explosion.
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        Boooom!
      
    

    
      The patrons of the bar panicked upon hearing the explosion.
    

    
      “W-what is it? What’s going on?”
    

    
      “Fuck. Here we go again!”
    

    
      The guests did not run away or hide under the tables. They just quickly grabbed the glasses and snacks on their table to prevent them from spilling. Here, on the fiftieth floor, explosions were daily occurrences.
    

    
      A voice came from above. Everyone, including me, looked in the direction from which the voice was coming.
    

    
      —Ah, ah. Mic test, mic test. I would like to express my apology for the commotion just now.
    

    
      The Magic Tower was one of the only two places I was familiar with on the fiftieth floor, the other being this street tavern. The witches of the tower had also participated in the battle when I had tried to take down the Constellation Murderer. The Magic Tower consisted of five towers that nearly reached the sky, and it resembled the five fingers of an earth giant in his attempt to grab the sky.
    

    
      The force that has ruled the fiftieth floor for over a thousand years… Was that what caused the explosion? 
    

    
      I glanced at the Guardian. 
    

    
      
        There’s bad blood between you and them, right?
      
    

    
      
        —No, no, I don’t have anything against them. They, however, hate my guts. Really. I feel very wronged.
      
    

    
      The Guardian’s claim was rather shameless.
    

    
      
        You said you destroyed one of their towers. Why would an innocent person do that?
      
    

    
      
        —Hey, look. You can tell just by looking at them that they’re gloomy and evil. They always coop themselves up in the Tower for research. I can almost smell mold from them. To provide them with some much needed occasional ventilation, I made some holes in one of their towers. Now that I think about it, they should be thanking me. I remodeled their home for free. They are the wealthiest people on the fiftieth floor, but they have no manners. Tsk, tsk.
      
    

    
      
        I think you have nothing whatsoever that is related to manners, ethics, or morals… 
      
    

    
      The announcement from the Magic Tower echoed throughout the city. The people drinking outside, those selling goods at stalls, and those without a home playing dice in broad daylight all stopped and stared up at the five towers.
    

    
      —I’m the spokesperson of the Magic Tower. Well, I’m not here to talk about anything special. Today, some terrorists didn’t know their place and were harassing us, so that’s why I am making this announcement. The explosion that just struck your eardrums was the work of these terrorists... Hey, hey. Bring them here. No, not there. Ugh! Yes, here. Right here.
    

    
      There were some protests.
    

    
      —The Magic Tower is imprisoning our comrades!
    

    
      —W-we are followers of Lord Hamustra!
    

    
      I paused. 
    

    
      
        Followers of Hamustra?
      
    

    
      —We are all librarians who have formally entered the Official Route! The Magic Tower has illegally oppressed and imprisoned us!
    

    
      —Everyone! If we don’t all join forces and rise now, one day, you too will also end up like us…
    

    
      The spokesperson sighed. 
    

    
      —Ah, okay. That’s enough. Gosh, you guys are surely loud despite not having a master. Now, does everyone understand the situation? The commotion that happened this time was a terrorist attack solely committed by these loners abandoned by their Constellation. That’s what happened, so—
    

    
      —Shut up! Master Hamustra hasn’t abandoned us!
    

    
      —Do you know the difference between the strong and the weak? The strong only have to shut up when they want to, but the weak have to shut up even when they don’t really want to.
    

    
      After the spokesperson’s remark, a strange crackling sound erupted from beyond the sky.
    

    
      —Ugh! Ugh!?
    

    
      —Yes, as you can see, these guys are weak. It would be fine if they were just weak, but they’re also wicked. They even tried to destroy our Magic Tower’s security system, and the result is… the tooth I have in my hand right now. Do you get what I mean? Everyone, please don’t get on the Magic Tower’s nerves. 
    

    
      The crowd around me buzzed, but the spokesperson continued nonetheless. 
    

    
      —Huh? Why are you still giving me the stink eye? Hey, when someone tells you to shut up, that doesn’t just mean to shut your mouth. It also means to shut your eyes. 
    

    
      Ominous sounds followed one after another in the hazy sky. Every time the sounds echoed, someone’s scream followed suit. Seven different voices groaned in the sky of the fiftieth floor. 
    

    
      Meanwhile, silence descended on the open-air tavern. The Hunters tried to ignore the screams coming from the sky, instead looking around at others. Everyone knew that this was some kind of public execution. 
    

    
      Only the tavern owner wiped the bar table as he grumbled, “Tch, they surely know how to ruin someone else’s business.” 
    

    
      —Ah. One more mic test. If you see any of Hamustra’s old believers on the street or elsewhere, please report them. They are evil, I tell you. Well, there will be a small reward, but please consider it a contribution to the city’s order. Gosh, this is annoying. Anyway, you all got it all figured out, right? Right now, I have eight teeth—front teeth, canines, and premolars—rolling around in my hand. These teeth could be your friends’ or yours. Good luck.
    

    
      The voice suddenly stopped, and the sky turned silent once again. However, the silence seemed to weigh heavily on the people of the city. It took about ten seconds for the bustle of everyday life to finally return.
    

    
      “Those damn bastards are going after those rat followers again.”
    

    
      “I pity the librarians. Hey, where do you think Hamustra’s disappeared to?”
    

    
      “Well, it’s obvious. The Constellation Murderer must have killed him.”
    

    
      “Gosh, how many people did one guy kill?”
    

    
      It was a conversation I couldn’t help but be interested in. I turned to the table next to me. “Excuse me. I’d like to ask you something.”
    

    
      The older Hunter frowned. “What?” 
    

    
      She had an Afro perm and an eye patch over her left eye. It wasn’t just her. All the Hunters sitting at the table, regardless of gender, had Afro perm hair and eye patches. I could guarantee that anyone would be at a loss for a moment upon seeing something like this.
    

    
      Despite some stammering, as politely as possible, I asked, “Um, I don’t know much about what goes on at the fiftieth floor these days… I think it’s been three months since I was last here. What happened? Why is the Magic Tower acting like that?”
    

    
      The Afro perm Hunters stared at me intently. It wasn’t an easy sight to endure.
    

    
      “Huh? Haven’t you heard that Hamustra disappeared?”
    

    
      I nodded. “I think I’ve heard that story before…”
    

    
      “The rumor going around is that the Constellation Murderer killed him!”
    

    
      It seemed that the Afro perm Hunters really wanted someone to listen to their chatter as they ate naan-like bread snacks.
    

    
      “Recently, the Indoor Librarian’s Faith has stopped completely. Well, he was always known to be indifferent to his followers and never really answered, no matter how many times they tried speaking to him. But his followers can’t even sense his presence anymore. Here. This guy was a believer of Hamustra.”
    

    
      Afro Perm A tapped Afro Perm B on the side. B frowned and bit into his bread, looking really uncomfortable with this topic. He murmured, “Be quiet. I’m not his follower anymore.”
    

    
      “Hehehe. Even though Hamustra didn’t have many followers, they were really loyal, but then he suddenly disappeared. It’s understandable why the librarians started despairing.”
    

    
      I had a bad feeling about this. This seemed very important, yet I had no idea this was happening because Hamustra had lost his power as a Constellation. 
    

    
      “Has the… Indoor Librarian always been popular?” I asked.
    

    
      “Hmm? Not really,” Afro Perm A said firmly. “The Indoor Librarian is too unfriendly to Hunters. You know, the other Constellations help you clear small quests one by one before naturally moving on to the final quest, right?”
    

    
      “Ah, yes.” I murmured. Was that how it worked? I had no idea because I had never worshiped a Constellation, but Afro Perm A seemed unable to imagine that I didn’t serve one. 
    

    
      She passed the explanation off as if it were a given. “But the Indoor Librarian was different. He just gave you one objective, like save this world from destruction, and told you to figure out the rest. Tsk, tsk. He was so irresponsible that he drove you crazy. There were no rewards during the quest, no hints. Even when the Hunter was in danger, he could have offered some help, but he just left them to die! If I put it nicely, the Constellation was very free-spirited, but he neglected his followers. How could he be popular?”
    

    
      “His liberty is exactly what was nice about him.” B pouted, eating his snacks. “Ordinary Constellations just give us quests, and that’s it. But Lord Hamustra gave us a world where we could go adventuring. Do you understand? He prepared everything and then didn’t interfere with us at all. How can you not get how amazing that is?”
    

    
      A laughed. “Look. Most of his stans are like this guy. But it’s over now. As I said, he stopped answering completely!”
    

    
      
        Hmm. 
      
    

    
      “These followers are really stubborn. With their master dead, they could have quickly chosen another Constellation and served them. Still, they’re so loyal that they didn’t change their Faith and stuck together to survive… There is no way that the Spiders of the Magic Tower will just leave them alone. These Hunters don’t have a Constellation’s protection, so they become the Spiders’ perfect slaves.”
    

    
      “Shut up! Lord Hamustra isn’t dead! He just went into hiding for a while to avoid the Constellation Murderer’s pursuit!”
    

    
      I suppressed my groan. 
    

    
      “Oh my, I’m scared. Do I have to be quiet just because you tell me to? As the Magic Tower Spiders said, the strong don’t have to be quiet. I’m a Hunter who has been serving the Lonely Seeker for over twenty years now. I’m about to become an apostle. What about you? Aren’t you the loser who lost the master you loved so much and changed your Faith?”
    

    
      “You little shit!”
    

    
      I furtively intervened in the two Hunters’ argument. “Umm… What if it wasn’t the Constellation  Murderer who killed Hamustra?”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      The Hunters seemed to have no idea what I was talking about. In their eyes, I was a newbie who didn’t know anything, but I couldn’t tell them the truth. 
    

    
      Cautiously, I added, “I mean, no one knows why Hamustra disappeared, right? Maybe it wasn’t the Constellation Murderer who killed him, but someone else. Or, maybe… Maybe he isn’t dead at all.”
    

    
      “How can he not be dead?” Afro Perm A asked mockingly. “The Constellation’s presence has completely disappeared. No matter how many times the followers call him, they get no reply. If he didn’t die, did he run away or something?”
    

    
      I shrugged. “Maybe… he fell and became a human.” 
    

    
      “What? He fell? And became a human?” A laughed out loud. 
    

    
      B, who had been arguing with A just a moment ago, also looked dumbfounded. In fact, all the Afro-permed Hunters who had been listening to our conversation chuckled.
    

    
      “Hah! This guy is definitely a newbie.”
    

    
      “I’ve never heard anyone say that before.”
    

    
      “Hey, young man. A Constellation is a Constellation, and a human is a human. And Hamustra is famous for being the Constellation of Constellations. Where did you hear this urban legend?”
    

    
      
        It’s true. Hamustra is working part-time at a cafe. He’s so popular that he gets a lot of tips from customers.
      
    

    
      “Of course, it’s possible that it wasn’t the Constellation Murderer. Maybe another Constellation killed him, but that’s highly unlikely! Not a single Constellation has declared that they killed Hamustra. Killing him is an incredible feat, so there is no way they would hide it.”
    

    
      “Yeah. Even Hunters wouldn’t miss a chance to show off.”
    

    
      “The Constellation Murderer killed him. That’s it. That maniac did it.”
    

    
      One last time, I asked, “Um… What if the Constellation Murderer isn’t the culprit? What would happen then?”
    

    
      B’s eyes gleamed eerily. “We have to find and kill them!”
    

    
      Unable to control his anger, B slammed the table. “How dare they! How dare a bastard who isn’t even the Constellation Murderer harm our Heavenly Master Librarian! I’ll tear them to pieces and throw them to the monsters of the void! That bastard! I’ll tear their limbs apart and stab giant needles into them from head to toe!”
    

    
      B’s eyes burned with murderous rage. It was impressive. Some of the other Hunters patted his back. 
    

    
      “Stans of Hamustra are unbelievable. They truly love their master. Tsk tsk. I don’t know for sure, but if a real culprit is found, Hamustra’s followers will come from all across the universe and kill them.”
    

    
      “True. There will be thousands of them at least!”
    

    
      “Everyone is keeping quiet because the Constellation Murderer is a cosmic-level psycho. But if someone else is the culprit… Wow, that will be a real mess. I don’t even want to think about it.”
    

    
      “There will be a bloodbath!”
    

    
      The Hunters, except for B, laughed as if they just heard a funny joke. Of course, I didn’t find it funny at all. I was sweating profusely.
    

    
      The Guardian smirked at me.
    

    
      
        —Zombie, do you understand now? Everything I said was the absolute truth. You’re really an evil mastermind, you psycho cult leader lich. 
      
    

    
      I suppressed my groan. 
    

    
      
        Yeah… At least I now know that there’s one thing I have to take care of on the fiftieth floor…
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        —Hmm?
      
       Followers? 
      
        Oh
      
      , yeah, I had some.
    

    
      I was talking to Hamustra through the communication orb. He kept grunting, probably because he was moving boxes of ingredients around the cafe. I skipped the formalities because he asked me to. 
    

    
      “What do you mean you had 
      
        some?
      
      ” 
    

    
      If Hamustra’s followers knew he asked me to ditch formalities, they would be furious, but since that was what he wanted, there was probably nothing they could do.
    

    
      “They’re your followers. Aren’t you being too heartless?”
    

    
      —Now 
      
        that 
      
      is truly a heartless thing to say. Gong-Ja, I never asked them to become my followers. They simply volunteered and called themselves my librarians. Honestly, I found them quite bothersome. 
    

    
      Hamustra sounded genuine. It was like dealing with a fly that continued hovering around the table no matter how much he waved his hand. It was completely different from how he treated Kim Yul or me.
    

    
      —But are you sure about using this disposable communication orb to talk to me? It’s quite valuable. As far as I know, this is one of your secret cards, the item that the Broadband Communicator worked hard to create. Of course, if you think that talking to me is worthwhile, I’m indeed very happy…
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      , that’s absolutely not the case. Let’s get back to the main topic.”
    

    
      —I see…  Yes, my followers. Why did you ask about them?
    

    
      I explained the situation. At first, Hamustra listened casually, but as the story continued, he became stiff. Suddenly, the noise from beyond the communication orb disappeared. He stopped moving the boxes and focused entirely on my story.
    

    
      
        —Hmmm. 
      
      Indeed, even I feel a little guilty about this. Certainly, when I took your hand and fell, I didn’t care about my librarians one tiny bit…
    

    
      His followers would have cried if they heard this.
    

    
      “I don’t feel great about it either. It feels like I’m responsible for these victims because I turned you into a human.”
    

    
      —
      
        Ummmmmm…
      
       As I said, the librarians volunteered to be my followers because they wanted to. If they were to abandon the Faith they have and switch to another Constellation’s side, there wouldn’t be any problems, so I think this is their own problem to bear…
    

    
      Hamustra groaned as he felt an inevitability coming.
    

    
      —Given your personality, there is no way you would just let this go. Alright. It’s really embarrassing, but can I ask you to handle my oversight?
    

    
      “Okay. I didn’t call to blame you. After all, this is your followers’ business, so I just wanted to ask for your understanding and permission. I’ll take care of this, so buy me a cup of coffee next time.”
    

    
      —Damn it. What a shame! If I were still a Constellation, I would have sent a message right now, saying the Indoor Librarian’s Affection has gone up significantly!
    

    
      
        Why the heck would he regret something like that? So the Constellations secretly enjoy sending messages, huh?
      
    

    
      With that in mind, I said, “Forget about the message. Is there any symbol or emblem I should keep in mind?”
    

    
      —Symbol? Emblem? Sorry, I don’t understand. What are you talking about?
    

    
      “Even if I rescue the librarians trapped in the Magic Tower, it would be easier if there was some evidence that clearly showed them that I was on their side. Like a mark or a countersign of yours.”
    

    
      Hamustra contemplated.
    

    
      
        —Ah.
      
       I see, I see… There is no such convenient thing, but there is something that might work.
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      —Among the librarians who are trapped in the Magic Tower, there are probably Hunters I know personally. One of them has the title Assistant Writer.
    

    
      What kind of life did one have to live to earn the title Assistant Writer? I was so eager to dig into that person’s life and history. Still, the communication orb I was using had a time limit. I barely held myself back.
    

    
      —The Assistant Writer has an unrivaled reputation among the librarians who stopped climbing the Tower after the fiftieth floor. She’s probably over six hundred years old. If the Spiders of the Magic Tower started to capture the librarians, they wouldn’t have left the Assistant Writer to her devices. She was considered my apostle among my followers— 
    

    
      In short, she was the leader of Hamustra’s believers. 
    

    
      I nodded. “All I have to do is gain that Hunter’s trust.”
    

    
      —That’s right. The Assistant Writer has received quests and entered the apocalyptic books twice. The first apocalyptic book she cleared was a solo quest, so she went in alone. This means that only she and I know the whole story of the quest. That is a secret between the two of us. There is a scene and a line that even the viewers didn’t hear. Now, I will share that secret line with you.
    

    
      I listened to every word of the line that no one but Hamustra would know.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The next day, I immediately left to execute my operation. The reason I had stayed overnight was to create a save point. In the unlikely event that I died, I wanted to return to the fiftieth floor instead of the first floor.
    

    
      
        Okay, it’s time to get moving.
      
    

    
      I went out into the street. The chase had happened yesterday. I had been here for just a day, but a lot of things had happened in the meantime.
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse encourages his followers to join the quest.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse highlights how dangerous the evil cult leader is!]
      
    

    
      First of all, Mahos didn’t give up on me. Even when he increased the amount of quest rewards, he struggled to catch up to me. I smiled. 
    

    
      
        Cute. 
      
    

    
      Mahos’ followers were probably working very hard to track me. Unfortunately for them, it would only get harder as time went by. The doctrine of the Heavenly Demon Cult wasn’t called shadows for no reason. 
    

    
      Mahos wasn’t the only Constellation that was getting impatient.
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker offers you a single quest.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye recommends a single quest to you.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Surface-Reflected Lotus is paying attention to your faith.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust invites you to a single quest.]
      
    

    
      Almost all the Constellations that seemed to throw some weight around on the fiftieth floor sent me messages. It looked like they got intrigued yesterday when I easily shook off the pursuit of Mahos’ believers.
    

    
      The Guardian held his nose high.
    

    
      
        —It’s because the power of a follower is directly linked to their Constellation’s reputation. Zombie, you’re a very desirable recruit.
      
    

    
      “That’s a good thing. Hey, what is a single quest supposed to be?”
    

    
      
        —Well, it’s just a short, one-time quest. Constellations don’t just ask others to become their followers. Usually, after checking if their personalities match, understanding their tendencies, and ensuring that the follower’s level is appropriate, the Constellation sends out a recruitment notice. A single quest is just one way to test whether you two will get along well before sending the notice.
      
    

    
      “Is that so?”
    

    
      
        —But the fact that the Constellations are asking you directly means that they are very interested in you. Well, you don’t have to choose right now. It doesn’t matter if you never choose. Actually, I never chose either! Gosh. So many Constellations begged to recruit me, but I ignored their messages right in front of them. You don’t know how good that feels yet. Since that day, the Constellations have been giving me the stink eye, but so what? If they want to recruit me, they have to send a legendary Pegasus or something, don’t you think?
      
    

    
      I immediately decided on my stance. “Hello, everyone. I’m sincerely grateful for these quest recommendations.”
    

    
      
        —Huh?
      
    

    
      “I think you’re all observing me right now. I’m a little busy at the moment. I’ll carefully look into all the single quests you recommended, and then I’ll get back to you.”
    

    
      
        —Hey, what are you doing? I told you just to ignore them.
      
    

    
      The Guardian tilted his head, but my stance immediately provoked a reaction. The Constellations responded immediately.
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker is satisfied with your answer.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is surprised to learn that you are more normal than expected.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Surface-Reflected Lotus smiles.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust has increased the amount of the single quest’s reward!]
      
    

    
      I knew it.
    

    
      “Thank you very much,” I kept saying politely.
    

    
      
        —Weird. Dude, I told you. Constellations are all psychotic perverts. Why are you being polite to them?
      
    

    
      
        Mr. Sword Emperor, there’s something I’ve realized in my life as a Hunter.
      
    

    
      
        —What is it?
      
    

    
      
        First, if I do everything in the exact opposite way to Yoo Soo Ha, I start from at least one hundred bonus points. 
      
    

    
      
        —You’ve already told me that many times before. Now that I think about it, I wonder how that guy is doing…  But why did you mention him?
      
    

    
      
        Second, if I do everything exactly the opposite of what you say, I get at least fifty points. 
      
    

    
      
        —You son of a bitch…
      
    

    
      
        Thank you for being my second standard in life. 
      
    

    
      It seemed that the Constellations had been quite cautious with me. As soon as I responded politely—proving that I was neither a psycho nor a boomer—they started firing off more messages.
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker asks you if you intend to antagonize the Magic Tower.]
      
    

    
      “Yes, I do.”
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye wonders about your relationship with Hamustra.]
      
    

    
      “Well, that’s hard to say. I know who Hamustra is. I’ll tell you more once we get to know each other better.”
    

    
      
        [The Surface-Reflected Lotus asks if it is okay to watch you as you deal with the Magic Tower.]
      
    

    
      “Yes, that’s fine. When I need to do something privately, I’ll ask you to look away. Until then, you can watch without any worries.”
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust has noticed that you’ve been talking to yourself since yesterday and wonders if that is your imaginary lover in your head!]
      
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
       What the fuck are yo— I’m sorry, but I’m married.”
    

    
      Sound buzzed around my ears. It was clear that it turned out that at least one of the Constellations was a formidable nutjob.  Still, apart from that, the Constellations were having a blast using me as a medium. Their attitude toward me was much lighter than it had been yesterday. Some useful information was included in our small talk.
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker complains that the Magic Tower is blocking all quests on the fiftieth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye couldn’t agree more.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust is sad. No matter how many long campaigns are hosted, many followers cannot advance beyond the fiftieth floor due to the Magic Tower.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Surface-Reflected Lotus neither agrees nor disagrees.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker advises that it will be nearly impossible for you to infiltrate the Magic Tower.]
      
    

    
      Indeed, the Constellations didn’t seem to be on good terms with the Magic Tower. Some time ago, the Guardian told me something interesting.
    

    
      
        Come to think of it, each of the five towers holds one Constellation captive and extracts their energy. 
      
    

    
      If that was true, then there was no way that the Magic Tower was on good terms with the Constellations. I approached the Magic Tower as I made some calculations in my head. Ruins were strewn about around me.
    

    
      
        —Hey, Zombie. From now on, listen carefully to what I’m about to say.
      
    

    
      It seemed like a giant made of stone and wood had fallen to the ground, died, and then rotted away. Moss and mushrooms covered the ugly, piled-up stones. Occasionally, unidentified bugs scurried around the debris. Even the Hunters, who filled the fiftieth floor, didn’t come near this deserted place.
    

    
      
        —This is where the sixth building of the Magic Tower stood.
      
    

    
      This place contained the remains of the sixth old tower that the Sword Emperor himself had brought down about one hundred fifty years ago.
    

    
      
        —Only idiots would crawl into the Magic Tower out of their own volition. The place has always been famous for its tight security. For example, even if you just look in the direction of the Magic Tower, they’ll automatically detect your gaze after twenty-three seconds. Security has probably gotten tighter since I wreaked havoc, and that applies to the other five towers that I didn’t destroy.
      
    

    
      I looked in the direction the Guardian pointed at.
    

    
      
        —Even if the dudes at the Magic Tower are absolute perverts, they wouldn’t care about the security of the already collapsed tower. Don’t you think so too?
      
    

    
      Debris covered the surrounding area, making it difficult to estimate the location. However, the Guardian remembered the events that took place over a hundred years ago as if they had happened yesterday. Following the Guardian’s instructions, I moved the large rocks away.
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker is puzzled by your actions.]
      
    

    
      Even after cleaning and cleaning, the debris still piled up like a mountain. I continued to unleash my aura, digging the ground like a mole.
    

    
      Before I knew it, I was underground.
    

    
      
        —Secret passages connect the towers of the Magic Tower. Ordinary Hunters don’t know this, of course, not even all the Spiders of the Magic Tower do. Only the Magic Tower’s high executives are aware of these passages. When I was wreaking havoc in the past, I didn’t touch the secret passages on purpose so I could use them later when I came back to wreak more havoc. Unfortunately, I died on the ninety-ninth floor, so I couldn’t complete my grand plan… 
      
    

    
      The Guardian smiled brightly.
    

    
      
        —But look who it is? I came back after you gave me a piggyback ride, Zombie.
      
    

    
      The ground I was on wasn’t solid. I concentrated my aura and widened the already existing gap so I could crawl through it. The ground split in two. 
    

    
      
        —We should use this.
      
    

    
      I held up my sword. Before crawling into the underground entrance, I carved a sentence into the rock wall:
    

    
      
        The Sword Emperor has returned. 
      
    

    
      This was the return of the supreme power that had reigned in the Tower just one hundred fifty years ago. Messages suddenly flooded me.
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker cannot believe the sentence you have carved!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is surprised by the recently discovered fact.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Surface-Reflected Lotus tries to figure out your true goal.]
      
    

    
      
        Good.
      
    

    
      I withdrew my aura. The underground passage was dark, but it brightened up easily when I used Shiny.
    

    
      
        —Zombie, even though you’re a bit lacking, you’re kinda my disciple, right?
      
    

    
      
        Let’s say that’s true for now.
      
    

    
      
        —Since you’ve reached the fiftieth floor, you should also knock down one of the towers like me.
      
    

    
      
        What are you talking about?
      
       
      
        I should bring down at least two. Otherwise, I’ll only bring shame to the name of the Heavenly Demon Cult.
      
    

    
      With a bright smile, I jumped into the underground passage.
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      The secret passage was dark.
    

    
      “Shiny. What are you waiting for? Shine.”
    

    
      
        [Shiny is delighted to hear the command after a long time.]
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny is strongly loathing herself for being happy about this…]
      
    

    
      Since merging with all the sister swords and becoming complete, Shiny had become much more expressive. 
    

    
      
        It’s like a cheese pizza with camembert, cheddar, and gouda on top…
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny points out that you forgot Parmesan cheese!]
      
    

    
      Shiny shone brightly, as if she craved quattro formaggi pizza. 
    

    
      Even though the passage had been abandoned for over a hundred and fifty years, it was still in pretty good condition. The rock walls had collapsed in various places, blocking the path a bit, but I just cut down the debris with my aura.
    

    
      From time to time, the Guardian gave me indications.
    

    
      
        —Don't even look to the northeast. Even if you happen to do that, be sure to look away before twenty-three seconds. Their security system works even underground. Oh, and don’t stop enhancing your vision using aura. You see those stone floorings with a slightly different color, right? Don't step on them.
      
    

    
      I pretended to talk to myself. “Okay. Maybe I should go this way.” 
    

    
      The Guardian knew exactly where I shouldn’t look or go. It felt like traps were set every twelve seconds, but I didn't fall for any of them.
    

    
      
        —At the first forked path, go left.
      
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm.
      
       My intuition is telling me I should go this way…”
    

    
      The headquarters of the strongest force on the fiftieth floor was like a quattro formaggi pizza to me.
    

    
      
        —Right. There's a monster trap ahead. Just run across the wall.
      
    

    
      I continued to pretend to talk to myself. “Wow, I’m right again. I’m definitely lucky. For some reason, going right felt wrong.”
    

    
      
        Of course, I’m not doing this because I'm crazy.
      
    

    
      
        —You sure?
      
    

    
      
        Come on, who do you think I am?
      
    

    
      
        —You.
      
    

    
      Contrary to the Guardian's ominous suggestion, I was doing this to confuse the Constellations who were watching me, acting as if I had Skills that make me lucky or detect traps. I didn’t stop talking.
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker is speechless at the speed of your advance.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Impatient Lady wants to slap your mouth.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust wants to spank your butt too!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is very suspicious of your Skills.]
      
    

    
      Okay. Even though some of the Constellations were total weirdos, they took the bait. I quickly made my way through the secret passage, sensing that I was getting closer to the heart of the Magic Tower. As I walked, something similar to aura, but much more persistent and similar to a poisonous fog, became stronger.
    

    
      
        —Stop.
      
    

    
      I froze at the Guardian's instruction.
    

    
      
        —You have to be careful from now on.
      
    

    
      I could see nothing from the floor that Shiny illuminated. However, the Guardian spoke seriously, as if a red starting line was drawn in front of me.
    

    
      
        —The mages of the Magic Tower have biological imprints on them. These imprints serve as a kind of identification to the alarm’s detection magic, allowing the mages to enter and exit freely. Here, anyone who doesn’t have the imprint of a Spider will be recognized as an outsider, therefore triggering the alarm.
      
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm.
      
       Somehow, I feel like I’m going to get in big trouble if I act recklessly from here on out…”
    

    
      
        —But it takes a while for the alarm and magic to activate.
      
    

    
      “At first glance, it doesn’t seem like a trap that triggers immediately…”
    

    
      The Guardian chuckled as he watched me act so naturally. He raised his left hand and pointed forward.
    

    
      
        —Six seconds. You just have to pass this section within six seconds. Actually, I’m not sure if it's six or seven seconds. Anyway, when I tried it in the past, the alarm didn't sound because I ran across this section in under six seconds.
      
    

    
      I turned my head. The passage was dark and distant. It seemed that a deep abyss stretched ahead, too dark for Shiny’s light to penetrate. I picked up a rock to test out the distance, throwing it with all my might, like a baseball player. The stone flew straight out, but nothing was heard except the sound of the projectile piercing the air. After a long time, a small thump finally echoed as it collided with something. The end of the tunnel definitely did not seem close.
    

    
      The Guardian stifled his laughter.
    

    
      
        —It’s a bit far, right? Man, do you get how great I was back in the day? I was basically a comet streaking across the sky. My hair happened to be red, too. It fluttered behind me like a comet's tail.
      
    

    
      I looked around the passage. 
    

    
      
        So you made it to the other side in six seconds, right?
      
    

    
      The Guardian shrugged.
    

    
      —
      
        Yup.
      
    

    
      Okay, that sounded fun.
    

    
      I said, “Constellations. I may not be an expert at magic, but I’m good at sensing it. It seems like the Spiders have played a bit of a trick up ahead.” 
    

    
      I put Shiny back in the scabbard and stretched my legs to loosen up my muscles. 
    

    
      “I’ve just arrived on the fiftieth floor, but you guys have shown interest in me. So I would like to give you a chance to see what kind of person I am.”
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker is interested in what you have to say.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye knows what lies ahead but remains silent.]
      
    

    
      After I sheathed Shiny, darkness enveloped everything around me. There was supposed to be nothing but cold air, but strange and ominous mana hung around like fog. Darkness seemed to sway like an actual tentacle. After finishing my warm-up, I took a deep breath.
    

    
      The Lightness Art I used was created by Teacher herself. She had refined and improved the Kunlun Sect’s art.
    

    
      
        Here I come!
      
    

    
      The secret wasn’t to simply wrap aura around my legs. I also formed small aura beads, or sponges, under my feet, so that I wouldn’t step on the ground directly. Instead, I stepped on the aura masses that had been created under my feet, applying enough pressure to burst them. 
    

    
      I repeated this constantly. Of course, one mistake would instantly leave me disabled for the rest of my life. It was already hard to strengthen my legs using aura without damaging my bones and muscles, but I was also using aura mass explosions to propel myself forward.
    

    
      
        You said it took you six seconds, right?
      
    

    
      I compressed aura under my feet harder than ever before. Like a child squeezing a ball of clay, layer after layer of aura converged into small masses. Like this, I created springs that were capable of exploding at any moment.
    

    
      
        I’ll make it in five.
      
    

    
      And I charged forward. I was so fast that I could compete with a missile.
      
         
      
      After a second, I heard the Guardian's whistling in the distant darkness. I smiled and focused solely on creating aura spring bombs and stepping on them. The Constellations reacted more fervently.
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker is amazed at your aura mastery!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is sure you are not a beginner!]
      
    

    
      After two seconds, I could feel the sharp wind that brushed past my cheeks, so I wrapped aura around my entire body. A sticky curtain of mana formed like a spider web, blocking my charge. Of course, I tore through it.
    

    
      Three seconds had passed, but I still couldn’t see the end of the passage. However, the intensity of the mana spider web curtain was becoming stronger and stronger. I could feel that I was approaching the Magic Tower’s heart very fast.
    

    
      After four seconds, I ran even faster. I compressed the aura spring bombs harder and fiercer. If I overexerted myself, there would be dire consequences, but I didn't care. 
    

    
      Five seconds! Finally, my senses picked up a rock wall in front of me. The end of this secret passage, the entrance to the Magic Tower’s heart, was right in front of me. If I slowed down, I could barely make it to six seconds and stop in front of the entrance peacefully, but I kept running.
    

    
      
        Five seconds aren’t up yet!
      
    

    
      
        Thuuuuud!
      
    

    
      I crashed into the dark wall. Well, I broke through it. Though I covered myself in aura, I couldn't negate the impact completely, so I rolled around on the ground.
    

    
      “
      
        Ouch, ugh, ouch, ouch, ouch…
      
      ”
    

    
      
        Rumble.
      
    

    
      The wall I had broken through collapsed, and bricks came crashing down. I slowly stood up, rubbing my thighs as a cloud of dust rose around me. No intruder alarm was triggered. 
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh.
      
       Constellations, I think I passed through the secret passage safely. Though my thighs, 
      
        urgh
      
      , suffered a little.”
    

    
      Needless to say, the Constellations were dumbstruck.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is speechless.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker begins to feel sorry for the Magic Tower!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust is delighted to realize that you are a psycho!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust strongly recommends that you take not only the single quests but also long campaigns!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust is ready to promise you a huge quest reward!]
      
    

    
      That Constellation had been like that for a while, so I just ignored the messages.
    

    
      
        Now, Mr. Sword Emperor, what do you think? Don't you think that there is an insurmountable wall between six seconds and five seconds, as in, there is an absolute line that separates the above average from the genius? In other words, I am a meteor that surpasses comets. A meteor may seem weaker than a comet, but, in most RPGs, Meteor is a very powerful spell. This reflects the general perception of the world—
      
    

    
      When I turned my head to tease the Guardian, I locked eyes with someone I didn’t know. It seemed that the person in front of me had been cleaning the basement. After looking around carefully, I realized that I ended up in a sewer.
    

    
      The smell of cheese way past its prime wafted from everywhere. It was clear that the people who had to clean this place were probably not of high rank, nor were they the children or friends of high-ranking people. In short, they would be the lowest of the low in the Magic Tower.
    

    
      A boy mage, who probably had the lowest rank around, was holding a broom and looking at me with terrified eyes. He wiggled his toes, something I could see because he was barefoot, to try to run. Unfortunately, he was petrified in absolute fear.
    

    
      “I-intruder… Intruder… Intruder…!”
    

    
      I grabbed the boy’s shoulder and smiled like a gentleman. Gently, I said, “Hello. It’s nice to meet you.”
    

    
      The boy shut his mouth.
    

    
      What I realized later was that, from the boy's perspective, I was a human who had passed through a huge wall. Even though I was a little sore and covered in dust from head to toe, I was completely unscathed. Such an inhumane human’s gentle smile wouldn’t be too effective in forming a favorable first impression. 
    

    
      Regardless, I tried to be kind to everyone, so I kept my bright smile as I spoke to the boy in the kindest voice possible. I said, “It seems that I lost my way. I don’t know where I am. Could you please give me directions?”
    

    
      “D-directions? This place is the Magic Tower! The second branch of the Magic Tower—”
    

    
      “Surely this isn’t the Magic Tower, right? I’m simply lost and somehow ended up in this place, but entering the Magic Tower will automatically make me an intruder and get me killed. I don’t want to die, so I’ll have to kill any witnesses I encounter if that’s the case. This place isn’t
      
         the
      
       Magic Tower, right?”
    

    
      “
      
        Eek!
      
      ” The boy dropped the broom. “
      
        Ah
      
      , no! T-this p-place isn’t the Magic Tower! No! Magic Tower? I don’t know where that is! Please, I didn’t see anything… 
      
        Ah
      
      , I didn’t see anything!”
    

    
      I nodded, genuinely satisfied. “
      
        Ah. 
      
      That’s great.” 
    

    
      I also wanted the boy to know that I was satisfied with his answer, so I smiled again. It seemed the boy finally felt relieved as he swallowed hard. This was enough to let him know that I was harmless.
    

    
      “I’m looking for Hamustra’s followers because I have something to discuss with them. I’m terribly sorry, but could you help me with some directions in this place, which is definitely not the Magic Tower but still a very difficult to navigate location?”
    

    
      “
      
        Eh
      
      . 
      
        Um
      
      , Hamustra’s believers are under strict surveillance. I, I… I…”
    

    
      "Come on. People should help each other out when there are obstacles, right?” I gave the boy a refreshing massage on his shoulder. “You can at least give me directions, can’t you?”
    

    
      The boy trembled. “Yes, 
      
        uh…
      
      ” 
    

    
      His eyes were watery. Surprisingly, most of the human body was made up of water. Sometimes, that water was discharged through the eyes.
    

    
      “I’ll help you… guide you… So, please don’t kill me… Spare me, please…”
    

    
      I patted the boy on the back. “Wow. I knew there was still some good left in the world! Thank you, Unknown Spider. I’ll make sure to repay you later. 
      
        Oh
      
      , of course, only after we escape safely from this place that isn’t the Magic Tower. Let’s do our best so that we can make it out of here alive!”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh
      
      … Okay…”
    

    
      “I am Kim Gong-Ja, Mr. Mage. What is your name?”
    

    
      “M-my name is Charumu… 
      
        Waaaah…
      
      .”
    

    
      For some reason, the boy started sobbing. Still, I was satisfied that things had gone better than I expected. I was just about to go on my merry way before I realized that I hadn’t finished bragging to the Guardian. 
    

    
      
        Oh, right. Anyway, Mr. Sword Emperor, I was one second faster than you. When you think about it, one second can become ten seconds, one year, even one hundred years. It’s safe to say that I’m actually one hundred years ahead of you. In other words, the Heavenly Demon Cult’s Lightness Art is the best. Do you admit it, Mr. Six Seconds? Will you humbly admit that you are one hundred years behind me because I made it through that passage in five seconds?
      
    

    
      For some reason, the Guardian looked at me with a swirl of mixed emotions in his eyes.
    

    
      
        — Yeah… There is a reason the Viper is your rival… 
      
    

    
      
        What?
      
    

    
      
        —Nothing. You’re the best.
      
    

    
      Okay. Now that everything was perfect, it was time to go save some people! 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
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      The Sword Emperor was too powerful to be considered an average Hunter.
    

    
      “Hello, idiots! You should air out your rooms every now and then. If you stay in your rooms all day and night, it messes with your brains, you guys. Well, I’m feeling generous today! So, I’ll remodel your place for free today! Hehe.”
    

    
      He was way too screwed-up in the head for others to see him as human. The Magic Tower elder gritted her teeth. She had many subordinates and had brought down six Constellations to their knees until now, meaning that six realms had submitted to mages. The fiftieth floor had long been their territory, so why was this happening?
    

    
      “Why can’t we take down one ape?!” the elder screamed. 
    

    
      “Because I’m one hell of a strong ape.”
    

    
      The elder was so furious that she replied with a “fuck you” almost instantly. If that guy had been a warrior with some dignity, she could have admitted defeat. He didn’t have to be awe-inspiring. Had he just been at least somewhat respectful, the elder would have gladly accepted defeat and handed over the throne of the fiftieth floor to him. However, she could never admit defeat to such a thug even if it meant dying.
    

    
      “I can’t just hand over victory to you! You son of a bitch! Just kill us, Sword Emperor!”
    

    
      “Oh, then let’s do this. From now on, every time you call me a son of a bitch, I’ll take down one of your towers. Deal?”
    

    
      “What? What the heck—”
    

    
      The Sword Emperor lightly swung his sword. All the Hunters on the fiftieth floor realized that, even though he was son of a bitch, he didn’t bluff when it came to fighting. 
    

    
      One of the towers, which had a proud history spanning a millennium, was cut off. The elder went crazy.
    

    
      “Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah! No! Stop him! My research data! My experiment materials! No, ah, the Constellation! Get the Constellation that is sealed underground! And that son of a bi—”
    

    
      “Are you sure about that? If you call me that one more time, another one of your precious towers will be gone.”
    

    
      “… b-bee! Son of a bee!”
    

    
      “Oh, right. There are a lot of bees in the world, and some of them have a son or two. I’ll let that slide.”
    

    
      The elder felt like she was going crazy. No, she already had. If only she could punch that idiot in the face, she would be okay with losing all the research data she had gathered in that tower over the past two hundred years. 
    

    
      She had been called many derogatory names, like a thousand-year-old monster, but now she was nothing more than an ordinary lunatic. The Sword Emperor had a knack for driving mad anyone who faced him.
    

    
      “I’ll kill you!” the elder swore. “I’ll kill you! I’ll preserve the tower you destroyed forever! And the day you return to the fiftieth floor, you son of a bee, I’ll get your ass and lock you in the basement of that ruined tower! Forever! I’ll stake your heart there!”
    

    
      The Sword Emperor clicked his tongue and slung his sword over his shoulder. “That’s why you guys will lose. You should plan to chase me, not wait for me to return.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I am the Sword Emperor, the greatest swordsman in the Ten Thousand Sword Realm. And I’ll be the first swordsman of the Righteous Faction in the universe to conquer the Tower’s one hundredth floor!”
    

    
      The Hunters who were watching this exchange experienced something at this declaration. Maybe they had been too complacent with reality. Hunters were meant to climb the Tower. It was wrong to hunt the newbies who had just come up to the fiftieth floor and idle in the world of beginners.
    

    
      Yes, the Sword Emperor had a profound reason to destroy the tower. Even though a faction had ruled over the fiftieth floor for a long time, they couldn’t hold onto their power forever! Anyone could become a rebel. The Sword Emperor himself held up his sword to spread his wise words, so praise to him. From now on, we were all going to serve him and become believers of the Sword Emperor Chur—
    

    
      Hey there, Mr. Bee.
    

    
      
        —Huh? What the heck? I was just about to reach the climax.
      
    

    
      
        Stop with your bullshit and show me the way, please.
      
    

    
      That was the Guardian’s old tale.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      While listening to the Guardian’s old tale, which was a pretty useless story of bravery, I advanced deeper into the Magic Tower. Moving around the place wasn’t as difficult as infiltrating had been.
    

    
      Speaking of the Guardian, now that he was in a place connected to his past, he appeared to be in a good mood. 
    

    
      
        —These guys focused too much on external security. Only a few people successfully infiltrated this place, so there were very few intruders throughout the years. Because of this, the Spiders had no reason to review their internal security system. On top of that, an insider is guiding you.
      
    

    
      Like the Guardian said, an insider of the Magic Tower was faithfully guiding me. His name was Charumu, or something like that. The boy mage kept shaking as he walked forward. His bangs were so long that I couldn’t see his expression, but he seemed to be very timid.
    

    
      “Urgh… If the Big Spiders find out what I’m doing, they’ll kill me. I’ve betrayed the Magic Tower. If I get caught—no, I’ll definitely get caught—I’ll have my stomach ripped open while I’m still alive. The Big Spiders will want to see how colorful my mana is, make sashimi out of my duodenum, marinate it in a potion, and roast it… I’m scared! They’ll record each note of the screams that emerge from the pit of my stomach, turn them into an a cappella song, and play it every time they torture me! I’m scared, so, so scared…”
    

    
      He imagined his future that far ahead, yet was still cooperating with me? Rather than being timid, he was more like a warrior from a story who had lost his sense of fear. Just as I was starting to feel a little creeped out by my guide’s unusual personality, Charumu suddenly stopped, holding his magic staff in his arms. The boy trembled under the weight of the staff, which was taller than him. 
    

    
      “Ah, wait. Please, stop. A security guard is standing there. He’ll probably notice if we go further.”
    

    
      “There’s security?”
    

    
      Charumu flinched at my question, running his fingers through his bangs. “Yes, yes. He’s not very strong, but he’s still in charge of keeping watch over Hamustra’s followers. He’s a Spider with sharp senses. And you, Mr. Intruder, shouldn’t kill him. If he dies, an alarm will automatically be triggered in the entire Magic Tower.”
    

    
      I stroked my chin. “Aha, I see. This is a bit tricky.” 
    

    
      What should I do? It would be easy to approach and knock out the guard before anyone noticed. Still, I wanted to avoid taking risks as much as possible.  
    

    
      Seeing me like that, Boy Mage Charumu stammered, “B-but there is a way…”
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “I’ll go and distract the guard. Tsk, you’re probably a great fighter, aren’t you? I’m sure you’ll be able to finish the job while the guard is messing with me…”
    

    
      For an insider who had cried and begged me not to kill him, he was surprisingly proactive. 
    

    
      I tilted my head, confused. “If you really do that, it’ll make things much easier for me, but are you sure you’ll be okay?”
    

    
      “I… no… I might not be okay. This is not okay at all, but now my life depends on you, Mr. Intruder. If you succeed, I’ll live, and if you fail, I-I’ll die.”
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      Even though he was a low-ranking mage, he was still a mage. Although he had surrendered only a few minutes ago, the speed at which he thought so far ahead was amazing. 
    

    
      Although I was feeling satisfied with my guide’s energy, Charumu continued to mutter, “If you fail, Mr. Intruder, your internal organs will be skewered and roasted crisp in the blazing fire using Cerberus’ poop as firewood. The skewer of my duodenum will be next to it. You and I will share a bond of internal organs.”
    

    
      What kind of bond was this guy blabbering about? It sounded very unpleasant. Moreover, no matter how I looked at this boy, he didn’t seem normal. Honestly, he was a little scary.
    

    
      Charumu walked away, dragging his cloak behind him. “Well, then, I’ll go first.”
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker watches your secret infiltration with interest.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye predicts that your guide will betray you.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust gives a generous score to the boy with the bangs.]
      
    

    
      After a few steps, Charumu turned around the corner. For a moment, the only sound that could be heard from behind the corner was the boy’s bare feet splashing the water puddles in the passage. Someone soon spoke to the mage boy. 
    

    
      “Hey, stop! Who’s that? Come any closer and I’ll shoot you.”
    

    
      Charumu shouted, “I’m sorry! Please don’t kill me!”
    

    
      “What? It’s just a bug.”
    

    
      I got closer so I could eavesdrop on their conversation. The owner of the voice seemed to let down his guard as soon as he recognized Charumu, seemingly looking down on him. Well, that was exactly what was going on.
    

    
      “What are you doing here, bug?”
    

    
      “I-I was cleaning the sewer until I lost my mop. Um, do you, by any chance, have a spare mop? Could you lend it to me?” Charumu asked.
    

    
      The man smirked. “What, a mop? Haha. You have a mop right there.”
    

    
      “W-what?”
    

    
      “You. I’m talking about you, bug. You’re the mop. Look at your cloak. Just roll around and mop the floor. You didn’t need to come all the way here to borrow another one.”
    

    
      
        Thump!
      
    

    
      It sounded like Charumu got hit.
    

    
      “Argh!” he groaned. 
    

    
      “Mop worm, worm mop. It rolls off the tongue nicely. Very poetic. Hey, I’ve been feeling bored and annoyed for a while. I couldn’t hit the prisoners even once because the Big Spiders told me to never do that, but they do it all the time!”
    

    
      Familiar sounds resounded one after another from around the corner.
    

    
      “Eek, ugh. Agh!”
    

    
      “I took on the guard duty because I thought I could have some fun, but this is just a waste of my precious time. I need to research, too! I can clearly see the other guys getting ahead of themselves! This is a big problem!”
    

    
      “I’m sorry… Ugh! I’m sorry—”
    

    
      Okay. Charumu attracted so much attention that the guard could see nothing but him. I immediately dove around the corner and entered the passage, passing the guard without making a single sound. 
    

    
      The guard mage yelped after sensing my presence. He looked no more than a few years older than Charumu. As I expected, the guard had knocked Charumu down and kicked him. Now, he stood frozen as he looked around.
    

    
      “What—”
    

    
      Unfortunately for him, I was already behind him. I touched the back of his head with my finger and forcibly poured my aura into his spine. The guard fainted with a single groan.
    

    
      
        Thump.
      
    

    
      He collapsed next to Charumu, who was lying face down, curled up like a hamster after getting beaten. Immediately, he looked up. “Ah…”
    

    
      “Good job. Thanks to you, I was able to subdue him easily.” I patted Charumu on the head. Then, I moved to search through the unconscious guard’s pockets and got a bunch of old keys. “From now on, I’ll ensure your well-being.”
    

    
      “R-really?”
    

    
      “Of course, it’s only right to take responsibility for my own people. You betrayed the Magic Tower, a faction you had worked for your entire life, and joined my side to help me. I should help you survive and settle down properly in my world.”
    

    
      “Really? Are you serious? C-can you swear on the Constellation you believe in? I mean,  of course, I believe what you say, Mr. Intruder. What I’m trying to say is—”
    

    
      I smiled. “People have been deceiving you a lot, huh? I don’t have a particular Constellation that I serve, but I do have a person who is precious to me. Fine. I swear on the name of Ivansia. This means a lot, you know.”
    

    
      “Ah.” Charumu covered his face with his hands and sobbed. “Thank you… Thank you, Mr. Intruder. Thank you.”
    

    
      “It’s nothing.” 
    

    
      I turned my back on him, feeling a strange sense of satisfaction. 
    

    
      A typical prison stood before me. It was dark behind the bars, so I couldn’t see very well, but I could clearly sense the presence of prisoners. Among them was probably the Assistant Writer that Hamustra had mentioned.
    

    
      “Okay. Now that the guard passed out, it’s time to release the followers—”
    

    
      
        Screeeeeeeeech!
      
    

    
      A screeching metallic sound tore through the prison, through the corridors, and perhaps even through the entire Magic Tower. It was a noise that made people instinctively shiver. I unleashed my aura to protect my hearing, then looked around in confusion. “Alarm? Alarm?! What?”
    

    
      And then I realized that Charumu had stabbed the guard mage with a dagger. His chest was covered in blood. It was clear that the guard mage had died before he could do anything.
    

    
      “Ugh, ugh. Whoa…” Charumu wiped his sweaty bangs away with his bloody hands. “I finally killed him.”
    

    
      I was shocked. “Excuse me!”
    

    
      “Yes, Mr. Intruder?”
    

    
      “Why did you kill the guard?”
    

    
      “Huh?” Charumu blinked, seemingly not understanding my question. “Well, because he's a son of a bitch that deserves to die. He’s thirty years younger than me, but some Big Spiders favored him, so he became cocky. I’ve been cleaning the sewers for a hundred thirty-one years, ten months, and twenty-one days, but he’s already a guard. Then, then, he did the unforgivable… he also beat me… a lot. You could say this was inevitable karma.”
    

    
      I could barely speak. “What? Wasn’t it you who told me not to kill anyone recklessly? The alarm would sound if a guard died, so that’s why I needed to be careful.”
    

    
      Charumu tilted his head in confusion. “Huh? Not really. I said that you shouldn’t kill the guard. If anyone were to kill this son of a bitch, that should be me.”
    

    
      Yes, my premonitions were never wrong. Whenever I felt that someone was crazy, they always proved to be one-hundred-percent crazy. Not once had my intuition proved to be wrong.
    

    
      
        Ah, fuck. Why did I trust this guy? Why this hairless chimpanzee out of everyone else? 
      
    

    
      Charumu continued, “Ah, of course, the alarm went off, so our bond of internal organ skewers has become stronger. But, if you think of it as the price to practice a little justice in this world, isn’t it a small price to pay?”
    

    
      
        Screech! Screeeeeech!
      
    

    
      The unpleasant alarm kept ringing. With reality crashing down around me, the Guardian spoke to me.
    

    
      
        —I told you that there are only loonyheads on the fiftieth floor. Why did you ignore your heavenly senior’s advice? That’s why you’re in this situation, Zombie.
      
    

    
      
        You’re the worst loonyhead of all!
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
      
        
          
            Yesssssss finally blooodddddddd!
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      The Guardian laughed heartily.
    

    
      
        —But do you have time to curse at me right now? The alarm went off, so the Spiders will be swarming you in no time.
      
    

    
      “Damn it.” I ran toward the prison bars with a bunch of keys in my hand. “Hamustra’s believers! Anyone who is a believer of Hamustra or believes that the Indoor Librarian to be the greatest Constellation in the universe, make a sound! Just a groan is fine!”
    

    
      “Ugh…”
    

    
      Weak groans could be heard from all around. My hearing, enhanced by aura, didn’t miss even the slightest sound. There were twelve groans in total. I quickly went through the keys, trying to find the right one…
    

    
      “Screw that. There isn’t enough time!” 
    

    
      I threw the keys on the floor and drew my holy sword to cut through the iron bars.
    

    
      
        C-c-c-clang!
      
    

    
      The metal bars were incredibly strong, as if they were under some kind of spell, but when I poured aura into the sword, they were cut down like corn stalks.
    

    
      “Come on! Those who still have the energy to get up, hurry—”
    

    
      
        Mwrroarrrrr!
      
    

    
      An ominous roar rang out from afar. I didn’t know what kind of monster that howl belonged to, but what I did know was that it wasn’t howling to announce the dawn’s arrival.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is intrigued by your crisis.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker watches closely to see how you will overcome this situation.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust is excited to imagine a future where you are held captive!]
      
    

    
      For the love of god.
    

    
      I cut down the followers’ restriction devices. “Follow me! Let’s escape!” 
    

    
      “Who are you?”
    

    
      Some of the prisoners had been tortured so much that they didn’t even have the strength to stand up, so I used their acupoints to help circulate aura in their bodies and poured potion bottles into their mouths. I gave each of the believers a bottle of the Chemist’s special potions and yelled, “Drink up!”
    

    
      “Ugh, ugh…”
    

    
      “Don’t throw up! This is really good for you!” 
    

    
      The potions were so popular nowadays that paying a premium wasn’t enough to get them. The Chemist was such a loyal friend that she had told me she would always give me a discount. Thanks to that, I was able to use them whenever I needed them, just like now.
    

    
      “Oh?”
    

    
      “Th-this taste!”
    

    
      “Unbelievable. The bottle is tiny, but the effect is…!”
    

    
      It seemed that the Chemist’s skills were still unmatched on the fiftieth floor. 
    

    
      
        That’s my friend.
      
    

    
      
        —She’s quite a psycho, too. Now that I think about it, doesn’t this Charumu guy remind you of her?
      
    

    
      
        Hey, be quiet.
      
    

    
      Most of Hamustra’s believers took the medicine, but most didn’t mean everyone.
    

    
      “Hold on. Who are you to ask us to follow you?” a woman asked. She had sharp eyes that would probably look good with glasses. Her hair was tousled due to her imprisonment, making her look quite intimidating.
    

    
      “I am on Hamustra’s side,” I said.
    

    
      The woman frowned. “I’ve never seen a librarian like you. Before you tell me what your intentions are for getting us out of here—”
    

    
      There was no time for this.
    

    
      “Please concentrate for a moment.”
    

    
      “What?” 
    

    
      I accelerated my aura to slow down time and looked around me. Hamustra’s followers were looking at the woman with anxious expressions as if she was their superior, not their colleague or subordinate. They wanted to run away quickly, but they seemed to not want to make a move until the woman gave them permission. I immediately realized why.
    

    
      
        She’s the Assistant Writer.
      
    

    
      Hamustra had said that among his believers, she was treated almost like an apostle. To lead the believers, I had to gain her trust first.
    

    
      
        If she’s good enough to be considered a Constellation’s apostle, she’ll be able to receive Aura Transmission even if I speed it up.
      
    

    
      While time was still moving slowly, I said, “The Indoor Librarian has personally asked me to do this, Miss Assistant Writer.”
    

    
      I spoke at a speed that ordinary people could never imitate. To a low-skilled person, each of my sentences would sound like a single word or completely incomprehensible noises.
    

    
      She frowned. “He asked you?”
    

    
      As expected, the Assistant Writer was at a level where she could still pick up the sped-up transmission. 
    

    
      
        “Yes, he asked me to take care of his followers because he’s currently—”
      
    

    
      “I don’t believe you. We’re far below the Indoor Librarian’s favorite character ranking, but he sent you to help us escape? That’s ridiculous. Him ruining his character settings like that is a storyline development that is too convenient and unconvincing.”
    

    
      Favorite character ranking, character settings, storyline development? It seemed she was Hamustra’s follower for a good reason, but again, I didn’t have time for this. 
    

    
      
        “I knew this would happen, so I asked him for proof.”
      
    

    
      She frowned. “Proof?” 
    

    
      
        “He said that there is a line that only the two of you know. When you entered an apocalyptic book, someone told you, ‘I am looking at your face now.’”
      
    

    
      The Assistant Writer’s eyes grew wide.
    

    
      
        “‘You’ll also die someday. If you think of my face when you close your eyes, the two of us will die looking at each other. It’s the same as looking at each other. It’s the same. I’ll stop here and wait until you close your eyes.’”
      
    

    
      The Assistant Writer had an indescribable look on her face. “Okay, I get it, I get it. That’s enough.”
    

    
      The Assistant Writer seemed sad, looking both angry and surprised, too. The emotional scars, which everyone got at least once in their lives, were evident on her face.
    

    
      “Yes, he definitely sent you. It’s hard to shake off the feeling that this development is too convenient, but… Well, if you think about it, I’m not the main character anyway.” The Assistant Writer shook her head bitterly. Soon, her eyes came into focus again. “I’ll talk to the believers. What’s the escape plan?”
    

    
      
        “Um. Originally, the plan was to sneak out—”
      
    

    
      With time moving slowly around me, the alarm sounded very odd in my ears.
    

    
      
        “But now this fucking thing happened. We’ll have to bulldoze our way out of here.”
      
    

    
      “Can you do that?” she asked. 
    

    
      
        “The sooner we can finish this conversation, the higher our chances of escape are. Even though I’m using aura to talk quickly, we don’t have forever, so let’s hurr—”
      
    

    
      “This man is the Indoor Librarian’s messenger!” the Assistant Writer shouted to the followers around us. “Everyone, follow this guy’s orders! It’s time to get out of the Spiders’ goddamn lair!”
    

    
      “Yes, ma’am!” the believers answered loudly as if they had been waiting for those words.
    

    
      
        KROAAARRRR!
      
    

    
      The monster also seemed to have been waiting. Finally, it turned around the corner and rushed into the prison. Because of that, the followers’ energetic “yes!” became a confused “yeeeees?”
    

    
      The Guardian laughed.
    

    
      
        —Oh, a chimera. Man, it’s been a while since I’ve seen one of those.
      
    

    
      The monster didn’t waste time studying its opponents. The advantage of beasts was that they always lived in the present. Right now, it charged at us with drool dripping from its mouth.
    

    
      
        —That’s a mutant that was bred by mixing slime with a manticore.
      
    

    
      
        Thud! Thud!
      
    

    
      The stone floor shook as the monster ran toward us. Sticky green liquid continuously flowed down from its empty eye sockets.
    

    
      The Guardian clicked his tongue.
    

    
      
        —Gosh, those perverts are the same as they were a hundred years ago.
      
    

    
      I ran forward. “I’ll take the lead! All of you, follow me!” 
    

    
      “Ah! M-Mr. Intruder!” 
    

    
      Charumu swallowed a groan and tried to say something. However, I just rushed in because I had a good hunch of what he was trying to say.
    

    
      
        He’s probably going to say that the chimera can’t be killed without using a special method.
      
    

    
      Most of the monsters on the fiftieth floor were special. In short, to kill a Half-Split Death, I had to split them exactly in half, just like their name suggested. To kill Screamers, I had to overwhelm them with sound, not just slash them mindlessly. 
    

    
      The chimera in front of me was a monster of the Magic Tower. In other words, it only appeared in the dungeon with the highest difficulty level on the fiftieth floor. There was no way it would die if I just cut it down.
    

    
      I slid down and got under the chimera. Before it could even react, I plunged my sword into its stomach.
    

    
      
        So I just have to get rid of it completely so that not a single speck of dust is left!
      
    

    
      The sword flashed. Something like a red lightning bolt shone, and the monster’s stomach burst. No, it wasn’t just the stomach. The monster’s internal organs, torso, spine, head, and even the slime in its eye sockets burst in an instant.
    

    
      Charumu screamed. Just now, I used my holy sword as a kind of syringe and poured in an insane amount of my aura. The monster burst into pieces after being injected with an unusually high amount of aura.
    

    
      “Phew.” 
    

    
      I set my aura on fire. Instead of being content with simply exploding the chimera, I burned every last bit of its hide and bones, down to the last bit of flesh. For a brief moment, ash flew into the air, but even that was quickly burned away. It literally erased that monster from existence.
    

    
      “Okay!” I jumped up and looked back. “Who cares about the right way to kill it if I can just erase its existence? Let’s go, quickly!”
    

    
      Charumu, the Assistant Writer, and the believers stared at me.
    

    
      “What are you doing? Let’s go!”
    

    
      “Oh. Okay, let’s go!” 
    

    
      The Assistant Writer was the first to come to her senses. She grabbed the other believers’ shoulders and sometimes kicked their butts to urge them to walk faster. Everyone started running.
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker is speechless at your aura mastery skill.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is amazed at how tireless and calm you are.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust is already preparing a feature-length campaign just for you.]
      
    

    
      
        Yeah, yeah. Thank you, thank you! But let’s talk about that later!
      
    

    
      Charumu followed me, panting. “Th-that chimera was the Big Spider’s favorite…” 
    

    
      He had a hard time running, but he tried his best to look at my face whenever he had a chance, seemingly shaken from what he just saw.
    

    
      “The heart that forms the chimera’s core is liquefied like slime. It constantly moves around inside the body, so if you don’t hit it, it won’t die.”
    

    
      “Ah, I see. So that’s why my method worked, huh?”
    

    
      Charumu opened and closed his mouth. It seemed like he was trying to concentrate on running.
    

    
      
        Grrrrrrrr!
      
    

    
      
        Gooo! Gooooo!
      
    

    
      More monsters kept appearing in the hallways. It made me wonder where in the world they were all coming from.
    

    
      I swung my sword without slowing down. “Get out of the way if you don’t want to die, you bastards!” 
    

    
      Bam! Crack! 
    

    
      Every monster that brushed against my sword swelled up like a balloon and burst. Every three seconds, another scary-looking monster crawled out, but since I was eliminating one every second, there were no obstacles in sight.
    

    
      Forty seconds later, I was done bursting about fifty monsters. Something was off. Even though I had been very tense as I sneaked in and I was still very tense right now, I wasn’t tired at all. The monsters were certainly scary, but I could just infuse an insane amount of aura into them and blow them up.
    

    
      
        It’s easier than I thought.
      
    

    
      It wasn’t as difficult as I imagined. 
    

    
      
        Maybe, maybe… Am I stronger than I thought?
      
    

    
      I stopped walking.
    

    
      “Gasp, huff, huff!”
    

    
      “M-Mr. Intruder. Just a little… huff, slower…”
    

    
      I could hear the group panting behind me. It was strange. I didn’t even use the Lightness Art; I just strengthened my legs using aura and ran, but my group was out of breath and struggling. 
    

    
      I looked up, holding the holy sword. We were underground, still in the basement of the Magic Tower. Beyond that wall would be the city of the fiftieth floor. I gripped the hilt of my sword tightly and activated the Skill. 
    

    
      
        Here I go. I give up the memories of the Hunters who chatted with me in the open-air tavern.
      
    

    
      With a soft vibration, the holy sword became wrapped in a red aura. A Torn Goddess’ Salvation was the Skill that allowed me to have an instant power boost by sacrificing my memories. Using the Skill I got from the Constellation Murderer, I swung my sword toward the ceiling.
    

    
      A blood-red storm swept in. The sound of the stone ceiling collapsing rang out, and the storm’s roar raged. Right behind me, the believers screamed. I looked up, swatting away the boulders that were falling on the believers’ heads. Before I knew it, the ceiling was completely cleared.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is shocked.]
      
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      Dark clouds shone through the cracks in the ceiling. The sky on the fiftieth floor was always gloomy, but even that grim sky was bright compared to the underground hallway. It was looking up into a hole from the bottom of a well.
    

    
      “Does this work?” I murmured. 
    

    
      The believers looked at me with their mouths agape.
    

    
      “Please stand here one at a time. I will help you get out. What are you doing? If we waste any more time, more Spiders will come, and that’s nothing short of a headache. Let’s stand in line politely and sensibly.”
    

    
      Charumu was trembling. “M-Mr. Intruder, w-who in the world are you?”
    

    
      I shrugged. “An evil mastermind.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 295: The Sword Emperor’S Return (3)
“Who the hell are you?” the Assistant Writer, Hamustra’s follower, asked. “It’s already surprising that the Indoor Librarian personally chose someone. What was that storm earlier? That takes up an insane amount of aura. Was it a Skill? How did you acquire such a Skill?”
“I’m just a newbie who arrived on the fiftieth floor yesterday.”
“Don’t bullshit me. There are no newbies like you.”
“Every company looks for experienced new hires like me.”
The Assistant Writer’s scowl reminded me of a lumpy sweet potato.
I shrugged. “Let’s get out of here first. I’ve been feeling a tingle in the back of my head for quite a while now. I think some annoying guys are following me.”
“Okay.” 
The Assistant Writer reluctantly swallowed the rest of her words. It seemed that she wanted to ask more questions, but she held back because of the circumstances. The other followers also hurried up.
Groaaaar. Roarrrr!
From the hole I dug, the monsters poured out and started chasing us.
“Eek!”
“R-run away! Hurry up!”
Screams echoed all around. The followers were already running out of breath, so they couldn’t even scream properly. Maybe they were exhausted from being locked up for so long.
I clicked my tongue. I pitied them, I really did. “Come here. I’ll help you. How are you going to live in this harsh world with that kind of stamina?”
“W-what?”
I didn’t wait for their answers. Instead, I grabbed a follower’s nape and held him up lightly. It wasn’t difficult since prison really drained people of life. The followers felt light in my grasp.
“Huh? Huh?!”
“Relax, okay? If you’re too tense, you’ll get hurt instead,” I warned. 
“Uh, uhm…”
“Keep your mouth closed so that you won’t bite your tongue.” 
I exerted strength in my right arm with the same momentum I had been running. I lifted the follower with my right hand, enveloped him with a barrier of my aura, and hurled him like an Olympic shot putter.
“Eh? Uh…”
The follower blinked as he flew in the air. Like a graceful flamingo at a zoo, he waved his arms and legs frantically. However, there was nothing he could use to hold onto. All that surrounded him was nitrogen and oxygen. Probably one of the top five most refreshingly new things I had heard in my life followed.
“Aaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”
I clicked my tongue. “I told him to keep his mouth closed, but he didn’t listen.”
Thuuuuuuuud!
Finally, he landed on solid ground. Some could call this an emergency landing instead of an actual landing, but if one looked at life in the long run, there really wasn’t much of a difference between the two.
I gestured with my hand. “Okay, next.” 
“What?”
I grabbed another believer by the nape. It was simple. They were staring blankly at the sky, lost in the sight of their fellow flamingos, and were in no state to escape my grip.
“This is dangerous, so keep your mouth closed,” I warned. 
“What?”
“Aaaaaah!”
“Uh, uh, eeeeeeeeeeeek!”
I continued picking up the exhausted believers and throwing them far away, one by one. Then I ran and caught the believers lying on the ground and threw them again.
“D-don’t kill me. Spare me!”
“That’s what I’m trying to do!”
Thanks to this, the believers were able to move quickly despite having no stamina at all. The monsters also couldn’t keep up with our speed and kept getting further and further away. It was a truly divine dribble.
[The Lonely Seeker is speechless.]
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye realizes that you are not in your right mind.]
[The Incarnation of Love and Lust finds you to be her type.]
They sure were noisy. After running for who knew how long, I heard a familiar voice from the direction of the Magic Tower. 
—Ah, ah! Mic test! Mic test! 
It was the spokesperson of the Magic Tower, the one who had publicly tortured Hamustra’s believers yesterday. The spokesperson did not seem to be in a good mood. His voice was aimed directly at me, and it came to me through Aura Telepathy. Therefore, I also got ready to reply using Aura Telepathy.
—Who the fuck are you? What kind of crazy motherfucker are you?! Can’t you hear me?
—Hello. The weather is nice today!
—So you are a crazy motherfucker!
That was quite an introduction on his part.
—You! Do you know who you’re messing with? Do you? Huh?
At his threat, I beamed. 
—Well, I don’t, since you didn’t introduce yourself. Don’t you think introducing yourself is an important etiquette in the universe we live in?
The spokesperson sighed. 
—Where the hell did you come from, you maniac? We are the Magic Tower! Ma-gic To-wer! We have a thousand-year history! We monopolized Monopoly City!
It seemed that the fiftieth floor’s name was Monopoly City.
—Alright. Nice to meet you.
—Give those prisoners back immediately!
—Oh, I’m sorry, but that will be a little difficult. I listened to your broadcast yesterday, and I wasn’t a big fan of it. Life is too short, even when we all live happily ever after together, so why would you bully Hamustra’s believers? They’re good people. I felt bad after hearing what you did to them, so I’m helping them escape.
For some reason, my gentle remark made him furious. 
—Wow. This is a new fucking level of ridiculousness.
It sounded as if the spokesperson kicked something. While I was appropriately provoking him, I was constantly on the lookout for an escape route. My annoying replies were a way to buy time in any way. We just had to make it back to Babylon.
But they’ll most likely track us down. 
I shook my head. The Magic Tower had ruled this city for over one thousand years. If someone wronged them, they would chase the criminals to the end of the universe to seek revenge. Of course, the Black Witch, the Sword Star, and everyone else would be fully prepared to deal with an invasion from another world. However, it was better to avoid unnecessary battles as much as possible.
—What Constellation’s minion are you? Huh? I don’t know who you work for, but I’ll turn you into a pulp when I get my hands on you!
—I don’t worship any Constellation. If I had to say I worship someone, that would be my beloved.
—Gosh! Someone get that guy and pound him to the ground! Anyone, please!
That was when the Assistant Writer approached me and said, “Over here.”
While all the other believers had degenerated into flamingos, the Assistant Writer was the only one running by my side.
“Regardless of which world you came from, it’s dangerous to return there. I’m pretty sure that not everyone in your world is as strong as you are.”
“I was just thinking about that.”
“There is a secret hideout where our comrades are. I’ll guide you there. Normally, I wouldn’t reveal this information to outsiders, but you had a message from the Indoor Librarian himself,” the Assistant Writer muttered. “Gray, envelop us.”
[A Skill is affecting you.]
I tilted my head. My senses weren’t affected, but that didn’t seem to be the case for everyone. The spokesman for the Magic Tower immediately became enraged.
—Damn it! Assistant Writer, you dare to use that cheap trick again!
The spokesperson changed his way of speaking. Instead of talking to me via Aura Telepathy, he started broadcasting in the sky. What was going on?
“This Skill masks a person’s aura presence,” the Assistant Writer told me. “At the Magic Tower, they identify people by their aura instead of fingerprints. That’s how they send out Aura Transmission or Telepathy. From now on, even the Constellations won’t be able to talk to us for a while.”
“Whoa,” I exclaimed.
It was true. Even the Constellations that had been endlessly chatting with me suddenly became quiet. It looked like the Assistant Writer had used a kind of stealth Skill.
“But I can’t use this to hide your physical form. Thank you. Thanks to you helping us escape, I was able to use my Skill.”
“That’s awesome. This sounds like a pretty handy Skill.”
“In my opinion, you’re the one who is amazing,” the Assistant Writer said with a bitter smile. “This won’t last long. Follow me, the protagonist of this story. I’ll guide you to our hideout.”
The spokesperson’s voice boomed from behind us.
—I’m gonna kill youuuuuuuuuu! Yes, you’re a lunatic, but let’s see if you can keep this up even after we find you! We’ll tear off your fingernails and poke them into your eyeballs. And Charumu! You, you! I saw you joining their side!!!
Charumu, the boy mage who had been quietly following us, hiccupped.
—You probably know very well what happens to a traitor. Haha! But you’ll realize how little you know because your punishment will far surpass everything else any traitors have suffered so far!
Charumu started groaning and sobbing.
—Look forward to it!
There was a loud thud. Perhaps the spokesman slammed the table.
—I will give you all the worst death known to man! No, the worst immortality! I’ll use any means necessary! I’ll make sure of it.
***
We successfully shook off the pursuit and arrived at an underground cave.
“This is the place. As you may already know, the Void Poison is eroding the fiftieth floor. The ground itself is strongly magnetic. The deeper we go underground, the stronger the disruption becomes, so even the Spiders of the Magic Tower can’t detect us. It’s a natural fortress.”
Just like the Assistant Writer said, the secret hideout extended very deep underground. There were no light sources. I lit up aura at my fingertips and used it as a mini torch to guide the believers down the passage.
“Is there only one entrance?” 
“No, there are many. There are fourteen entrances that I know of, and there are probably  twenty-three times more passages that I don’t know of.”
“That’s amazing.”
“Well, that way, we have many escape routes if the place gets invaded.”
She explained that the Magic Tower was aware of the existence of this hideout and occasionally came to attack. However, the underground cave system was incredibly vast. With its seemingly countless entrances and exits, it was virtually impossible to wipe out everyone. Many eyes were watching us from across the dark cave.
“The librarians…”
“Why did they come back? How did they come back?”
“Shh, you shouldn’t look at them.”
The people’s appearances were shabby. It seemed they had made their home in a corner of the cave, with tangled household items strewn about nearby. Dirty tents had been spread out to avoid the dew that had formed on the ceiling. 
There were quite a lot of people here.
The Assistant Writer seemed to have noticed what I was thinking about. She said, “This is a shared shelter.”
“A shared shelter?”
“Yes. Almost all the Hunters who lost their Constellations live here. It’s hard to live long because the poison is so strong, but it’s better than being taken to the Magic Tower and getting experimented on.”
I realized that the cave dwellers also had small statues of gods in their tents. Some people had simple altars where they placed a single statue of their Constellation.
“Outside, they call us fugitives. Well, even though we’re in similar situations, we don’t have any sense of solidarity. We hate each other because we serve different Constellations. Everyone thinks their own Constellation is the best.”
“I think I understand.”
“Your world is like that, too, isn’t it? Of course, any world would be the same. The universe is all the same. Now, come this way. Since the followers of each Constellation have a strictly defined area of their own, you shouldn’t go anywhere else, even if you accidentally find yourself there.”
I looked around. Something strange caught my eye. 
“Huh?” 
I rubbed my eyes for a moment, thinking I imagined it. Once the stars were gone from my vision, I focused once more, strengthening my eyesight with aura, then stared clearly at what I had just seen.
However, my eyes were working perfectly okay. In a corner of the cave, there was another passageway that continued in the direction we were walking. What caught my eye was the statues on both sides of the passageway. There were sculptures, such as the Four Heavenly Kings, carved in the Seokguram Grotto[1], and they had very familiar faces.
The Assistant Writer, who was walking ahead of me, stopped and looked back. “What’s the matter?”
“I think I’m seeing things.”
“What?” The Assistant Writer followed my gaze and tilted her head. “Huh? What’s wrong with that?”
It was as if this was a very familiar, everyday occurrence here.
“It’s just an ordinary sculpture of the Sword Emperor,” she said.
I felt dizzy.
“Oh. Be careful, Mr. Intruder.” 
Charumu helped me out. If he hadn’t, I would have collapsed.
“T-t-that’s a sculpture of the Sword Emperor?!?!?! His sculpture?!?!” I shrieked.
“What the heck is wrong with you?” the Assistant Writer asked sourly. 
I grabbed the Assistant Writer by the shoulder and shook her. I couldn’t help myself. “Why? Why? Why in the world would there be statues of him around here?” 
She looked at me like I was crazy, then slapped my hands away. “What do you mean why? The Sword Emperor is a Constellation, so some people serve him.”
My jaw dropped to the floor. “Whaaaaaaat?” 
The Assistant Writer frowned. 
“I don’t know why you’re so surprised, but the Sword Constellation, commonly known as the Sword Emperor, is quite famous. One hundred and fifty years ago, when he was still human, he destroyed the Magic Tower. Well, just like my librarian, it’s said that he didn’t take any followers, but that can’t stop people from serving him. Many people believe that the Sword Emperor’s followers are fools who care about nothing but martial arts. I’ve seen them a few times in passing, but I recommend not getting involved. How should I put this? It feels like they live in a world of their own.”
I looked at the Guardian.
—What are you looking at me for?
Please explain.
—Flip your card.
Card? What freaking card?
—Your card about me, you little shit. The card you stole from Gramps Marcus.
I summoned the card and turned it over.
Sword Constellation
Class: A+
Effect: He is from another world and managed to clear the ninety-ninth floor of the Tower in his world. However, he was brought to his knees right on the verge of reaching the Tower's hundredth floor. Due to his regret, he failed to find eternal peace and became a Guardian instead. He can't physically influence the world, but he is able to talk to you.  He has abundant experience and is incredibly skilled, so ask him for advice!
※No one can perceive your Guardian except for you.
※The Skill has been copied from Hunter Marcus Carlenbery.
What am I supposed to see?
—Look at the card name, Mr. Zombie.
I did.
—Can you see the name Sword Constellation or not? Then, am I a Constellation or not, you brain-rotted zombie?
What the fuck? Why didn’t you say anything?
—Because you didn’t ask.
What the fucking fuck.
—And I did tell you.
W-when? 
—When you stormed the Magic Tower today using the secret passage I told you about. I mentioned it while telling you my old tale.
I remembered.
Yes, the Sword Emperor had a profound reason to destroy the tower. Even though a faction ruled over the fiftieth floor, they couldn’t hold onto their power forever! Anyone could become a rebel. The Sword Emperor himself held up his sword to spread his wise words, so praise him. From now on, we were all going to serve the Sword Emperor and become believers of the Sword Emperor Chur—
I froze.
—But you told me to stop with the bullshit and just show you the way. I always speak only the truth, Zombie. But just like how a Buddha can only see a Buddha and a zombie can only see a zombie, you mistook my truth for nonsense. Now, engrave it to your bones that I’m a great senior with a righteous personality.
So, there is actually a Sword Emperor Church that worships you? Really?
—Yup.
This world is crazy.
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Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 296: That Bastard Is Legend (1)

    
      Witness A. 
    

    
      The boy mage, whose face was half covered by his bangs, said, “S-Sword Emperor? Yeah, he’s famous. I was there when he brought down the sixth tower of the Magic Tower. It was amazing. All he did was swing his sword for the tower, covered in all kinds of magic, to come crumbling down. 
      
        Ah!
      
       That was probably the first and last time the elder was so angry. 
      
        Hmm…
      
       There were a lot of people in the sixth tower that I hated, but they all died, so it felt really good. Well, all my teammates were also killed, so I was left with no way to be promoted. After that, I was stuck in low-ranking roles. Several decades later, I ended up cleaning sewers for a hundred thirty-one years, which was a bit shitty…”
    

    
      Witness B.
    

    
      The librarian sighed. “I don’t know why you’re asking this. The Sword Constellation, commonly known as the Sword Emperor, is so famous that it’d be strange if someone 
      
        didn’t 
      
      know him. I guess he was ten times more famous than the Constellation Murderer currently is. Regardless of everything, the Sword Emperor is the only one who’s ever made it past the ninety-ninth floor. I honestly think he cleared the hundredth floor. 
      
        Huh?
      
       You want to know why that psychopath is famous? What are you talking about? Why do you look like you’re about to throw up?”
    

    
      Witness C.
    

    
      The world’s greatest asshole spoke.
    

    
      
        —I never really wanted to be a Constellation, you know. I don’t know when, but I started to receive Faith. Somehow, I became a Constellation. Well, that’s all a story for later. Anyway, the conclusion is that I’m a very talented guy. Zombie, a true savior is worshiped as a god even if they do nothing.
      
    

    
      The testimonies so far were bullshit, so I didn’t bother taking any more.
    

    
      “This world is fucked up!” I mumbled.
    

    
      As the Assistant Writer watched me sink into despair in real-time, she frowned and asked, “What has gotten into you? What’s wrong? 
      
        Oh
      
      , right, the Indoor Librarian personally chose you. Well then, of course you’re a little weird.”
    

    
      This was the secret hideout of Hamustra’s believers. We reached this place after going down a long underground cave system. There were no fancy buildings or furniture, just some mats spread on the cave floor, along with some simple canned goods. However, simply coming here seemed to have reassured the believers. They were making quite a fuss.
    

    
      “
      
        Ah.
      
      ” 
    

    
      “I can finally relax.”
    

    
      “Thanks to you, Mr. Messenger, we were able to come back from that hell alive!”
    

    
      “Thank you so much! We owe you our lives, Mr. Messenger!”
    

    
      “
      
        Hahaha,
      
       It’s nothing,” I said. Usually, I would have received their words of gratitude calmly, but now, a magnitude five earthquake was taking place in my mind. 
    

    
      So, the Sword Emperor Church. The knowledge that something like this existed shocked and terrified me to my core.
    

    
      I barely managed to pull myself together and said, “Well, then, everyone can return to their worlds.”
    

    
      Despite my perfectly normal statement, the believers exchanged glances.
    

    
      “Excuse me, Mr. Messenger…”
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but we have nowhere to return to,” the Assistant Writer said. “The Magic Tower invaded our worlds and made them their colonies. Long ago, rebels were organized and tried fighting back, but that was hundreds of years ago. Now, there are only traitors who cooperate with the Magic Tower for their glory and pleasure. Even if we wanted to go back, there is no place to go back to. We don’t want to go back either.”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh.
      
      ” 
    

    
      I was a bit surprised. I kind of expected it, but people from a Tower could actually conquer another world’s Tower.
    

    
      The Assistant Writer put her hand on her forehead and sighed. “That’s why people like us have to stay on the fiftieth floor. We can’t escape to the lower floors because a lot of guys there want to capture us and bring us to the Magic Tower. But we can’t go higher either.”
    

    
      “Why? If you complete the quest, you can go straight to the fifty-first floor, no?”
    

    
      “You really 
      
        are 
      
      a newbie who just got here,” the Assistant Writer said, looking at me with curious eyes. “You don’t know anything. Or maybe your acting skills are amazing, who knows. Still, until just a moment ago, I thought you were a mysterious master martial artist who came down to the fiftieth floor after ending your seclusion.”
    

    
      What was she talking about?
    

    
      “M-Mr. Intruder,” Charumu said from the side with a troubled expression. “No one managed to clear the fiftieth floor for a hundred fifty years.”
    

    
      
        That 
      
      really blew me away. What?
    

    
      “T-to be exact, the Hunters not affiliated with the Magic Tower never went past the fiftieth floor. To clear the fiftieth floor, you need to be affiliated with the Magic Tower… or at least not be a traitor.”
    

    
      “Really? A hundred fifty years? How is that possible?”
    

    
      Charumu fidgeted with his staff. “Because the Magic Tower is monopolizing the quests. There must have been a Constellation in charge of each stage that you’ve passed through so far, Mr. Intruder. However, after the fiftieth floor, there are no such friendly guides. You have to find a Constellation yourself, serve them, gain their recognition, and clear the quest to get to the next floor.”
    

    
      I frowned. “No, wait a minute. That’s weird. Then the Constellations can just give out quests, can’t they? As soon as I reached the fiftieth floor, I got countless messages from the Constellations, asking me to do quests with them. How can the Magic Tower monopolize quests?”
    

    
      The boy mage pulled his hood down. His dramatic betrayal almost made me forget, but he had been a member of the Magic Tower until just a couple hours before.
    

    
      “Those are trivial quests,” the Assistant Writer answered on his behalf. “Kill someone. Help someone. Constellations can give out as many quests like that as they want. They can even give rewards. However, to create a quest that can be acknowledged as clearing the fiftieth floor, you have to take the Magic Tower’s quests.”
    

    
      I was at a loss for words.
    

    
      The Assistant Writer scratched her cheek. “You look like you’re having a hard time understanding. 
      
        Hmm.
      
       But you’re the Indoor Librarian’s messenger, so I can never tell what your deal is. First of all, like it or not, the Magic Tower rules the fiftieth floor. You got that, right?”
    

    
      “Yes, roughly.”
    

    
      “Then you can understand why it’s hard to come up with a quest that would be acknowledged as having cleared the fiftieth floor without involving this Magic Tower, right? It’s like a novel that’s been sprinkling foreshadowing about the final boss for the past four hundred ninety-seven pages and then spending the next three pages saying things like, ‘Actually, you don’t have to defeat that final boss,’ and ‘That’s right, that’s right. In fact, it’s okay to ignore it,’ and then just gloss over it with some banter and such. You can immediately tell that it’s trash.”
    

    
      Her metaphor screamed that she was Hamustra’s believer. The Assistant Writer extended her fingers.
    

    
      “So, from the Constellations’ perspective, they inevitably have to use the Magic Tower to create a quest to break through to the fiftieth floor. First of all, you need to be recognized by the Magic Tower. By serving or socializing with the Magic Tower for a long time, you become a member officially and honorarily. This way, you gain support from the faction that rules this fiftieth floor. This is the regular route of going up to the next floor. A couple of Hunters manage to go up the floors every year like this. The second way is to fight the Magic Tower and bring them down to their knees. This is considered the irregular route. 
    

    
      “And there hasn’t been a Hunter who succeeded in that department for the past one hundred fifty years,” I added.
    

    
      The Assistant Writer nodded. “Yeah. It’s not easy.”
    

    
      She snapped her fingers. Sheets of paper appeared out of thin air, each of them glowing like fireflies as they circled her.
    

    
      “These pages are from my Skill 
      
        Rejected Work
      
      . I didn’t name it. Don’t look at me like that. I’ll pluck your eyeballs.”
    

    
      She surely had a temper.
    

    
      “Anyway, I can use 
      
        Rejected Work
      
       to steal other people’s failed quests. These are all traces of people who failed to clear the fiftieth floor using the irregular route.”
    

    
      
        Swish.
      
    

    
      The torn pages flapped as if they had wings. I grabbed the nearest piece of paper and read it.
    

    
      
        
          Monopoly City Liberation War 
        
      
    

    
      
        Constellation: Eternal Plains Horse
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty Level: SSS
      
    

    
      
        Goal: Warriors! It’s time for you to rise. For the past twenty years, the demons of the Magic Tower have oppressed Monopoly City with insolence. Yes, the Sword Watchdog has disappeared, but there must be more than one hero in this world. It is time for you to pick up your sword.
      
    

    
      
        Stand up and fight! Take down the Magic Tower’s remaining five fingers, free the Constellations suffering in their clutches, and march beyond Monopoly City!
      
    

    
      
        Result: Failure
      
    

    
      
        Reason: Allied forces suffered a crushing defeat. After most of the Eternal Plains Warhorse’s officers were killed, the Constellation publicly acknowledged the failure of the quest. A humiliating truce was signed on the condition that he wouldn’t give out any quests targeting the Magic Tower for the next one hundred years.
      
    

    
      I snatched another piece of paper.
    

    
      
        
          Love Saves The World
        
      
    

    
      
        Constellation: Incarnation of Love and Lust
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty level: SSS
      
    

    
      
        Goal: How are you, dear romantics? I am at peace, but that isn’t the case for everyone in Monopoly City. (Sob) That’s because of the Magic Tower elder, the ruler. (Surprise!)
      
    

    
      
        The elder has never opened her heart to another person in the past thousand years. Since she is also human, wouldn’t she feel lonely? (Curious) I’m sure that many beautiful flowers must be blooming on that frozen permafrost of her heart.
      
    

    
      
        Anyone is welcome to share with the elder the beauty of love and the world! It’s such a difficult task, but I’m sure my wonderful romantics can do it! (Double thumbs up)
      
    

    
      
        Result: Failure
      
    

    
      
        Reason: All the followers of the Incarnation of Love and Lust who approached the Magic Tower elder were executed. Those who touched the elder’s shoulder had their fingers cut off into 230 pieces, and those who tried to kiss the elder had their lips split into 23 pieces. Afterward, the Constellation publicly acknowledged the failure of the quest.
      
    

    
      I turned over the torn papers. The quests were written with different tones, sometimes thoughtfully or lightly. Regardless, one word was always included. Failure. The irregular route quests were given out until approximately one hundred years ago. Over time, they gradually decreased in number. A new quest would be given out once every ten years, then every twenty years. Suddenly, they all stopped.
    

    
      The Assistant Writer snapped her fingers. The papers floating in the air disappeared. “It’s been thirty-one years since the last irregular route quest was given. We used to encourage others to participate in quests, but that no longer works. Since Mr. Indoor Librarian disappeared, we had to ensure our survival. Time seems to have stopped on the fiftieth floor.”
    

    
      I couldn’t help but ask, “Why does the Magic Tower do this? What benefits can they gain from doing it?”
    

    
      “A lot,” the Assistant Writer answered immediately. “By forcing the regular route like this, they fill the floors above the fiftieth with their allies. Each floor of the Tower is now out of the Constellations’ control. The Magic Tower took over everything. Monopolizing the floors leads to enormous profits.”
    

    
      “But…”
    

    
      It seemed that the Assistant Writer already knew what I was trying to say. She nodded. 
    

    
      “You’re right. It’s not fun. It’s so boring that it’s better to just die. It’s dull in every way possible.” She sighed. “Why in the world would such a thing as a regular route exist in the first place? Since the Magic Tower began to rule Monopoly City, it’s all been extremely boring, except for the brief period when the Sword Emperor ran rampant. That’s why we librarians resist the Magic Tower.” 
    

    
      The Assistant Writer looked around with a bitter smile. Fewer than ten believers were being treated for the injuries they sustained during their imprisonment. They didn’t look good, but they were relieved to have survived.
    

    
      “That’s everyone. There's so few of us.”
    

    
      I looked up. To others, it seemed like I was lamenting while staring off into the nothingness, but I was actually looking at the Guardian.
    

    
      
        I get why you took the tower down. You didn’t mess with them just for fun.
      
    

    
      The Guardian was lying down on his back, lounging as if he was on a bed. He nodded. 
    

    
      
        —Well, it was quite amusing to see the elder’s mug when I did that. I never thought that, after I disappeared, not a single newbie would be able to defeat the Magic Tower. Well, I guess I was a bit extraordinarily awesome.
      
    

    
      
        Why didn’t you just tear down the whole Magic Tower?
      
    

    
      
        —Why should I? I’m not a nanny who spoon-feeds babies. If the Magic Tower is a group of little shits, then what does that make the guys who can’t beat them? What about the guys who became these little shits’ puppies and wagged their tails to clear the fiftieth floor? Hey, Kim Zombie. You might not think this because you’re doing well on your own, but they’re all Hunters, too. Hunters who have made it to the fiftieth floor. They’re strong. Their beginner days are over, so they have to take care of themselves.
      
       
      
        I did my duty by removing one of the Magic Towers. 
      
    

    
      The remark was very like him, so I just nodded. Maybe the Guardian and I weren’t all that different. The only difference between him and me was our final question. Would we let people take responsibility for themselves? Or would we help them?
    

    
      That difference made me say, “Miss Assistant Writer.” 
    

    
      “Yeah?”
    

    
      “I have a favor to ask. Please call at least one believer from each Constellation, including someone from the Sword Emperor Church.”
    

    
      “I can arrange that, but why?”
    

    
      “Hunters have one job. We’re going up to the next stage.” 
    

    
      I knew what I wanted to do.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
      
        The title is a parody of the movie I Am Legend
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      Believers began to gather one after another in the cave.
    

    
      “Assistant Writer? You’re still alive? That’s surprising.”
    

    
      “I heard there was chaos at the Magic Tower yesterday. I take that that was your guys’ doing.”
    

    
      Some of the people dwelling here had lost their Constellations long ago. Others hadn’t yet lost their Constellations but were hiding after getting on the Magic Tower’s bad side.
    

    
      This was the minority group of the fiftieth floor.
    

    
      A woman with the hood over her head tapped the Assistant Writer on the shoulder. “The Magic Tower has given out an order to kill you guys. Hey, this is amazing! How much did you piss off the Spiders for them to give out such an order? Gosh, I envy you. Hey, Assistant Writer, hurry up and abandon a Constellation like Hamustra already. Join us! We’ll treat you well!”
    

    
      “Not twisting your wrist is my last courtesy toward you since I’m the one who invited you here. Be grateful for my sensible and elegant manners.”
    

    
      “I have a feeling that my life will be over if I mention this again. Hehe.”
    

    
      The believers chatted away. Some sat on flat stalactites, some lay down, while others rested on rag cushions they brought. At first glance, they looked like a bunch of ragtags idling around. However, my sense had been staying sharp for a while now.
    

    
      
        These Hunters are strong.
      
    

    
      The Guardian crossed his arms.
    

    
      
        —Well, these rascals are being chased by the Magic Tower, which means that they haven’t been caught yet. They’re clever, super lucky, or strong. If any of these three traits apply to someone here, that means that person is strong.
      
    

    
      I looked around. 
    

    
      
        Every single person gathered here is at least as strong as the Paladin. 
      
    

    
      The top ten from my world, or perhaps the top five, would be average here.
    

    
      
        As expected, the fiftieth floor isn’t easy. 
      
    

    
      The Hunters I had met in the Monopoly City so far were somewhat lacking. However, that didn’t make them weaklings. At best, they were like ‘you know your way around aura. Not bad.’ However, the believers gathered before me now were different.
    

    
      
        Someone else is also hiding, whoever it is. 
      
    

    
      I glanced across the dark cave. There was a Hunter who was quietly looking this way, hiding their presence. It proved why they were on the fiftieth floor.
    

    
      The Assistant Writer stood up and walked to the center of the gathering. “First of all, thank you all for coming here today, even though you probably don’t even have money to eat.” 
    

    
      The believers looked at the Assistant Writer, some with focused attention, others with distracted looks.
    

    
      “There are some people whose faces I haven’t seen in ten years. There are others whose faces I can no longer see. I—”
    

    
      The woman who had tapped the Assistant Writer’s shoulder earlier raised her hand. She was chewing on something. “Hey, Miss Writer. I’m sorry to interrupt you expressing such overwhelming joy to meet us again.”
    

    
      The Assistant Writer narrowed her eyes. “What is it?” 
    

    
      “I’ve been feeling extremely uncomfortable for a while. I’m probably not the only one who feels this way. Oh, don’t get me wrong, I’m not blaming you for calling us and not preparing even a single chair or cushion. I know you can’t afford it.” 
    

    
      With a smile, the woman looked right in my direction. She had blue eyes. 
    

    
      “Who is that guy?” she asked. Seeing that the Assistant Writer chose to stay silent, the woman went on. “My stomach isn’t taking this well right now. The rat tail I ate yesterday is about to come up my throat. Miss Writer, think about it. You’ve been invited to your friend’s house after a while, but your friend is raising a penguin at home. And there’s no iron bars or anything keeping it away from me. Do you think I can eat in peace?”
    

    
      Despite her humorous tone, the Hunter’s eyes were sharp. The chaotic air subsided, and I realized that the believers didn’t pay attention to the Assistant Writer not because they were rude, but because of me. Just as I was amazed by their capabilities, they, too, noticed my presence.
    

    
      The Assistant Writer sighed. “Yeah. I was going to tell you about him anyway. Let me introduce him. He’s—”
    

    
      I stood up from my seat. “Hello. Nice to meet you.” 
    

    
      As soon as I got up, some of the believers reached for their waists, probably to draw their weapons. It was inevitable. This was our first time meeting each other. I tried to be as friendly as possible to them, so I made sure to smile.
    

    
      “My name is Kim Gong-Ja. I appreciate you calling me a penguin. When I was little, I also wondered what being a penguin was like.”
    

    
      “Kim Gong-Ja? Hey, that’s your real name, not your title. Stop joking around and tell us your title.”
    

    
      “Okay. My title is Death King.”
    

    
      The air in the cave became tense. This was not a metaphor. Several of the believers who had been holding back their energy suddenly unleashed their auras.
    

    
      “The Death King? The one that Mahos gave orders to hunt down?”
    

    
      “You’re the leader of a cult that devoured countless worlds and turned millions of humans into undead!”
    

    
      “Assistant Writer! Why did you invite a lich to the meeting?”
    

    
      
        I guess my beaming smile had no effect…
      
    

    
      I was a little discouraged but still managed to smile. “Everyone, calm down. I’m not a lich.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I won’t attack you unless you attack me. I’m as safe and harmless as a penguin. Look at my smile. Would a lich smile like this?”
    

    
      “Hmm. Are you saying that you’re not a cult leader?” the woman asked, looking uneasy. 
    

    
      As politely as possible, I said, “I’m in charge of a group, but it’s not your typical cult.”
    

    
      “Have you ever resurrected the dead and made them your undead slaves?”
    

    
      “The definition of undead is a bit vague. I do have the ability to summon the deceased, but I don’t turn them into zombies or vampires. On the contrary, many people have become happy thanks to my summoning Skill.”
    

    
      “Mahos said you’ve been killing Constellations.”
    

    
      I shook my head. “That’s harsh. I’ve only killed one or two.”
    

    
      “Fuck, this kid is really the Evil No-Life King Overlord Lich!”
    

    
      “What are you doing, everyone? Take him down now! Otherwise, he’s going to get us!”
    

    
      This was difficult. Why was this happening, even though I had answered kindly?
    

    
      
        —Hey, you’re enjoying this, aren’t you?
      
    

    
      
        That is a wrongful accusation. Please stop the slander and defamation.
      
    

    
      I never did it on purpose, but I found a strange pleasure in seeing people screaming at me as if I were some scary villain. I took off my sheathed holy sword from my belt. The believers who had been wary of me froze. To show that I posed no threat to them whatsoever, I slowly placed the scabbard down at my feet. I then lifted my empty palms toward them with a big smile. 
    

    
      “Okay. Look, I don’t bite. I know that the Eternal Plains Warhorse has declared me a public enemy, but he doesn’t really think of me like that. I just happened to show up at the right time, so he’s using me for your sake.” 
    

    
      “Mahos is doing this for us?” the woman asked back. “Brat. What do you mean, for our sake?”
    

    
      “I heard from the Assistant Writer that you can’t even go up to the fifty-first floor if you aren’t affiliated with the Magic Tower. But you don’t want to belong to the Magic Tower, nor do you have the power to destroy them. I’m sorry. I don’t mean to offend you. I’m just trying to say that the Constellations might find the current situation frustrating. Maybe Mahos thought that I could be a breakthrough of some sort.”
    

    
      Why did Mahos act hostile toward me as soon as I reached the fiftieth floor? Because I killed his apostle? Was that the only reason he decided to fight? Perhaps, but if he wanted to kill me, he wouldn’t have gathered a bunch of idiots and ambushed me. He should have gathered only powerful Hunters like the ones here and attacked me.
    

    
      “Mahos wants to make me the evil mastermind on behalf of the Magic Tower,” I said with conviction.
    

    
      The woman closed her eyes for a moment and squinted at me. “I see. Yes, they want to make you a new evil boss before subduing you. Yes, I see. Just like the Constellation Murderer, you became a seasonal event boss.”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s what I think. He’s making do with what he has.”
    

    
      The other believers also hummed in agreement.
    

    
      “Aha.” 
    

    
      “I see...”
    

    
      They got the gist of things. I looked up at the cave ceiling with a silent smile.
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse is silent.]
      
    

    
      At times, silence was a form of affirmation.
    

    
      The woman stood up. “Okay, Death King. That’s a very good point. But why did you tell us this? It wasn’t a wise choice on your part. It just gives us more reasons to think of you as an evil lich.”
    

    
      She giggled and stroked the hilt of her dagger. “It would definitely be a lot easier to kill you than to destroy the Magic Tower, don’t you think so? I’m getting tired of being a beggar on the fiftieth floor! I also want to join Mahos’ quest.”
    

    
      Her provocation was clear.
    

    
      I laughed out loud and spread my arms wide. “Oh, of course. If that’s what you want. But would it really be easier to kill me than to bring down the Magic Tower?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “If you are as skilled as I am, you would have killed countless enemies by now. And you would be used to putting your life on the line,” I said with a kind smile. “But don’t you think killing someone should be really difficult?”
    

    
      “What are you trying to imply?”
    

    
      “It’s simple. I’m saying that Mahos wouldn’t have thought of me as a replacement for the Magic Tower without a good reason. Maybe I really am an enemy as difficult to defeat as the Magic Tower. I alone can replace the entire Magic Tower. Do you think you can take me down?”
    

    
      Everyone, including the Hunter who had been provoking me, groaned.
    

    
      I scratched the back of my head, smiling humbly. “You guys can’t even take down the Constellation Murderer.”
    

    
      Responding to provocation with provocation was what I knew best.
    

    
      The woman smirked. “Ha. Alright then! Let’s see if you’re really at the level of the Constellation Murderer—”
    

    
      “No, drop it, Berserker.”
    

    
      Someone walked out from behind me. The man’s whole body was wrapped in bandages. There was no sound of footsteps or even breathing, yet his voice echoed all around. The believers were startled when they became aware of his presence. 
    

    
      Even the woman, who was about to pull out her dagger, frowned. “Paparazzo? What is that? How long have you been hiding like a cockroach?”
    

    
      “Before you guys got here,” the Paparazzo answered quietly. “It seems my skills haven’t rusted yet. That’s a good thing. None of you sensed me.”
    

    
      “Huh? Of course we didn’t. If you decide to hide, no one can find you.”
    

    
      The Paparazzo pointed at me. “He did. He noticed me a while ago and has been on guard since then. It sparked my competitive spirit, so while you guys were talking, I constantly aimed for that man’s blind spot because I wanted to cut off his head when I saw an opening. However, I couldn’t find one for so long that I decided to put down my sword.”
    

    
      “That…”
    

    
      “That means he’s clearly stronger than us.”
    

    
      The Berserker gritted her teeth. “He’s really at the level of the Magic Tower? Come on, don’t make me laugh.”
    

    
      “I don’t know what level he’s at exactly, but I know he’s at least one level above us. I don’t have the hobby of risking my life to train with someone clearly stronger than me. I believe you think the same.”
    

    
      The Berserker glared at me, her gaze scanning me from head to toe. Her eyes were filled with murderous intent and burning with competitive spirit. Still, she suppressed her pride. Yes, I liked the look in her eyes.
    

    
      “It’s okay,” I said with a beaming smile. “I won’t kill you!”
    

    
      For some reason, the Berserker clenched her fists despite my gentle remark. She let out a long sigh and slowly removed her hand from the dagger.
    

    
      
        Uh, is she not going to fight me? That’s kind of a shame. I was looking forward to seeing what kind of martial arts the fiftieth-floor master fighters have to offer.
      
    

    
      The Guardian laughed as I smacked my lips in disappointment.
    

    
      
        —Dude, your initiation ceremony is quite something.
      
    

    
      A fight was avoided thanks to the man’s intervention. However, the air in the cave remained unchanged. In actuality, it became more tense. Even the believers who had been relaxed until now began to be wary of me after hearing the conversation between the Berserker and the Paparazzo. Many believers gulped.
    

    
      This was awkward. I was afraid that the atmosphere would remain this way, so I tried to be as gentle as possible. 
    

    
      I scratched my cheek. Not everything in the world could be solved with words and smiles, so it was important to think positively. “Well, maybe it’s fortunate that things didn’t end in a swordfight. This is a good start! There’s only one reason I asked the Assistant Writer to gather you here. It would be difficult for me to take down the Magic Tower alone. It’s not impossible if I gather all the forces I have, but that’s not a lot. It’ll just be the Sword Emperor’s return.”
    

    
      “What does that mean?”
    

    
      I clapped. “Beating the Magic Tower isn’t enough. I’m more interested in you guys winning than me winning.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Miss Assistant Writer, you said that you aren’t the protagonist of this story.”
    

    
      The Assistant Writer was silent. Still, some answers could be conveyed through silence. She probably wouldn’t have said that to self-deprecate herself. Her evaluation had been objective, but…
    

    
      “Why shouldn’t you be?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I’m not just saying this to you, Miss Assistant Writer.” I looked around at the believers. “The Constellations that have been forgotten on this floor and that may lose their divinity due to their weakened power, please contact them. Since you are their believers, I think you have the means to talk to them.”
    

    
      The believers looked at me with suspicious eyes even though I hadn’t done anything yet. I felt the horror of prejudice, but I didn’t give in to it and laughed instead.
    

    
      “Please collect all of your quests. I’ll put them together so you can all reach the fifty-first floor!”
    

    
      Silence. Behind me, the Assistant Writer whispered, “I’m sorry, but did no one tell you that your smile is suspicious? If you smile while saying something like that, anyone will think of you as a heartless son of a bitch that treats other people’s lives like trash and cares for nothing but power.”
    

    
      
        That’s harsh. Raviel likes my smile.
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
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      The man had disheveled hair and bags under his eyes. There was no emotion in his eyes when he turned my way and said, “Greetings. I am the apostle who serves the Eternal Plains Warhorse.”
    

    
      “Nice to meet you. I’m the Death King.”
    

    
      “I know who you are. Normally, I would never have met you. Never. But the Assistant Writer, the Berserker, and the Paparazzo asked me to.”
    

    
      The black-haired man looked around the deep underground cave. The Hunters who had brought Mahos’ apostle at my request were standing far away, glancing at us and wondering if listening to my request had been a good idea.
    

    
      “It’s rare for three people to make the same request simultaneously, and I like rare occasions.”
    

    
      “Thank you for accepting my invitation,” I said.
    

    
      The apostle of Mahos smiled. “No problem. I’m the one who should be grateful to you. When we’re done with our conversation, I’ll kill you and finally complete Lord Mahos’ quest after a really, really long time. It’ll be very pleasant. So? Why did you want to see me? If you want to surrender, you are welcome to do so at any time.”
    

    
      I smiled. “I want to understand you all.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      A short girl with blond buns on either side of her head frowned. The buns looked like they would be warm even in the cold winter, but I didn’t need to see if it was true. 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      The girl’s voice was full of rage, resembling an engine that was always running. She was the apostle of the Incarnation of Love and Lust, Babbit.
    

    
      “Understand us?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes. I want to know more about the Constellations you all serve.”
    

    
      “You’re funny. It’s ridiculous for humans to understand each other, but you want to understand Constellations? If the Assistant Writer hadn’t asked me to meet you, I wouldn’t have come to this smelly cave in the first place.” 
    

    
      Babbit’s apostle narrowed her eyes, waving her hands as if trying to ward off a mosquito. She soon became very irritated.
    

    
      “
      
        Urgh!
      
       Stop talking. You’re noisy! I’ll talk to him on my own!”
    

    
      It looked like Babbit was sending messages to the girl. She really seemed like an apostle favored by her Constellation since she treated her Constellation very casually. Ordinary believers couldn’t even dream of doing this.
    

    
      “Seriously, why does my Constellation like someone like you?” the girl muttered.
    

    
      I replied, “I’ll bring down the Magic Tower, but it doesn’t mean much if I just destroy it by myself. I’ll connect all your quests and the Constellations you serve together to fight the Magic Tower.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “To do that, I first need to understand the Constellations properly.” 
    

    
      I looked straight at Babbit’s apostle. The cloak she was wearing made her look like a noblewoman. She laid her red cloak on the damp stalactites, using it as a cushion to create a small seat for herself. I poured tea for her to drink. 
    

    
      “An apostle like you would be able to speak much more freely with your Constellation. Rather than just using normal messages, I want to talk to your Constellation through you in more depth and detail. What quests does your Constellation prefer?” 
    

    
      The girl’s expression was reflected through the wine-red tea. I asked, “What kind of Constellation is Babbit to you?”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “The Eternal Plains Warhorse’s followers are a kind of army,” Mahos’s apostle said.
    

    
      “Army?”
    

    
      “Yes. Ordinary believers are soldiers, and apostles like me are generals. We only think about victory and spoils of war. To us, all battlefields are dungeons.” The man took a sip of his tea. His eyes grew wide, and he looked down at his cup. “It’s delicious.”
    

    
      The man blinked, then returned to his usual expressionless face and locked eyes with mine. He smiled faintly.
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm.
      
       Where were we? Right, our quests are usually about clearing dungeons. Once we destroy the Magic Tower and plant our flag, we can finally say that our quest as Lord Mahos’ believers has been completed. You said you would gather quests from various Constellations and clear them all at once, yes? That’s impossible, Death King. Your plan is bold and courageous, but it’s too unrealistic.”
    

    
      “Why do you think that?”
    

    
      “Because the Constellations are too different from each other,” the apostle answered with conviction. “We have to destroy the Magic Tower. However, the other Constellations, like the Incarnation of Love and Lust, will give you a completely different quest from Mahos. That quest will never align with ours. Go meet Babbit’s apostle. You’ll understand what I’m talking about and how impossible your plan is when you meet her.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “The Magic Tower elder should be dealt with first,” the apostle of Babbit said. “My Constellation and we, her followers, place the utmost importance on relationships between humans. We see everything else as unnecessary. For us, clearing the fiftieth floor isn’t just about destroying the Magic Tower’s rock walls. The leader of the Magic Tower, the mother of all Spiders, is our target. Conquering the elder’s heart is the condition for clearing the floor. But that’s impossible.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “The elder of the Magic Tower has never opened her heart to anyone,” Babbit’s apostle replied as she sipped on the tea. “What the…? Shit, it’s delicious.”
    

    
      She vented out her anger on the tea for no reason with a sigh. “My Constellation’s ability is 
      
        Pink Romantic Comedy
      
      . Don’t look at me like that or I’ll flick you in the head really hard. I didn’t name it. Anyway, if 
      
        Pink Romantic Comedy
      
       is used, it becomes easier for people to date. I’ll show you.”
    

    
      The girl put down her teacup and clasped her hands together. She closed her eyes and prayed. Pink light flowed out from her hands, wrapping itself around the floor in a five-meter radius. Other than that, I didn’t notice anything unusual, but when Babbit’s apostle opened her eyes again, she looked very serious. “Okay. I’m ready. Do it.“
    

    
      “What? Do what?”
    

    
      “I don’t know. Do anything. Stand up or keep talking. It doesn’t matter. If you do something, you’ll immediately know what kind of power this is.”
    

    
      “
      
        Uhm
      
      … then.” I picked up the teapot because the apostle’s teacup happened to be empty. “
      
        Huh?
      
      ”
    

    
      Just as I was about to tilt the teapot to pour her a second glass, I tripped over my own feet. There was clearly nothing in my path, no rocks or anything for me to trip on, but for some reason, my feet slipped. 
    

    
      I quickly tried to hold the teapot securely, but then my feet tangled for the second time. I wobbled like a tightrope walker who was going to fail and landed with the teapot in my arms right where the apostle was sitting. 
    

    
      
        Splash!
      
    

    
      “
      
        Huh? Huuuuuuuh?
      
      ”
    

    
      I blankly looked down at the apostle. The apostle also stared at me. Yes, I had fallen on her and suddenly found myself doing a push-up on top of her. What kind of laws of physics and dynamics were at work here? Unlike me, Babbit’s apostle didn’t panic at all. It was as if what had just happened was a natural phenomenon, like someone knocking over a cup by accident.
    

    
      She said, “As you can see, wherever my Constellation’s power reaches, no matter what you do or how much you struggle, people cannot help but become closer to each other, either physically or mentally.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah.
      
      ”
    

    
      Now that I thought about it, I had heard that somewhere before. The Inquisitor had shown it to me once. Yes, Babbit was the Constellation that turned everything in the world into a romantic comedy event.
    

    
      “You just fell over, but you were still paying attention to the teapot until the very last moment. Thanks to that, the hot water didn’t splash on me. Instead, you spilled the tea on yourself.”
    

    
      Black tea flowed down my face. My hair was soaked. The tea drops that dripped down my chin fell right on the apostle’s cheek.
    

    
      “Now I know that you’re a considerate person, even though I didn’t want to know that aspect about you. Do you understand now? I didn’t even think about getting close to you, but I’ve become closer to you physically and mentally.”
    

    
      “Wow.”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s how it is. On top of that, in front of me is a man’s face soaked in black tea. Statistically, men are four times more attractive when they’re wet.”
    

    
      Were there actually statistics like that in the world?
    

    
      “Annoying.” The apostle shoved me away. She got up and dusted off her cloak. “What do you think? Do you understand my Constellation now? She’s just crazy about love. No, there’s more to that. If that was all, I’d probably think she’s cute. My Constellation doesn’t just like love. Hatred, regret, obsession, and possessiveness… She likes all the emotions that people have for someone else, especially the intense types. And my Constellation is certain that the person whose heart needs to be conquered on the fiftieth floor is that of the elder of the Magic Tower.” 
    

    
      The apostle sneered. It seemed she was mocking herself and the situation itself, rather than me. “Can you handle the elder? If a human lives for over a thousand years, you can no longer say that they have lived for that long. You have to say that they’ve been dying for a thousand years. The elder of the Magic Tower is a sovereign of a dying city. Love, hatred, obsession, regret—can you draw out even a single emotion from someone like her?”
    

    
      The apostle pulled out a gold coin and placed it on a flat stalactite. She walked past me, pulling her cloak behind her. 
    

    
      “That’s for the tea. Take it.”
    

    
      I held the apostle’s cloak, keeping her from leaving. “Please wait a moment.” 
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “It may be impossible to gain the elder’s affection, but hatred can be elicited,” I said.
    

    
      The apostle swatted my hand away. “You seem to be misunderstanding something. The hatred that my Constellation is talking about isn’t just irritation. It should be as intense as love. My Constellation only acknowledges the feeling of hating and cursing someone else so hard that it becomes a part of them. Do you think you can elicit that much hatred from someone who has lived for a thousand years? Is there anything in you that can make someone else hate for a thousand years?”
    

    
      I nodded. “No.”
    

    
      “So then—”
    

    
      “Even so, I can elicit that feeling from her.” 
    

    
      The apostle’s eyes were as red as her cloak. A cloak was like a wall someone constructed when they didn’t feel safe with just skin and clothes. One’s eyes were also like that. 
    

    
      “I happened to have the person whom the Magic Tower elder hates the most in the universe as my teacher. I don’t know about other people, but my teacher alone can elicit powerful emotions from her. Well, actually, I can drive her crazy.”
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust is listening.]
      
    

    
      “Please entrust me with your quests. Share them with me. If I were alone, it would be impossible to achieve this, but if you use my teacher’s name, it becomes possible.”
    

    
      Silence fell. 
    

    
      Eventually, the apostle asked, “Who is your teacher?”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “The Sword Emperor,” I said.
    

    
      The poker face of Mahos' apostle finally cracked. He froze, still holding up the teacup. Only after the steam rising from the tea had slightly dissipated did the black-haired man let out a short sigh.
    

    
      “Didn’t he die one hundred fifty years ago? That’s nonsense.”
    

    
      “He’s the legendary Hunter who climbed to the ninety-ninth floor. Do you think he really died without leaving anything behind? He could have reincarnated, or maybe he’s wandering the underworld as a ghost. At the very least, he could have left behind something in the hopes that an heir would appear one day to carry on his will. There are countless ways he could have survived, and I also have the means to prove that I’m the Sword Emperor’s heir.”
    

    
      I smiled.
    

    
      “Imagine. If I’m his heir, I can provoke the Magic Tower’s elder. She would become furious and express her emotions in a way she had never done before. I could solve the quest given by the Incarnation of Love and Lust. Wait, there’s more. The emotion that the elder will show me is hatred, deep, intense hatred, like a bottomless abyss. She’ll issue an order to kill me and mobilize all the power of the Magic Tower to wage war. If we win that war…”
    

    
      The black-haired man looked down, lost in thought. “... we can also complete the Eternal Plains Warhorse’s quest.” 
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse is listening.]
      
    

    
      “Please leave your quests to me,” I said. “I’ll later show you the proof that I’m the Sword Emperor’s heir. The Constellations will be able to tell. What you need to think about now is whether my proposal is realistic or not.”
    

    
      I spoke to the agents of the Eternal Plains Warhorse, the Incarnation of Love and Lust, the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye, the Lonely Seeker, and the owners of the Faith that lost their names. 
    

    
      “I can bring down the Magic Tower.”
    

    
      I planned to combine all the Constellations’ quests into one. The name of this ambitious plan was the Grand Campaign.
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust is listening.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker is listening.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Last Sword in the Wilderness is listening.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Tear-Bringing Bell of the Dead is listening.]
      
    

    
      I nodded. “Please let everyone know that the Sword Emperor’s heir is here.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 299: The Grand Campaign (1)
It was said that, on the day that the Sword Emperor appeared on the fiftieth floor, all the Constellations, from the most prestigious to the lesser level that decorated the sky at that time, whispered. 
[The Eternal Plains Warhorse has invited you to join his side.]
[The Ruin-Harvesting Cow has recommended a long campaign to you.]
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has invited you to join their side.]
[The Incarnation of Love and Lust has offered you the seat of an apostle.]
[The Surface-Reflected Lotus has invited you to join their side.]
[The Lonely Seeker…] 
They were all certain that, no matter what Constellation he decided to serve, he would shine! If he went through the quests that his Constellation wove together one by one, the Sword Emperor would achieve the most dramatic love, the most dramatic victory, or the most dramatic life in this universe.
“Hmm.”
It was evident from the Sword Emperor’s clear eyes that, if he was wounded, he would wholeheartedly accept the wound, regardless of how severe it was.
“This is funny.”
He didn’t think of himself as someone who was too precious to be hurt or someone who didn’t need to be hurt. The Sword Emperor simply strived to be strong all the time. A monstrous pride lurked in this man’s heart.
The Sword Emperor smiled brightly as he looked around at the starlight gathering around him. “But I refuse. I won’t choose any Constellation! I’ll go up to the hundredth floor, see what it’s like up there before anyone else, and then I won’t tell you anything!”
The emperor of the sword laughed, his hair redder than the sun.
“If you want to know what’s up there, stand up on your own two feet and follow me! Friendship isn’t shared between those who climb the mountain together. Only those who have climbed the same mountain are qualified to be friends!”
The Sword Emperor made it very far and became starlight on his own. The ninety-ninth floor, the place where he became a falling star, was just one step away from the heavenly origin[1]. People couldn’t find his remains because it was impossible to climb to the ninety-ninth floor. Even his self-proclaimed followers couldn’t.
Was he really dead? Or was he still on the ninety-ninth floor? Or maybe he reached the hundredth floor and disappeared without a trace. The Tower didn’t say anything. Only rumors spread. After the Sword Emperor, a witch stepped onto the ninetieth floor, the highest place that anyone ever got to after the Sword Emperor. However, as soon as his trace disappeared, the witch turned back. 
“Idiot.”
That witch was the Magic Tower’s elder.
***
While climbing the Tower, I realized many things. Still, if I had to pick the most important lesson, it was that solving problems with words alone was challenging. 
Claang! 
The spear of the black-haired man, Mahos’ apostle, flew out with a sharp, metallic clank. A wave of my aura rushed toward him and threw the spear far away.
“Damn it! Ugh!”
I shrugged. “You’re strong.” 
The match was over. Even so, the man tried to use his aura to somehow retrieve the spear. Still, it was difficult for him to beat me in aura mastery. My teacher had moved her muscles, internal organs, bones, and heart using Qi Telekinesis when the zombie virus ate her body away. I was her heir. The training I had undergone was very different from that of others.
Well, this isn’t our first time sparring, either.
I leisurely said, “I’m not just trying to make you feel better. You’re really strong. Even if you came to my world, you would probably be counted among the top five strongest people there.”
“How arrogant! I haven’t even used Lord Mahos’ power yet!”
“I haven’t used my full power either. In fact, I haven’t even summoned my clan army yet.” I put the holy sword back into the scabbard. “When I call them, that’s when you’ll see how awesome they are.”
“What?”
“Heaven and earth will be turned upside down. It sounds like I’m bluffing, right? But I’m not. If you ever find out who my clan’s shadow is, you’ll probably have a heart attack.”
Of course, I was talking about the Constellation Murderer.
“You’re probably lying. If that’s true, why don’t you call your great army?”
I shrugged. “To guard my home. People from different worlds might invade while I’m away, but because my people are keeping guard, I can stroll around the fiftieth floor without a worry. They’re all as strong as I am.”
Mahos’ apostle bit his lower lip.
[You have passed the test.]
[The order to track and hunt you has been lifted!]
[The Eternal Plains Warhorse has acknowledged you as a temporary follower!]
[From now on, you will share the main quest with the followers of the Eternal Plains Warhorse.]
Okay. The apostle still seemed unconvinced, but the Constellation he served accepted that I won. By making me a temporary follower, Mahos allowed me to participate in his quest, even though I wasn’t officially serving him. It was quite an unusual case. 
“Stop embarrassing yourself and move aside quickly.” Another Hunter walked in, pushing away Mahos’ apostle. “Hello! I’m the Jester, one of the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye’s apostles.”
The Hunter was a woman dressed in a clown costume. As her name suggested, her face was covered in a mixture of red and white powder. The heavy makeup concealed her expression, making it difficult to read her emotions.
“I heard that you have decided to become a follower of all the Constellations that exist on the fiftieth floor.”
“It’s just a temporary measure,” I answered.
“Haha. That’s funny!”
Despite what she said, the Jester looked like she didn’t find it funny at all. There were more than ten Hunters behind her. All of them, regardless of how strong they were, were apostles of a Constellation, and they were here to test me on behalf of their Constellations.
With a smile, the Jester brought a table and placed thirteen cups on it. “Mahos has tested your strength, so I’ll test your luck! A labyrinth is ultimately about wandering around looking for the right answer! No matter how difficult the labyrinth is or how evil the traps are in the dungeon, if you boil everything down to a nutshell, it’s all the same as these thirteen cups. Come on, come on, Death King! There’s only one cup that has the candy you can eat first.”
She tapped on the clear glass cups. Each cup contained a piece of candy that children would love. “In other words—”
“The remaining twelve glasses have candies that I shouldn’t eat?” I speculated.
“Haha! That’s right! You guessed right!” the Jester replied with a pleasant smile that she thought was refreshing like a lemon, but everyone else found it sour. “The other candies are all lethally poisonous! The cups may look like pathetic, ordinary glass goblets, but they’re holy relics bestowed upon me by the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye. My Constellation has a high opinion of my jesting! You can’t see through it with aura, and no Skill can be used to scan the contents inside, either!”
Yeah, I know that very well, I thought sourly.
“Come on, come on! Death King, you’re a challenger who dares to gain the favor of all Constellations. Although this is nothing more than a show of my insignificant talents, will you play along with my little prank—”
I immediately picked up the fourth cup and ate the candy inside. “Thank you.” 
“Eh?” 
Regardless, I munched on the candy without any expression and swallowed it. “It’s mint-flavored. I like yogurt-flavored candies. You know those yogurt candies? They’re sweet but have a slightly milky taste, so they taste really good. When you go to a Korean barbecue restaurant, they sometimes have those candies at the ready. They’re really good.”
Silence fell. The Jester slowly covered her cheeks with her hands, looking extremely shocked. “T-this can’t be happening! Holy crap! Oh my god! How in the world?”
I let out a hollow laugh. “Did I pass the test?”
“I-I don’t know! I don’t know! How can a mere jester judge someone who was born with such great luck? It’s scary, so scary.”
“So it’s not over yet.”
The Jester froze. “I-I-I don’t know what you’re talking about.”
“You told me there’s a candy I have to eat first among these.” I removed the sixth cup. “That means there’s more than one.”
Without hesitation, I ate the candy in the sixth cup. “Okay, that’s two. How many are left?”
“... Just one.” 
“Okay.” I looked around at the remaining glass cups, deliberately beaming.
Why is this harder than defeating Mahos’ apostle? I thought.
This wasn’t my first time taking this test. Well, it was the apostles’ first time seeing me take it.
I had to die nine times to figure out the order.
Yes, this was my tenth time taking the test. If this were a battle of skill, then things would have been different, but this test was purely based on luck. Even I couldn’t do anything about it. 
The first few tries, I had died screaming after eating a lethally poisonous candy. After a few more tries, I had excitedly yelled, “I got it right!” but then died an hour later. The candy I could eat first also contained poison, so if I didn’t eat the other candies in the right order, I ended up on the highway to hell.
“Which one of these is delicious? Is it this one? Or this one? Hmm. This is difficult. They all look delicious, so this is a big problem…” I mumbled. 
The Jester, unaware that I had regressed, just stared at me.
“H-how? You can’t use your Skills or aura—”
I lifted the first cup. “Ah, this must be it. This candy is begging me to eat it. It’s screaming that it’s really harmless to the human body. Wow, it’s screaming so desperately, so I have no choice but to eat it.”
I removed the candy wrapper and began to chew. The poison from the first candy had been neutralized by the second candy, whose poison was detoxified entirely by the third candy. 
Before, the Jester would watch me slowly succumb to poison. She would shout, “Hahaha! Isn’t it painful? It must be! Come on, come on! Choose quickly! You did this to yourself! You did this with your own hands!” 
Now, the Jester was just gaping in amazement at the sight of me clearing the test in less than a minute. 
“Is it over now?” I asked with a bright smile. “I often hear that I’m very lucky.”
[You have passed the test.]
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has accepted you as a temporary follower!]
[From now on, you will share the main quest with the followers of the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye.]
Yes, that was right.
[You have passed the test.]
[The Lonely Seeker has accepted you as a temporary follower!]
[From now on, you will share the main quest with the followers of the Lonely Seeker.]
The Guardian had refused all the Constellations’ offers. He had climbed the tower alone, honestly, proudly, but lonely. In the end, he failed.
[You have passed the test.]
[The Last Sword in the Wilderness has accepted you as a temporary follower!]
[From now on, you will share the main quest with the followers of the Last Sword in the Wilderness.]
I didn’t know why he failed, but one thing was clear. Even Hunters as powerful as him failed when climbing the Tower alone. If so, then the path was just a road with a dead end. I wanted to believe that he failed because he chose the wrong method, not because he was weak and inadequate. 
[You have passed the test.]
[The Tear-Bringing Bell of the Dead has accepted you as a temporary follower!]
[From now on, you will share the main quest with the followers of the Tear-Bringing Bell of the Dead.]
Therefore, I was going to walk the opposite path to the one he had chosen. If the Guardian walked the path of the righteous, I was going to walk the demonic path. He had stayed high and lofty without building a faction of his own. Therefore, I would gain favor with the residents of the Tower, unite the major guilds, accept my lover’s affection, embrace the loyalty of my vassals, and create a clan. I was also going to build a family.
[You have passed the test.]
[You have passed the test.]
[You have passed the test.]
The Guardian didn’t worship any Constellations, so I was going to serve all of them.
“Good.”
The sun had set, and evening had already arrived. More than ten apostles had been defeated one by one, with only one left in the waiting line.
“I’ll admit that I—no, we underestimated you.”
The last remaining apostle was wearing a cloak redder than the sunset; the girl was the apostle of Babbit, the Incarnation of Love and Lust. She glared at me, her expression serious. 
“You’ve proven that you’re strong and that luck is on your side. Even if you didn’t survive purely thanks to luck, at least you have the power to make your success look like luck.” The girl took off her cloak, which crumbled to the floor as she took out a bottle of water. “But do you know love?”
Splash!
The apostle of Babbit poured water on her head, letting it flow down her bright, blond hair. The sunset that made the sky burn red also smeared into the water droplets falling on the girl’s face, quietly flushing her cheeks.
“This is a contest to see who can make the other person’s heart flutter first. You or me.”
The surrounding area was covered in a pink glow. The girl used Babbit’s ability. She smiled plaintively as if she was used to it, like she had never been impassive in her life. The corners of her eyes drooped, and the arrogance and pride disappeared from her lips. The apostle’s smile, slow gestures, and eyes were saying, “Come here.” The sun was setting just for her.
“I’ll tell you in advance. I’m sorry. You will like me.”
I see. 
I nodded and slowly approached Babbit’s apostle. “I have multiple identities, just like everyone else. I’m the leader of a cult. The patriarch of a clan. The master of a troupe. Someone’s father. A friend of a certain species. Now, there will be many names added to this list, such as Mahos’s temporary follower, Babbit’s, and so on. The higher I climb the Tower, the more names I’ll be given.”
I stood tall in front of the girl, the apostle who was soaked in watercolor light. She looked up at me.
“But my first identity will never change. I’m the husband of the most beautiful woman in the universe. She didn’t have a heart, so I gave her mine.”
Before I was a Hunter, I was a lover. And…
[You have passed the test.]
[The Incarnation of Love and Lust has accepted you as a temporary follower!]
[From now on, you will share the main quest with the followers of the Incarnation of Love and Lust.]
That day, I made contracts with numerous Constellations.

1. The hundredth floor. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 300: The Grand Campaign (2)

    
      “The Magic Tower has officially begun their hunt.”
    

    
      
        Thump.
      
    

    
      The Assistant Writer placed a stack of papers on the old table. She wiped her forehead and looked at me. “An official order has been announced in the city. A huge reward will be given to anyone who captures Hamustra’s believers who escaped from prison. A reward of twenty-eight times that amount will be given to anyone who catches or reports the unidentified scoundrel who helped the followers escape. I think they found the thing you left at the entrance to their secret passage.”
    

    
      “That’s good.” I skimmed through the documents. There was a lot of information about the Magic Tower written on the papers, especially about the leader of the Magic Tower, the so-called elder. “I was anxious about their reaction once they found out, but they’re surprisingly slow.”
    

    
      “What exactly did you write for them?”
    

    
      “Just one sentence. ‘The Sword Emperor has returned.’ Nothing special,” I said with a smile.
    

    
      The Assistant Writer’s jaw dropped. “You’re crazy.”
    

    
      “What is common sense, Miss Writer? The average moments of this world and life are probably what make up common sense. And this world is, on average, a mess, which means that being crazy or abnormal is the exact opposite of being a mess. So, you could say I’m normal.”
    

    
      “Okay, Mr. Lunatic.”
    

    
      Strange. Why did no one take me seriously when I was dead serious?
    

    
      The Assistant Writer pressed on her forehead and sighed for so long that she could make a hole in the cave floor with her breath alone. “I’ll admit that you’re quite something. Not only do you have Mr. Indoor Librarian’s trust, but you’ve convinced countless other Constellations. You’re probably the first person in history to join the side of way over ten Constellations.”
    

    
      “Thank you for the compliment.”
    

    
      “But you shouldn’t provoke the Magic Tower recklessly like that,” the Assistant Writer said. “The one name that the Magic Tower hates the most in the universe is the Sword Emperor. The Magic Tower elder considers herself to be the Sword Emperor’s archenemies, if we are to use novel terminology. Archnemesis, I tell you.”
    

    
      “I know.” 
    

    
      I snapped my fingers. A quest window appeared before my eyes. I had received quests dozens of times, but the window I was seeing now was different. The letters were so cute and fluffy, as if they had been handwritten.
    

    
      
        
          The Great Conquest of the Elder’s Heart★
        
      
    

    
      
        Constellation: Incarnation of Love and Lust
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty Level: SSS
      
    

    
      
        Goal: Oh my. There’s a man who claims to be the Sword Emperor’s heir. His title is Death King! He’s a warrior who just reached the fiftieth floor, but he’s already causing quite an uproar!
      
    

    
      
        Can he really be the Sword Emperor’s heir? Or maybe he’s the Sword Emperor himself…! (Badump) If the Death King really has a connection with the Sword Emperor, then, oh my! The elder of the Magic Tower won’t sit on her ass anymore because the only person who has driven a stake into her cold heart is the Sword Emperor! (Badump, badump)
      
    

    
      
        Will the Death King make the heart of the universe’s most sinister Spider beat again? If so, would that heart beat to the rhythm of affection or hatred? Or perhaps both? (Wink) 
      
    

    
      
        Any rhythm is fine. The only thing that I, Babbit, want from the Death King is to let me hear the sound of the elder’s heart being torn apart! Break the elder’s heart. To all my followers: assist the Death King with all your might. Please prove to yourselves that you are all worthy of stepping beyond the fiftieth floor.
      
    

    
      
        ※Death King, you are currently participating in the quest as a temporary follower.
      
    

    
      I nodded. “I know that. That’s why I called myself the Sword Emperor’s heir. Well, I’m sure the people at the Magic Tower think I’m the most suspicious person in the universe right now.”
    

    
      I put down the bundle of papers. Before the final vote in Babylon, the Mirage-Walking Princess had told me about the history of the Magic Tower and their people. However, it didn’t include any information about the Magic Tower elder, things like when she was born, and why she stopped at the fiftieth floor and prevented other Hunters from going up higher. 
    

    
      The Hunters staying on the fiftieth floor were just as clueless as me. No one knew anything about the Magic Tower elder. The materials that the Paparazzo had gathered were also filled with plausible conjectures and inferences, but there was no guarantee that they were true.
    

    
      “I don’t think they believe that the Sword Emperor actually returned. Not yet.” 
    

    
      However, there was one truth that everyone knew. The Magic Tower elder hated the Sword Emperor, so to shake her up, I had to use the Sword Emperor’s name appropriately.
    

    
      “Not yet?” the Assistant Writer murmured. 
    

    
      “Yes, not yet. I have information that only the Sword Emperor and the elder know. For example, um... What the Sword Emperor said to the elder when he brought down the sixth spire. If I reveal this, the elder will immediately realize that I’m his heir and will feel the need to kill me as soon as possible.”
    

    
      I had actually spoken those words when I met with the Constellation Murderer on this floor. As soon as the Magic Tower elder heard me, she became enraged and attacked us.
    

    
      
        —Zombie, by the way, I know a lot of other things to say to piss her off.
      
    

    
      
        That’s good to know.
      
    

    
      
        —Right?
      
    

    
      
        Yes, your scumminess is very reliable.
      
    

    
      I had plenty of trump cards to provoke the elder. These cards were probably limited to only me and the Sword Star. 
    

    
      “How do you have this information?” the Assistant Writer asked, glaring at me suspiciously. “Do you have a Skill that looks into people’s pasts? Or are you really the Sword Emperor’s heir?”
    

    
      “That doesn’t matter. What matters is that I have the means to provoke the elder. From now on, I have to use them appropriately.”
    

    
      “Appropriately? What do you mean?”
    

    
      “It’s not enough to simply anger her. The Incarnation of Love and Lust specifically asked in the quest to tear the elder’s heart apart.” I narrowed my eyes. “So, slowly and gradually, I will make her crumble.”
    

    
      —Has the Sword Emperor really returned?
    

    
      —No, that can’t be.
    

    
      —There is insufficient evidence.
    

    
      —But what if he really came back?
    

    
      “We shouldn’t just tell them that the Sword Emperor has returned. That won’t shock them enough. Truth hits people harder when they discover it themselves rather than when it comes from the sky above. Do you get it, Miss Writer? We have to show the Sword Emperor’s return to the elder right in front of her eyes, at the best time and place. To do that—”
    

    
      “We need a script,” the Assistant Writer said quietly. 
    

    
      Her expression mirrored mine, and her eyes sparkled with mischief. The scheme was to lure the elder and rip out the emotions from her heart. Hamustra used to have the same look in his eyes.
    

    
      “What do you want me to do?” she asked.
    

    
      Now we were talking.
    

    
      I replied, “First, please spread the rumor on the city’s streets.”
    

    
      “Heh.”
    

    
      “The Magic Tower of Magic hasn’t officially acknowledged the Sword Emperor’s return. The elder is probably thinking that a crazy phony is impersonating him to provoke her. But what if the rumors, the stories of the Sword Emperor’s return, are also spread on the streets?”
    

    
      “It would get on her nerves, even if she doesn’t want that.” The Assistant Writer’s eyes lit up. “Okay. What’s next?”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Hey, Death King. What did you do?”
    

    
      “What’s going on, Miss Berserker? You look flustered.”
    

    
      “The Magic Tower mages are going crazy right now. Up until yesterday, they were just sitting back and relaxing after issuing an order to hunt and kill us, but now they’re suddenly forming search parties and patrolling the streets!”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “The elder won’t respond just because there are rumors in the streets that the Sword Emperor has returned. The news is just a little annoying. We have to do more and aim for her heart’s blind spot.”
    

    
      The Assistant Writer quickly moved her quill. “Tell me. I’m writing everything down right now. Tell me all about your plan first. I’ll edit anything that doesn’t seem right.”
    

    
      I enjoyed the sound of her quill tip against the paper. 
    

    
      “We’ll use the resentment and anger that have been building among the Hunters on the fiftieth floor. The Sword Emperor isn’t just one Hunter, he’s a symbol. The elder had the fiftieth floor on lockdown, but the Sword Emperor broke through and went higher. The rumor of his return on the streets is an attack on the elder herself. ‘We don’t like the fiftieth floor, where the elder rules. We’re sick of her. We want a person like the Sword Emperor. He’ll return and put an end to these nightmarish days.’”
    

    
      The Assistant Writer moved her quill faster and faster. “I see. Yeah… yeah, I get what you’re trying to do. You’re saying that we should make up a rumor to imply that the elder is a horrible ruler, right?”
    

    
      “That’s correct.”
    

    
      The Assistant Writer didn’t look at me as her eyes were fixed on the letters her quill was scribbling. The smile on her face spread across the paper. “Ha. Okay. The Sword Emperor’s return is just an excuse. It’s a tool to incite the Hunters who have grievances with the Magic Tower’s reign.”
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes, it’ll also be a sword aimed at the elder’s heart.”
    

    
      —Look, Elder. I’m dead. I pathetically collapsed on the ninety-ninth floor long ago, but why do the Hunters still remember me? Why do they rave about my return? It’s simple. I’m right, and you’re wrong.
    

    
      “As the city becomes more and more excited because of the rumors about the Sword Emperor, the resentment and grievance against the Magic Tower would rise until they can no longer be ignored.”
    

    
      —You’re alive, but you can’t defeat me, someone who’s already dead. I’ve been reduced to a mere ghost, but I’m still stronger than you.
    

    
      “If the elder is just irritated by the Sword Emperor, she probably won’t react much. It’s just a rumor anyway, so she’ll probably let it die down on its own. However, if the Sword Emperor still has a place in her heart, if she really hates him to the bone, she’ll definitely have an excessive reaction. She’ll end up becoming neurotic.”
    

    
      “How can you be sure?”
    

    
      “That’s what hate does to people.”
    

    
      —What do you think? Do you still want to kill me?
    

    
      “I’m absolutely sure that the elder will react in a very aggressive way.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “The Magic Tower dudes lost it completely. Well, they’ve been like that for a long time, but this is on another level. They’re saying that they’ll throw everyone in jail just for mentioning the Sword Emperor. It’s pure madness. Even people chatting innocently at bars were jumped. Why is the Magic Tower doing this? Are they feeling guilty or something? Even those who don’t care about what happens on the floor will start to believe that the Sword Emperor has actually returned. Even though we’re the ones who spread the rumor, it’s a little strange.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “I learned something when I came to the fiftieth floor,” I said.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “From this floor onward, instigation and fabrication are our primary means to clear the floors.”
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust has given a quest to the followers.]
      
    

    
      “Has the Sword Emperor really returned? Are the rumors true or not? Those things don’t matter to ordinary Hunters.”
    

    
      
        [The Last Sword in the Wilderness has given a quest to the followers.]
      
    

    
      “They all serve Constellations.”
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker has given a quest to the followers.]
      
    

    
      “The words of their Constellations are the truth to them, and the contents written in the quest are facts. If the quest window hints at the Sword Emperor’s return, the Hunters will act under the premise that he actually returned, regardless of whether that’s true or not.”
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has given a quest to the followers.]
      
    

    
      “It’s like how I was regarded as an evil lich and hunted down for it.”
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse has given a quest to the followers.]
      
    

    
      “We spread rumors in the city. The Magic Tower started to persecute the Hunters. Just then, the Hunters’ Constellations started to give out quests, hinting at the Sword Emperor’s return.”
    

    
      
        
          [Can he really be the Sword Emperor’s heir?]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [The recent rumors circulating in Monopoly City state that the Sword Emperor has returned.]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [I don’t know if you still remember, but in the past, the Magic Tower’s sixth spire was toppled…]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [Warriors!]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [Why does the Magic Tower persecute you?]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [Or maybe he is the Sword Emperor himself…!]
        
      
    

    
      
        
          [This will decide the fate of the city.]
        
      
    

    
      The Assistant Writer stopped moving her quill, looked up and met my eyes. I took out a handkerchief. The soft texture enveloped my fingertips, bringing me comfort. It was the only spell that calmed my mind.
    

    
      I said, “An alliance army will fight against the Magic Tower.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 301: The Grand Campaign (3)

    
      —We don’t know who you are. Be glad we don’t! Otherwise, we would have already clipped your limbs into tiny pieces with nail clippers, gouged out your eyes with a hammer, aaaaaaand! Your family, your friends, even your homeland would have met the same end! Your world didn’t recycle. Instead, they threw trash like you here! So, everything, everything of yours will be torn to shreds! Look forward to it! I can’t wait to see if you’ll still be able to sing like a cuckoo bird after your vocal cords are cut into twenty-three pieces!
    

    
      
        Beep.
      
    

    
      The Assistant Writer turned off the recorder. It wasn’t a mechanical recorder but a magical one, a magic item that could accurately replay a person’s voice.
    

    
      “This is the official statement that was made in Monopoly City’s sky yesterday.”
    

    
      I shrugged. “That sounds very different from the official statements that I know of.” 
    

    
      “This is normal for the people on the fiftieth floor. But, Death King, you’ve really pissed the Magic Tower Spiders.”
    

    
      “Do you regret it?”
    

    
      “What?” the Assistant Writer asked back. 
    

    
      “I’m just asking, Miss Writer. Do you feel that your choice to work with me was a bit hasty?”
    

    
      “What are you talking about? Of course, I—” 
    

    
      The Assistant Writer dropped the recorder and crushed it with her heel. Despite her depressing eyes, she was grinning. “Of course I don’t. I’m having the time of my life. At first, I honestly didn’t understand why Mr. Indoor Librarian chose a guy like you as his agent, but now, I think I understand. You have an innocent face that says you don’t know anything about the world, but you know how to mess with people’s hearts.”
    

    
      “That’s too harsh. I don’t mess around. I always take my life seriously.”
    

    
      She chuckled. “I’m sure you do. That’s what makes you more evil! You’re the best.” 
    

    
      I couldn’t tell if this was an insult or a compliment.
    

    
      
        Booooommm!
      
    

    
      An explosion was heard from afar. The vibrations traveled through the cave ceiling, causing the stalactites’ water droplets to fall. Cold water seeped into our hair, so we both shook our heads like wet cats.
    

    
      “Shit.”
    

    
      “It looks like the Magic Tower sent another search party to the cave.” 
    

    
      “Yeah, this place will be discovered soon, too. Let’s move quickly. It might be okay in a city, but a chase scene inside a cave is really lame and only belongs in a horror movie!”
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is guiding you to safety.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker is attracting the intruder’s attraction.]
      
    

    
      We fled under the Constellations’ protection.
    

    
      
        Boom… Thuuuud…
      
    

    
      As we hurried our steps, the explosions grew farther and farther away. The Magic Tower had been convinced for some time that we were hiding in this underground cave. The vibrations now were caused by the Spiders’ barrage of magic attacks. It seemed they were hellbent on finding me. 
    

    
      
        But the caves of the Monopoly City are unusually vast. Even if someone destroys one entrance to the cave, a new hole appears the next day. It’s as if this underground cave is a living, giant monster.
      
    

    
      We moved straight to the next hideout. The cave’s terrain made it difficult for the mages to search for us. Moreover, numerous Constellations and their followers were helping us. It would have been different if I was alone, but the Magic Tower was at a disadvantage in this hide-and-seek game.
    

    
      “What’s next?” the Assistant Writer asked with sparkling eyes.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      Since the Grand Campaign had begun, the Assistant Writer was completely fired up. When I told her my plan, she had fabricated, spread, and reproduced rumors tailored to the situation in the city, helping us achieve our goal.
    

    
      
        I guess she’s Hamustra’s follower for a reason. Could this also be my fault? 
      
    

    
      I flashed a bitter smile. “I have to meet those from the Sword Emperor Church next.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “We won’t accept someone like you.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The Assistant Writer smiled. It wasn’t a gentle smile, nor was it a friendly one. People were creatures who smiled even when testing others. 
    

    
      “The Sword Emperor Church? They’re a group of sword maniacs. You can’t even call them a church, to be honest. It’s just a gathering of people who worship the Sword Emperor and train together. Their daily routine is simple. Breakfast, training, lunch, training, dinner, training, sleep, training again… Why do you want to meet those idiots?”
    

    
      “It’s not much, but we now have the foundation of the Anti-Magic-Tower Alliance,” I said.
    

    
      
        Boooom.
      
    

    
      Another explosion echoed from beyond the hideout. It seemed that the fight between the Magic Tower pursuers and the followers was intensifying.
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker asks for reinforcements from other Constellations!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust is busy watching the campaign.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse advises the Constellation to take care of that on their own.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker spews out colorful curses.]
      
    

    
      Things seemed to be intensifying on the other side.
    

    
      “But it’s still not enough. Even if we have an alliance, it’s just a union of the Constellations that antagonize the Magic Tower. Up until now, all the Constellations who have constantly attacked the Magic Tower have been defeated every time. The Hunters who haven’t joined the alliance will probably think that the Magic Tower will win this time too.”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right,” the Assistant Writer replied. “There are many Constellations that don’t like the Magic Tower but still cooperate with it. Even if an alliance is formed, not all Constellations will actively participate. They’ll first watch how things go. If they think things won’t work out well, they’ll quickly withdraw. That’s just how the world works.”
    

    
      
        [Shiny feels bad for not being able to help the other Constellations.]
      
    

    
      
        [Many Constellations have become silent.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker cautiously asks who that was just now.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust says she doesn’t know.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse replies that he doesn’t know either.]
      
    

    
      
        [Some Constellations have become afraid of the unidentifiable entity.]
      
    

    
      “Yeah, that’s what I’m talking about.” 
    

    
      I pressed down on Shiny’s hilt. The holy sword vibrated. She seemed to have become dispirited at my signal to stay quiet.
    

    
      “The quest windows of the Constellations are certainly powerful. Their followers will think that the Sword Emperor has returned and will join the Anti-Magic-Tower Alliance without hesitation. But it also means that it won’t be very effective against the other Hunters who can’t see the quest windows.”
    

    
      For more grand propaganda and fabrication, we needed something else—a joker card.
    

    
      “That’s exactly where the Sword Emperor Church members come in.”
    

    
      If the Sword Emperor had truly returned, then they would rise faster than anyone else. If the church acted, even a complete outsider, someone who was not involved in this fight in any way, would be shaken and ask themselves, “Could it really be that the Sword Emperor has returned?” 
    

    
      The Assistant Writer smiled. “Of course, I can arrange a meeting, but are you aware that the Magic Tower and the Sword Emperor Church are the most upset about the rumor that the Sword Emperor has returned, right? Death King, when they find out that you’re the culprit behind the rumor, they’ll probably try to tear you apart!”
    

    
      I knew why they reacted so violently. “Haha. Are they mad at me for daring to pretend to be the Sword Emperor and instigate people?”
    

    
      “Yeah, that’s it.”
    

    
      The Guardian had died one hundred fifty years before, but his church still served him. I didn’t know what his followers looked like, but they were probably his most hardcore stans. Now, a little kid they had never met was impersonating their god. They would naturally be angry, so I understood why they would want to kill me. But that was true only if I was actually a liar.
    

    
      “It’s okay. I really am his heir.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Again, we don’t accept you as his heir. We only allowed you to enter our sacred altar after our acquaintances begged us to meet you once. The last tolerance we can show you right now is not to cut off your head on the spot. Get lost already.”
    

    
      I asked, “What will make you accept me as his heir?”
    

    
      “We don’t accept anyone. Recognition isn’t something you receive. It’s something you earn. If you’re confident that you can subdue us, then stop talking and hold up your sword, you little brat. Though we won’t accept you as Lord Sword Emperor’s heir even if you win!”
    

    
      I stroked my chin. “Is that so? That’s a problem. Hmm.” 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Hold on. Please give me a minute. I have something to ask this noisy mister… Oh, yes. Hmm. Okay. You over there, the one with the nice beard. Is your title Demon-Slaying Spear?” I asked, pointing at the man. 
    

    
      “Me? Yes, that’s correct.”
    

    
      “Your real name is Mihustra Pelenovan. You’re from the Ten Thousand Sword Realm, the same world as the Sword Emperor, but you met him after you two started climbing the Tower.” 
    

    
      “What are you talking about? It seems you have some puny Skills, you little cult leader. If you try to deceive the world by masquerading as a clown, you’ll meet my spear for not fearing the divine punish—”
    

    
      “You always followed the Sword Emperor and asked for his teachings.”
    

    
      Mihustra went completely quiet. 
    

    
      “The Sword Emperor found you annoying, so he even used the Lightness Art to run away, wondering how far you would chase him. But you somehow managed to catch up and bowed, begging him to teach you. You were fine with just one lesson. When he was alone with you, the Sword Emperor asked, ‘For free?’”
    

    
      I pointed to somebody else. 
    

    
      “You over there. Your title is Howling Cat. You’re a master in sound arts. Your real name is Soh Cheonmyeong, and you’re part of a prestigious family known throughout the Ten Thousand Sword Realm. Still, you’re an illegitimate child, so you left home when you were young and have been wandering ever since. You deeply admired the Sword Emperor because he freely traversed gangho without help from any prestigious family. You asked him to climb the Tower together, but he refused, saying it was too much trouble. 
    

    
      “But you could not accept it. Every night, you would go where the Sword Emperor stayed and meowed really loudly. When he got angry and chased you, you would run away. After he went back to sleep, you would hide and meow again. One winter, the Sword Emperor finally caught you and beat you until he left you on the brink of death.
    

    
      “He later told you, ‘Kid, why do you think I’m beating you up? Because you’re too damn weak but ask for my lessons without knowing your place? No. Because you’re interrupting my sleep? It’s not that one either. It’s just because you meow. I hate cats. I hate them so much. So from now on, I’m going to beat you up a lot.’”
    

    
      I looked around.
    

    
      “Hmm. The air is tense. I’m sorry if I triggered bad memories. I just want your recognition. No matter how much you try to deny it or how hard it is to believe, I have genuinely come here to carry on the Sword Emperor’s will. I know that the person sitting there and staring at me is known as the Peeking-Flower Bow. I also know his real name and where he’s from. Most importantly, I know how much time he spent with the Sword Emperor and what they talked about.
    

    
      “I can tell you the personal memories of every single person here. If the Sword Emperor knows something, then I know it too. Oh, of course, even if I say this, it’ll be difficult for you guys to accept it. Besides, if words were enough to persuade you all, you wouldn’t have joined a crazy group like the Sword Emperor Church in the first place. Come at me. I’ll deal with you one by one.”
    

    
      After a short silence, one of the followers came out.
    

    
      “You… Who in the world are you?”
    

    
      “My title is the Death King. The strongest martial artist in the Ten Thousand Sword Realm has taught me how to use my aura. I’m also the successor who inherited the sword from the greatest swordswoman from the snowfield. One day, I’ll set foot farther than the Constellation you worship on the altar. Okay. Since I’m done with my introduction, I’ll ask for your guidance, seniors.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The Assistant Writer walked briskly. “The followers of the Sword Emperor Church took down the Magic Tower’s pursuit party. They pulled it off in the middle of the street. Ordinary Hunters are buzzing. Those from the church are famous for not interfering with matters outside their church, but they fought the Magic Tower out in the open.”
    

    
      We were climbing up the cave passage. The passage had stairs that led us higher and higher. The pressure of the underground and the texture of the ground seeped into my thighs and calves.
    

    
      “The Eternal Plains Warhorse and the Lonely Seeker are both gathering their followers one after another. The Incarnation of Love and Lust… may not be of much help in battle, but she may provide some help with her connections. Well, what I’m trying to say is that the Anti-Magic-Tower Alliance is one step away from being completed.”
    

    
      Light shone down on my feet. There wasn’t a torch lit in the cave, nor was it some magical light the Assistant Writer had lit on her fingertips. It was a ray of soft sunlight streaming down from the gloomy sky.
    

    
      After ten days of hiding in the underground cave, I looked up at the sky for the first time in forever.
    

    
      The Assistant Writer smiled. “Congratulations, Death King. As you wished, we have obtained the sharpest sword of rebellion for the first time in one hundred and fifty years.”
    

    
      The sky of the fiftieth stage was covered with the Magic Tower’s spires. The towers were painted pitch black, as if to mock the brilliant sky, but they didn’t have even a single window, as if they weren’t willing to let anyone in or out. Above all, the five towers, each like a finger, seemed to be trying to grab the sky and pull it down. Whose hand did it resemble?
    

    
      I looked at the Magic Tower and smiled. “Great. Shall we go and bring down the elder now?”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 302: The Gray Spider (1)
The Gray Spider didn’t feel like she had ever felt a cool breeze in her life. In the fall, she was fine with the scent of maple leaves because they barely had any scent. Spring was refreshing, but the water smelled fishy in summer. Because she was alive, she found everything to be disgusting. The Gray Spider wanted to die whenever fall arrived.
Witch. Who even came up with the name? In the language of this world, the word “witch” didn’t simply refer to a mage who could use magic. Niglus—Kukulu, the magic.[1] The word had all sorts of connotations of disgust and contempt, like forsaken, blasphemous, the twenty-third, and cursed. 
The word “woman” didn’t also just refer to sex in this world. Firstly, there were more than four sexes in this world. The usual distinction of man and woman didn’t apply here. She was Mirgal. A somewhat appropriate translation would be gray. 
In this world, where the three primary colors[2] dominated, Mirgals could only produce offspring by receiving seeds from other sexes. The cursed species of gray was the witches. The season in which the Gray Spider was born was fall.
“You poor thing. Why did you choose to be born in this world?”
Her mother probably didn’t know what she was saying. She had failed to recognize the true value of her newborn child. The child understood everything the mother had said because she was born with the blessing that allowed her to remember everything she ever saw and heard. As a matter of fact, the child had already heard and felt many things while in the womb. The mother had given birth to a genius but didn’t know it.
“You poor thing…”
A handful of water, a little bit of blood, the gaze that looked down on her, and the hand that touched her forehead were sympathies disguised as love, resignation pretending to be comfort, death masquerading as life. And then, there was the smell. The child picked up on the smell of her mother and the scent of autumn.
“Why did you come here?”
The Gray Spider hated the world.
***
—I have nothing against the Magic Tower elder. To me, emotions are actions, Zombie. It’s just that they’re often unnoticeable from the outside, but that’s also an act in a way. Do you think I’m just living the way I feel? Well, that may be the case for people who live just because their life hasn’t ended yet, but not me.
The Guardian crossed his arms.
—It was entirely my decision not to care about the elder. If I had invited her to climb the Tower with me, she would have followed me. If I had asked her to be my friend, she would have, but I decided not to. I didn’t do that with just the elder! I didn’t make a single ally.
“Why?” I asked.
—Because countless people in this world don’t even have a chance to find one. 
The Guardian looked up at the Magic Tower.
—Friends are luck. Even lovers are coincidences. Kim Zombie, you’ve found many colleagues, made friends, served your teachers, and met your lover. It’s all thanks to luck. These are treasures that you’ve worked hard to acquire, but the fact that people like you are born is a miracle in itself.
I climbed the last step and left the cave to look up at the same spire that the Guardian was staring at.
—Don’t think that everyone has that kind of luck. Some people never have anyone by their side throughout their life. Some people are not lucky until they die. Many expect something from their lives but only get betrayal. Those people eventually give up. They find no reason to try any more or climb any higher.
The Magic Tower looked truly demonic.[3] A building usually served as a home. It had doors and windows, allowing the residents to go out into the world and see the outside. 
However, the Magic Tower’s spires had no doors or windows. From top to bottom, they were completely covered in black. It wasn’t a shade that reflected the sunlight, but one that swallowed it. That was why the Magic Tower resembled a body, not a building. 
It wasn’t an extension of the world, but a will to reject it. The towers, shaped like fingers, rose from the ground and stretched toward the sky.
—I wanted to show those guys that it’s okay if you don’t have any colleagues, it’s okay if you don’t find the love of your life.
I counted the seconds in my mind. Twenty-three, twenty-two, twenty-one…
—Even if fate doesn’t grant you any luck, that’s still fine.
Eighteen seconds.
—You can still rise, regardless of everything.
Fifteen seconds.
—Look! I’m the Sword Emperor. I’ve reached higher than any of you. Why? I definitely didn’t do it for the people who watched me, and absolutely not for the guys who lived through this era alongside me. They can go fuck themselves!
Five seconds.
—I had no allies. The same could be said about others. Just to prove a point to them, I climbed the Tower to show them that it can be done! 
One second.
—No one has become of any significance to them, but they have already become significant to me.
Beeeeeeeeep. 
A noise crackled in my head. Someone was trying to send Aura Telepathy; of course, it was the Magic Tower. If anyone looked at their spires for more than twenty-three seconds, the Magic Tower responded. It was their security system and warning. Others shouldn’t dare to watch or even glance at them. I had used this unwritten rule during the timeline that my regression had eaten away.
—Ah, ah. Mic test, mic test. Who are you over there? What are you looking at us for? Look away while I’m still talking. We’re under a lot of stress these days, you know? We don’t have time to play with every lunatic. Weeeellll, I personally like nutheads, capturing them, and torturing them, but lucky for you, we’re busy... Huh? What the…?
His voice, previously thick with fatigue, suddenly became sharp.
—You’re with the Assistant Writer! Ah, fuck, that damn fugitive!
Beep!
The aura waves grew stronger. As the Magic Tower spokesperson had said, the Assistant Writer was standing next to me. I wasn’t the only one who had broken the Magic Tower’s twenty-three-second taboo. The Assistant Writer also looked up at the magic tower as soon as she came out of the cave with me.
“Youuuuu aaaaaaaare deeeeeeead meeeeeeeat! Where did you get the nerve to stick your head out like that? Huh? Then the loonyhead that is with you is… Are you the Death King?! You littler fuckers. Hey, Knee Socks! Go and report to the Spiders right now!”
Well, it wasn’t just the two of us.
Beeeeep!
“…? What the heck? So there are more than a couple of crazy guys out there today.”
The aura waves rippled once again. The spokesperson, who had first directed his voice at me alone, then at the Assistant Writer, and then at someone else, now spoke to multiple people simultaneously.
“Alright, so you all smoked something together, huh? Okay. Ha, this is fun! I thought you guys would do something like this someday, so I organized a punitive force in advance!”
Beeeeeeep.
“The Magic Tower’s colonial garrison soldiers from the other Towers are also here now! Haha! Have you heard of the Bornthorn Marchioness? She was called to headquarters after three hundred years, so she’s very, very eager to fight! You guys will learn how many tiny blood vessels you have… 
Beeeep. Beep! Beeeeeep! 
—… in your bodies! What the fuck? Seriously, what is it? Hey! Hey!! Some of you guys are really eager… Well, forget it. Anyway, that’s not it. Let me share some good news with you. For the past several days, we’ve mobilized our elitist units. It’s been hundreds of years since we’ve had such a large force assembled! Hahaha! Great! Okay, look! I just got a report that the Falling Skies are ready to—
Beep! Beep! Beep! Beep, beep!
—...go. 
Beep, beep! Beep! Beep beep beep.Beep, beep! Beep! Beep!
Dozens.
—Uh…
Hundreds.
—Call…
Thousands.
—Call the elder right now!
The refugees, everyone who had joined our Anti-Magic-Tower Alliance, walked out of the cave through its many exits. 
[The Incarnation of Love and Lust has declared war on the Magic Tower.]
[The Last Sword in the Wilderness has declared war on the Magic Tower.]
[The Lonely Seeker has declared war on the Magic Tower.]
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has declared war on the Magic Tower.]
[The Tear-Bringing Bell of the Dead has declared war on the Magic Tower.]
[The Eternal Plains Warhorse has declared war on the Magic Tower.]
Hunters had been holding their glasses in the open-air tavern. Followers had been walking down the street and bargaining with mat vendors, just like usual. However, they now all raised their swords in rebellion. Our declaration of war began with a look at the devil’s nest that had created an eternity of their own on the fiftieth floor without allowing anyone to glance at them. 
The Guardian laughed.
—So, I have no regrets. I lived the way I wanted to live. I showed it to countless unlucky kids. “Go up! There is no one by your side now, but that is just a coincidence. Raise your middle fingers at those coincidences, and go up higher, just like I did. Up! Higher!”
The Magic Tower’s spokesperson didn’t speak to me any further. All I could hear was him panicking and floundering. 
—Well, if people that I haven’t taken care of yet catch your eye, you can take care of them instead, Kim Gong-Ja.
Creeeeeak!
A howling scream echoed in the distance. It was a screech that refused to be a sound. Iron scraped against iron, and the five spires shook together and raised their claws to tear the dark sky. It felt like my whole body was being torn to shreds.
“It’s the Magic Tower’s Wail,” the Assistant Writer muttered. “It’s been hundreds of years since I heard it.” 
She swallowed hard. “When one of the towers cries, it’s a Sneer, a warning that rings when the power to conquer a city is required. When two of the towers cry, that’s Kick. That’s enough to conquer a floor. When three of the towers cry, it’s to conquer another world. When four towers cry, it means that… multiple worlds are about to be brought to their knees.”
“All five towers rang just now.”
The Assistant Writer nodded. “Yeah. It means ‘We don’t care who you are. Die. We’ll destroy you no matter what.’”
Shadows fell over the five towers. As if someone threw a stone into the sky, ripples spread all the way to the horizon. However, the waves were so black that they swallowed the dark clouds of the fiftieth floor and the few rays of sunlight that had been leaking out. 
Something fell from the upside-down shadow. It was a black meteor shower.
“Okay. There are times when war is called for. My Magic Tower isn’t so stingy that we’ll ignore the crying of hungry rascals. Cry. Cry if you want to. Do whatever you want.”
Each and every falling meteor was a person. Mages, those called Spiders, all clad in black cloaks, poured down. I realized that the shadow covering the sky was a giant summoning circle. The Magic Tower also knew that war was coming and had prepared in advance.
“For you, today may be a day that you’ve been waiting for a thousand years.”
Boom!
The witches landed in the middle of the city.
Thuuuud!
The open-air tavern and the shabby shacks were destroyed. 
Booooom! Booom!
Countless meteors destroyed the streets. Screams echoed, and dust rose from all over the city.
“But for us, this is just another day.”
Tap. 
The black Spiders walked out from beyond the cloud of dust. Some were holding a head in their grip, some were playing with someone else’s severed arm as if it were a baseball bat, smiling. No scream or groan came from beyond the cloud of dust from which the spiders walked out. All I could hear was the faint sound of a building collapsing.
“Death King?”
“Is our prey’s name seriously Death King? The Tower really sucks at naming things.”
“They’ve always been like that.”
“They’ll always be like that.”
The Spiders were far apart from each other. Someone broke down the western gate of the city. Someone else was in the tavern to the north. Another mage stood in front of the statue in the central square. Those who were farthest away were across the city, but they all talked as if they were all huddled together.
“Maybe it’s a cooler title in the original language. Something probably got lost in the Tower’s translation. Who knows, maybe it’s the Harvesting-Scythe of the Underworld, the Dead-Consoling Priest, or anything that sounds miles better than Death King.”
“I think you mean ‘worse.’”
“Thank you. Nice to see you again. It’s been ninety years since I’ve seen you. I’m glad that you’re still full of yourself even after all those years.”
“I do have a reputation for bringing inner peace to those I accompany.”
“I hate to admit it, but let me tell you, Comrade! I missed your bullshit!”
“That’s because you’re an imbecile.”
“I feel like I’m back home now.”
They naturally exchanged Aura Transmissions between themselves. The distance between them didn’t matter as the aura they emitted bounced across the city. My senses could sense the aura exchanged between thousands of Spiders. If I looked down at this sight from the sky…
“... It would resemble a spider web,” I blurted out.
The spider web covering the city froze. I felt a gaze–no, multiple gazes on me. 
“Are you the Death King?” thousands of mages asked. Their lips moved as their aura flowed. It was, so to speak, a violence of numbers. They weren’t particularly hostile or trying to curse me. Just the fact that thousands of Spiders spoke together at the same time made my mind shake for a moment.
Okay, so these are the people that the Guardian dealt with. They’re the rulers of this city.
My heart pumped boiling blood into my head. I held the hilt of the sword, which vibrated. Shiny, the Goddess of Protection, Hwia…  When a butterfly threw itself into a spider’s web, only its wingbeats could determine whether it had just committed suicide or not.
I smiled. “You have a good eye. I am Death King, the Sword Emperor’s heir.”
Thousands of Spiders charged at me.

1. 마법(magic/魔法) has the same hanja as 마(demonic/魔) ☜


2. Red, blue, gree ☜


3. Gong-Ja is thinking about the connection between 마법(magic/魔法) and 마(demonic/魔) since he’s Korean. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 303: The Gray Spider (2)

    
      Blood spurted out.
    

    
      The Gray Spider looked down at the corpse indifferently. When she raised her head and looked around, she saw someone particularly delicate shaking like an aspen tree. It was funny.
    

    
      The Gray Spider smiled. “Are you trembling?”
    

    
      “
      
        Hic, ah… Eek…
      
      ”
    

    
      “Why are you trembling?”
    

    
      The Gray Spider waved her hand. As if caught by an invisible hand, the person was instantly pulled right in front of her.
    

    
      “
      
        Hieeeeeek!
      
      ”
    

    
      “You said you’re a god. A god shouldn’t tremble. If you tremble, you look like a human, not a god. The species that served you as gods would be disappointed if they saw you now.” The Gray Spider tilted her head slightly left. “
      
        Ah
      
      , I guess they can’t be too disappointed since they’re all dead.”
    

    
      “P-please spare me! Don’t kill me! Spare me!”
    

    
      “Yeah, I like that. Some words never get old, no matter how many times you hear them. Like when someone begs to be spared at the end of their life. You can hear every word I say right now, correct? You’re probably concentrating with all your might on what I’m saying, wondering if I’ll spare or kill you.” The Gray Spider tilted her head to the right this time. “You could have done that earlier.”
    

    
      Blood spurted out.
    

    
      “
      
        Aaaah!!!!
      
      ”
    

    
      “Hey. I heard from your colleague that there’s another world where your gods live. Maybe I should call that place heaven. I want to go there to play. Can you tell me how to get there secretly?”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah, ugh, argh!
      
       
      
        Aaaah
      
      , spare me. Please don’t kill me…!”
    

    
      The Gray Spider tapped the tip of the person’s nose she had in front of her. “Don’t cry. I already told you a way out.”
    

    
      The person was at a loss for a moment. 
    

    
      “Come on.”
    

    
      “Send… Send me back…”
    

    
      A pool of pure white light enveloped the person. 
    

    
      The Gray Spider smiled. “So that’s how it works?”
    

    
      That day, a Tower burned down. The massacre was easy. The gods had left their expedition to a small number of warriors. Except for a few of them, they couldn’t use auras and weren’t skilled in magic. Boring. It spoiled the Gray Spider’s fun. Destroying the five species that the gods ruled had been more difficult than this.
    

    
      She heard footsteps behind her, so she turned around. A blond-haired girl was staring at the Gray Spider, her hands clasped behind her. The girl said, “This is unprecedented. The subjugated species rebelled and destroyed the ruling species.”
    

    
      “Who are you?” the Gray Spider asked. 
    

    
      “I’m the Mirage-Walking Princess. Just call me Princess.”
    

    
      “I didn’t ask for your name.”
    

    
      “Well, I’m kind of like a guide for those people.” 
    

    
      The princess raised her finger and pointed down the mountain. The city was burning like a kiln. A magic wall of earth surrounded the city’s outskirts, and within the wall, all life burnt.
    

    
      “But they all died or will soon meet a worse fate. Well, I guess there’s nothing that can be done about it.” The princess smiled brightly. “Congratulations! From now on, your species is the ruler of this Tower! This is an unexpected situation, but it’s not like you broke the rules, either. Your species participated fairly on the fortieth floor’s stage. Now that you’re the only surviving species, you’re qualified to go up to the fiftieth floor.”
    

    
      The Gray Spider was silent. It wasn’t that she was panicking. Too much information was coming in at once, and it took some time to process it. By combining the information she had obtained while slaughtering the gods and what the princess had just mentioned, the Gray Spider was able to uncover the truth without difficulty. 
    

    
      However, there was one question that she couldn’t figure out on her own, so she asked, “Besides us, are there any other species that serve the gods?”
    

    
      “Yeah.”
    

    
      “Those who climb the floors, do they all go to the fiftieth floor like this? Make the others serve them as gods and treat them as lesser beings?”
    

    
      “It doesn’t have to be that way, but they all do.”
    

    
      “So, all the people who reached the fiftieth floor were treated as gods?”
    

    
      “Yeah, at least for now.”
    

    
      A smile appeared on the Gray Spider’s lips. “Thank you.”
    

    
      “Why?”
    

    
      “I got a reason not to die just now.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The Spiders and I knew we were each other’s formidable enemies the moment our eyes met.
    

    
      
        “All of you, even though it’s been decades since we last worked together, don’t tell me that you’ve rusted so much that you can’t kill a single kid who recently came up to the fiftieth floor.”
      
    

    
      
        “I’m too old to fight just on intuition. Let’s all switch to Aura Telepathy and exchange tactics.”
      
    

    
      
        “I’m sorry, but that won’t work.”
      
    

    
      
        “Why?”
      
    

    
      
        “That guy, the Death King dude, is listening to our conversation right now.”
      
    

    
      The Spiders chattered as they charged forward. They were all using their auras to communicate quickly. Before their pitch-black cloaks could flutter even once, the Spiders had exchanged countless thoughts.
    

    
      To the north of the city, I sensed dozens of Spiders casting spells. A group in the east had jumped over the wall. Perhaps they were using a stealth spell to circle and ambush me from behind.
    

    
      
        “Really? That means he’s not a complete beginner. I sped up the transmission just now.”
      
    

    
      
        “Speed it up even more. That kid is following us with his eyes.”
      
    

    
      
        “More?”
      
    

    
      
        “More.”
      
    

    
      
        “Stop.”
      
    

    
      
        “How about now? If I compress Aura Transmission even more, there will be some among us who can’t hear.”
      
    

    
      
        “It’s no use. He’s still listening to us,” 
      
      one of the Spiders muttered coldly. 
    

    
      It seemed that this particular Spider had temporarily assumed command. If not as a commander, then at least as a sentry.
    

    
      
        “And he’s doing it with ease. He’s using aura more quickly than us.”
      
    

    
      
        “Ugh, that’s ridiculous!”
      
    

    
      
        “He’s not doing anything except just… standing there. Are you sure he’s not just pretending to listen?”
      
    

    
      
        “No. He’s standing still…”
      
    

    
      I smiled.
    

    
      
        Got you. 
      
    

    
      
        “I transfer the command to the Bonethorn Marchioness!” 
      
      the sentry Spider shouted. 
    

    
      I abandoned a piece of my memories, unleashed my aura, and fired it toward the direction where her voice came from.
    

    
      
        Boooooooom!
      
    

    
      The location where she had been hiding was cut down. It was a shabby, three-story apartment balcony that no one would have noticed. I could distinctly sense the Spiders holding their breath.
    

    
      
        “Attention. I’m the Bonethorn Marchioness,” 
      
      a different Spider announced in a dry tone, very clearly suppressing her rage against me. 
      
        “I’m the one in command now. I’ll prohibit any Spiders below the rank of viscount to use Aura Transmission.”
      
    

    
      
        “Fuck. You’re crazy.”
      
    

    
      
        “Agreed.”
      
    

    
      
        “Did he just kill Serena in one blow?”
      
    

    
      
        “She’s not dead. Though I don’t know if that is good news or not.”
      
    

    
      
        “Oh, please. Don’t tell me he’s going easy on us. I suddenly don’t feel like fighting anymore.”
      
    

    
      
        “Phase the communication.”
      
    

    
      
        “You idiots! Phase Aura Transmission into two stages! It doesn’t matter if only a viscount or higher can understand it, so speed it up! Each captain can relay the orders to their unit afterward!”
      
    

    
      
        “Ready.”
      
    

    
      
        “I’ll take that order. Falling Skys, get ready for bombing.”
      
    

    
      
        “Speed it up! More! More!”
      
    

    
      
        “He’s no joke! Brace yourselves!”
      
    

    
      
        “Wait a minute. Everyone, hold on. The blow just now was that of the Constellation Murderer’s—”
      
    

    
      
        Found you. 
      
    

    
      The first sentry had handed over command to a Spider that was the furthest away from me, probably because she thought they would be able to hold out a little longer that way. However, that was exactly why it was easy to read their move. I immediately focused my attention on the northern part of the city after taking down the sentry. 
    

    
      A dry voice had come from nearby and pretended to be the commander, prohibiting the usage of Aura Transmission or telling people to get ready for bombing. It was a feint. The voice didn’t belong to the Bonethorn Marchioness. 
    

    
      Well, maybe she was actually the Bonethorn Marchioness, but she wasn’t the commander-in-chief. The true commander was the one who had been giving short, concise instructions like “Agreed,” “Phase the communication,” and “Ready.”
    

    
      It was a pretty elaborate feint, probably something they had agreed on before the battle began, though I wasn’t fooled. 
    

    
      
        “Warning!”
      
    

    
      I swung my arm, firing my charged aura strike. This attack was stronger than the previous one. The sword strike tore through the sky and the city’s north wall, cutting down a short Spider who had been lying in wait within the walls. Just before she was rendered incapacitated, she chose to shout for her comrades, instead of trying to retreat with a sliver of hope.
    

    
      
        “The target is at the level of the Constellation Murderer! Warning! The target—”
      
    

    
      The voice then stopped, enveloping the Spider Web in silence. Some gritted their teeth. Others clicked their tongues or spat. However, no one uttered a word. Not a single person. Thousands of elite Spiders fell silent, as if they had never chattered to distract me in the first place. 
    

    
      The fight continued.
    

    
      “Good choice. Even if you have a commander, they’ll just get sniped, so it would be better for you guys to attack me separately. Well, that makes the strategy of gathering thousands of people together lose its meaning. Anyhow, it’s not entirely accurate to say that I’m at the Constellation Murderer’s level.”
    

    
      A bombardment of magic from the Spiders to the north struck me. I watched the blue magic cannon beams falling and dodged them with precise steps.
    

    
      
        Boom! Boooooom!
      
    

    
      “I’m stronger than him.”
    

    
      The attack unit that had been circling the outskirts of the city was now behind me. The group had a total of twenty-four people. It seemed like they were a unit specializing in assassination. They swung their swords, their lower faces covered with masks. Although it didn’t reach the level of formula art, the formation was remarkably close to perfection.
    

    
      I swung the holy sword in homage to them. “What a pity. If I was at the same level before I got to the fortieth floor, this would have killed me.”
    

    
      
        The Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        First Form:
      
    

    
      
        Starvation Death.
      
    

    
      The surroundings became chaotic in an instant as ghostly hands rose from my shadow. They grabbed the Spiders by their wrists, ankles, and necks and threw them to the ground, muffling their breaths. 
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh!
      
      ”
    

    
      “I’ve heard a lot about you guys,” I said.
    

    
      The shadow hands didn’t stop there. Hundreds of them spread in all directions, climbing up the outer walls of the building and seeping into the cracks of the windows.
    

    
      “
      
        Ah.
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh?
      
      ”
    

    
      
        “This is ridicul—”
      
    

    
      The Spiders that had been lying low inside the buildings were knocked out one by one. Everything was on fire.
    

    
      “Witches,” I said. “In any world, there is a shared stage that has to be cleared to reach the fiftieth floor. There, Hunters have to become gods and rule over their own species. You, witches, were a species that originated from the fortieth-floor world. In short, Hunters ruled over you.”
    

    
      A Spider in the radius of my Demonic Heaven repelled the hands that had extended from the shadows five times; she was strong. 
    

    
      She shouted, 
      
        “We were wrong! We misjudged! He didn’t involve the Constellations because he needed their power to defeat us! It’s the other way around. He wanted to lure all of us together, and then, damn it! Then we’d limit our attack range because we’re worried about each other getting hurt!”
      
    

    
      “But the Hunters who ruled you made a mistake.”
    

    
      
        Thump. 
      
    

    
      Her fifth counterattack didn’t lead to a sixth. One of the shadow hands struck the back of her neck and pressed her acupoint, making the Spider fall into a deep sleep. 
    

    
      
        “Fuck! Does staying silent even do anything?”
      
    

    
      “Their mistake is that they chose to sacrifice your species. Treat the other five species with care, but turn the witches into scapegoats. They’ll be the ones to receive people’s wrath and condemnation for the gods.”
    

    
      
        “She’s right! We’ll get attacked even if we stay quiet!”
      
    

    
      
        “Outnumber him!”
      
    

    
      “That may have been a good strategy, but they didn’t consider the possibility that you would grow so strong that you could wipe out the five species and even the Hunters themselves, who were revered as gods.”
    

    
      
        “He’s a monster…”
      
    

    
      
        “Bomb! Bomb!! Bomb him first and then charge!”
      
    

    
      
        “Falling Skies
      
      
        
          !
        
      
      
        ”
      
    

    
      The web trembled. The Spiders uttered a sentence as I muttered five. We were both on an accelerated time flow, but there was an unbridgeable gap between us.
    

    
      
        “Wipe out that crazy bastard!”
      
    

    
      It turned out that the Falling Skies were the witches who fell from the sky. They fell with special magic wrapped all over their bodies. I couldn’t tell whether this was a suicide attack or not, so I decided to deal with them first.
    

    
      
        “What—”
      
    

    
      I kicked the ground and jumped straight into the air. My eyes met those of the Falling Skies. They were right in front of me, close enough for me to see their trembling eyebrows. I knocked out the first Spider by touching her forehead.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        Third Form: 
      
    

    
      
        Drowning Death. 
      
    

    
      There were a total of seven people in the Falling Sky unit, and I swallowed them all with the torrent of my aura. It was their mistake to lose their cool for even a second at the sight of their leader being knocked out. All the unit members lost consciousness and fell helplessly to the ground.
    

    
      I was the one who made it to the ground first to catch the Falling Skies one by one and place them gently on the ground. They were already unconscious and groaned, as if they were suffering from a nightmare. 
    

    
      “You always have to consider all possibilities, even the possibility that someone you thought was nothing might be stronger than you.” I brushed the dust off my hands. “Isn’t that right, guys? We all make the same mistakes. We all live, make mistakes, and learn from one another. If possible, we try to correct our shortcomings. I think that’s how life should be. I’m sure we can help each other.”
    

    
      Aura fire came from hundreds of directions, moving like waving hands. 
    

    
      Someone muttered, “Death King… is the Great Demon King…”
    

    
      “That’s a fabricated rumor, you know,” I said with an awkward smile. 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 304: The Gray Spider (3)
The Spiders froze when they saw my smile. I had met many people who lived long lives. In the Tower, it was possible to overcome a human’s natural lifespan. Some people lived for over a hundred years, and even Constellations like Hamustra had been wandering for tens of thousands of years. Meeting them made me realize one thing—fear was a part of life.
“It’ll never end like this,” I announced with a bright smile. “If you won’t make a move, then I will.”
My feet were faster than my words as I ran. In the next moment, a Spider hiding in the building debris let out a short, sharp cry. The freckled witch and I locked eyes, standing just inches apart. With a reassuring smile, I pressed on her pressure point.
“Ah...” 
“No matter how eternal it feels, a thousand years isn’t eternity,” I hummed. My words carried no meaning. “Just like it takes ten days for the red flowers to wither, the arrival of the Magic Tower’s autumn needed a thousand years.”
All the Spiders scattered throughout the city were listening to every word that was coming out of my mouth. They would desperately try to find meaning in my words, and that was enough for me. If I could confuse them even a little, I would gladly pretend to recite riddles leisurely.
“Ah, I should have worn a black robe. This is the historic moment when the Great Demonic Path destroys the Magic Tower’s thousand-year history. Yet I failed to consider my attire at the moment. Well, it’s just a minor detail. My teacher will surely laugh it off.”
“Retreat!” one of the colonel Spiders screamed. “Retreat! Retreat! Thirty-Third Battalion, hold that monster back, even if it’s just for a moment!”
“Retreat? Where the hell are we supposed to go?”
“Assemble at headquarters! This fight is hopeless! We need the elder’s intervention.”
Objectively speaking, the Magic Tower still held the upper hand. The enemies I had defeated so far numbered just over a hundred. However, I had been targeting and eliminating only the commanding officers. 
The enemy’s commanding system collapsed. The Spiders, who relied entirely on Aura Transmission for communication, lost their means of fighting me when their wide-area communication network, the Spider Web, was torn apart. Every witch was on their own. 
[The Constellations’ quests are in progress.]
[The Eternal Plains Warhorse has ordered his followers to march!]
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has revealed the enemies’ retreat routes.]
[The Tear-Bringing Bell of the Dead has posted the identities of those who lost their lives in the past rebellions across the city.]
[The Incarnation of Love and Lust has exposed the identities of Spiders of the viscount rank or higher.]
As soon as the Constellations judged that the Grand Campaign was making progress, they immediately granted their followers appropriate rewards and motivation. The Constellation couldn’t encourage their followers up until now because they had no intention of resisting the Tower. 
In the end, it wasn’t the Constellations in the night sky that cleared the quests, but the humans on the ground. The Constellations could only respond when their followers moved forward. Thus, a counterattack began throughout the city. 
“Hahahaha! This is awesome! I apologize for treating you like a child, Death King! I don’t even remember how long it has been since I used Aura Transmission to my heart’s content! Great, great, great!” 
“This is excellent! I am the apostle that serves the Whip of the Self-Tormentors, the Constellation you Spider bastards buried in your fourth headquarters! My title is Berserker!” the Hunter who had been plotting the uprising with me in the underground cave roared.
“Give me back my Constellation, you shits!”
“Sword Emperor, Sword Emperor…  Wow, I heard that name a lot, but I never expected to come this far… I was honestly skeptical, but… yeah. This may be our last chance. Everyone, as the apostle of the Incarnation of Love and Lust, I command you. Even if fighting isn’t your specialty, please rise and fight back even if it means you’re going to die here.”
“Impressive.”
The tables were turned. The Spider Web, the barrier that had enveloped the Monopoly City, was dismantled entirely. The voices that had been suppressed until now, the agents of countless Constellations, took control of the city. From the north, west, south, and east, from the open-air tavern and other taverns lined up along the streets, blue, red, yellow, and white aura rippled out like waves, overlapping with one another and shaking the city sky.
“I guess today is the last day we hide underground and whisper in each other’s ears.”
Swish!
Something resembling fireworks shot into the sky. It was a single strike that contained compressed aura. The strike wasn’t an assassination attempt targeting commanding officers like me. In fact, it wasn’t aimed at anyone in the first place. 
The fireworks were aimed at the sky, splitting the dark clouds in two. The strike was so weak that it was embarrassing compared to what the Constellation Murderer could do.
However, the value of a sword wasn’t determined by how tightly the hilt was held, but by its target. In that sense, the fireworks that the apostle of the Eternal Plains Warhorses shot were undoubtedly precious. Light shone through the split clouds’ gaps.
Shouts erupted throughout the city.
“Let’s go, Horsemen. Follow the Death King, the Sword Emperor’s heir.”
“You vermin!” a Spider raged at the apostle. “We retreated because of him, not because we were afraid of you! Who do you think you are, talking to us like that? You motherfuckers. Have we gone too easy on—”
Ah, there she is. 
I swung my sword and threw an aura strike. 
“What?” the Spider yelped. Along with the sound of buildings collapsing, I heard the Spider jumping up and down in fury. She yelled, “Hey, you brat! Where are your manners? Why would you hit me while I was talking? What? You just wiped out my entire squad with that? I can’t believe it. Damn it, are you really the Sword Emperor’s heir? Why the heck won’t you stop smiling? You look so full of yourself, just like the Sword Emperor. Fuck!”
I launched another aura strike.
“Fucking hell!”
With that final curse, her voice was cut off. The colonel, who had let her guard down because she thought she couldn’t be hit just by using Aura Transmission, had already disappeared. The brave warrior had known that she was going to get struck down, but couldn’t go down before saying something about it. Well, now she was gone.   
There was only one person left.
“Yeah, I’m used to it.”
The only one left was strong enough to let her guard down, held onto the rank that she couldn’t easily let go of, and had the madness not to forget cursing others until the very end.
“This fuckery is familiar. You look different, but this fuckery reminds me of that bastard. Honestly, I’m surprised. Even though you take a completely different approach, you’re so full of yourself, just like him.”
Without hesitation, I fired another aura strike in the direction where the voice came from. 
Booom!
For the first time today, my attack was nullified in midair. From far away, where the apostle’s fireworks split the clouds, her fingers stretched out in a ray of sunlight.
“I have a question. Where did you learn this kind of fuckery?”
A woman with an expressionless face, which was still mostly hidden in the shadows, looked down at the ground. The brim of her hat was long and wide, leaving no gaps for the sunlight to penetrate.
“If there’s a specialized hospital that gets rid of people’s bullshit, tell me. In my opinion, that’s the root of all evil. No matter how many times I step on you people, cockroaches keep crawling out. There must be an academy somewhere that breeds you all.”
The elder, the supreme witch, the liberator of Niglus—Kukulu’ the one who annihilated the five species, the master of the abandoned gray, the godslayer, the witch who drove stakes into the six Constellations, the greatest Spider, the master of all Spiders was a Hunter with so many titles and nicknames that counting them was meaningless. Alongside the already deceased Sword Emperor and the basically deceased Constellation Murderer, she was a human being that even the Constellations admired.
I smiled. It didn’t matter how many names she had. From the moment I first met her, when I had heard about the past from the Guardian, I had already decided what to call her.
“Nice to meet you, Lady Gray Spider. I am the Death King.”
A short sneer escaped her mouth. “Death King? That makes you the ruler of the underworld, I guess. Then you should just fall into hell and play king there, kid. Why did you bother crawling out of those depths and causing trouble here?”
“Ah, it turns out this place is also hell, so I didn’t need to go all the way to the underworld.”
“You don’t know how to shut your mouth, do you?”
“I have a lot of uses for my mouth. I still gotta eat and all, so I can’t exactly keep my mouth shut all the time.” 
The elder seemed to be momentarily speechless. 
I shook my holy sword and smiled. “I’m just messing with you. To lighten the mood, you know?”
The elder opened and closed her mouth a couple of times before she glared at me with contempt. She then suddenly seemed to realize something. That was quite a variety of expressions. Grabbing her staff with one hand, she pressed her forehead with the other and murmured, “You’re a real wacko. Fuck.”
My biggest question and mystery was that everyone I met seemed to think that “wacko” was the most appropriate word to describe me. It was as if it were the only word in the entire universe. It was a mysterious mystery. Mr. Lee was everyone’s captain and friend[1].
“Please understand. I’m the Sword Emperor’s heir, aren’t I? I’m just trying to follow his example, so I seem like a wacko because I’m method acting. I’m not usually this bad.”
“You’re not that bastard’s heir.”
Huh?
“I saw your sword arts. You’re skilled at using aura, but you’re different from the Sword Emperor. I can sense malice in you. Yes, you have malice in your heart.”
The elder looked around the room.
Aha. 
The Constellations were encouraging their followers with their quests. However, those quests were based on the premise that I was the Sword Emperor’s heir. If it turned out that I had no connection to the Sword Emperor, then the Incarnation of Love and Lust’s quest would have to be suspended immediately. That was why the elder made sure to speak in a way that everyone could hear. That was a critical hit.
She’s smart.
The elder clicked her tongue. “You swordsmen call yourselves the followers of the Righteous Path or the Demonic Path, yes? Even though I have no interest in the sword, I can tell the difference, Death King. You foolish child, you walk the Demonic Path. The very heart of your sword arts is completely opposite to his, so how can you be his heir? Pfft.”
I could feel the followers falling silent. They stopped in their tracks or continued fighting, but they all listened intently to the conversation between the elder and me. The Constellations weren’t any different. 
[The Incarnation of Love and Lust is at a loss.]
“The Sword Emperor is dead.”
Her chuckle filled the air. When the elder laughed, the tail of the broom she was riding on shook slightly, as if mocking the unsettled Constellations. 
“Let’s say that bastard left behind a secret manual of his skills and trained an heir. Yeah, there might be a disciple of that guy somewhere! But you, Death King, aren’t his disciple.”
I’ll wait a little longer. 
“You say you have inherited the Sword Emperor’s will, so you’re his heir, yes? What is that bastard’s will anyway? Do you think it was his will to rebel against my Magic Tower? Ha. If that’s the case, then all of you, tens of thousands of you, are his heirs!”
Just a little longer.
“You worthless vermin. Constellations are always like this. Ah, there’s not a single decent one among those who claim to be gods. Even though they know something is not true or impossible, they still try to push forward with their campaigns, bringing in some nobody rascal and making a fuss about the Sword Emperor’s return or whatever—”
Yeah. Now’s the time.
“Hello, idiots! You should air out your rooms every now and then. If you stay in your rooms all day and night, it messes with your brains, you guys,” I said. 
The elder froze.
“Well, I’m feeling generous today! So I’ll remodel your place for free today! I’m supposed to laugh next, but even though I’m a master of method acting, I can’t laugh like that. I have to maintain some level of dignity, right?”
I could feel her gaze on me. When our eyes really met, the only thing that mattered was sizing each other up. Time stopped. Nothing else mattered.
Just a moment ago, the elder was focused on tearing me and the others down. Using speeches, provocation, and schemes, she was prepared to find our weakest points and tear us apart. She just wanted to buy some time for the retreating Spiders and make the followers doubt their Constellation, ultimately leading to victory in the battle. None of that mattered anymore.
Among the countless names she had, I mentioned the nickname that only the Sword Emperor had called her by, making sure to mimic the Sword Emperor’s expression, way of speaking, and smile.
“Hey, Gray. You still live like this? How come you haven’t changed even after a hundred or a thousand years? I think this is a sign of disease at this point. A disease, I’m telling you. You’re basically challenging the world. You think that if you change, you’ll lose to the world, right? From now on, I’ll call this sickness Gray Disease. Consider it an honor.”
“You,” the elder said. “You...”
“Hehe. It’s a joke. How about that? Was that funny this time?”
A huge flow of mana swirled around the clouds above the city. Even the Spiders retreating to the Magic Tower flinched and looked back, gazing up at the sky. The five towers shook, causing an earthquake throughout the city. I saw many things, but none of them mattered.
“Okay. That look in your eyes is what I wanted to see.”
The moment I raised the holy sword, the swirling mana in the sky rushed toward me.

1. So this part is supposed to be nonsense. Doesn't mean anything. It's a wordplay using the similar pronunciation of words. The captain part is from a Korean literature novel called Captain Lee(꺼삐딴 리). ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 305: The Reunion (1)

    
      She had never felt a cool breeze before, but she did meet a hot breeze one day. The hot wind blew from behind.
    

    
      “Hey. I’ve heard your name a lot. You’re the Gray Spider, right? That’s an awfully long name. I’ll just call you Gray. How is it? Doesn’t it sound friendly? But why is it so stuffy here? Are there no windows? Where’s the ventilation? Do people really live here?”
    

    
      The Gray Spider sighed and turned around. The man was red and fiery. Though it was fall and the leaves were turning red, his hair and eyes looked more like the sun than autumn leaves. The corners of his mouth were always slightly curled up, revealing his shiny, white teeth. 
    

    
      Everything about him glowed like summer. It was as if he had been born in the wrong season. The word “sword” was scribbled on his sleeveless martial arts uniform. When the spider used magic to see behind him, she saw the word “emperor” written on the back.
    

    
      “Fuck, you’re a real wacko,” she grumbled. 
    

    
      The man, who was as hot as summer, clearly went mental from his own scorching heat. Even his sweat felt hot. It wasn’t the kind of smelly sweat that stuck to the skin for a long time, but the kind that had poured down during intense exercise. 
    

    
      His blood vessels and meridians seemed to constantly flow with aura, leaving no room for waste to accumulate. This made his sweat as clean as a newborn’s. The droplets of perspiration on his skin were clearer than a baby’s, like dewdrops on a sun-ripened apple. 
    

    
      The only thing that she could sense from his sweat was the heat that reminded her of the scorching wind. His well-defined muscles glistened in the sunlight from the dewdrops. If the sun had a face, it would probably be smiling and shining brightly and unabashedly. Everything about him denied death.
    

    
      The Sword Emperor smirked. “Why? Are you jealous?” 
    

    
      “I won’t ask how you easily managed to visit the top floor of the headquarters and enter the secret laboratory that only I can access. First, it would be a waste of my time. Second, it would only give you the chance to brag.”
    

    
      The Sword Emperor tousled her hair. “My Gray is such a smart girl.” 
    

    
      “And I won’t fight either. Why? Because if we fight here, my precious research tools will fly everywhere. Sword Emperor, I’m trying my best to maintain my composure, so for the sake of your life and my peace of mind, please stop provoking me. Otherwise, I’ll kill you, you motherfucker.”
    

    
      “What? You’re saner than I thought.” The Sword Emperor plopped down on the sofa. She had coincidentally discovered the sofa while destroying a kingdom six hundred years ago. The incredible treasure hugged her bottom perfectly with its soft cushions. It was also the Gray Spider’s favorite spot to sit and rest when she grew tired of researching.
    

    
      The Sword Emperor said, “Wow. Hey, this sofa is super soft! What is this material? It’s amazing!”
    

    
      The sofa was also a magical, intelligent item.
    

    
      “Aaaaaaah?!”
    

    
      The Gray Spider sighed. “Get to the point before I rip your mouth open and use it as a scarf.” 
    

    
      “This sofa opened its mouth and bit my beautiful ass!”
    

    
      “I know you’re a legendary Hunter, Sword Emperor. You’ve only been on the fiftieth floor for half a month, yet the streets are already buzzing about your achievements.”
    

    
      “My ass! My ass! Aaaaah! My cute little ass!”
    

    
      “My Magic Tower has been keeping an eye on you, too. Though I didn’t expect you to come looking for us first. So, what’s your business here? Are you here to cooperate with us and get to the fifty-first floor? Or do you want to take us on?”
    

    
      “My ass is being torn apaaaaaaaart!”
    

    
      “Ah, fuck.” 
    

    
      The Gray Spider struck the sofa with her staff. Only then did the sofa release the Sword Emperor and close its mouth.
    

    
      “Hah, heh, hu... Hah, heh, hu... I almost died.”
    

    
      “Just tell me what you’re going to do.”
    

    
      “Nothing. I just came to see you. You’ve been stuck here for over a thousand years, right? I wanted to know what kind of person is at that unprecedented level of homebody.”
    

    
      “So?”
    

    
      “You seem more normal than I expected. Ouch, that hurts.” 
    

    
      The Sword Emperor brushed off his bottom.
    

    
      The Gray Spider frowned. “Normal? Who are you calling normal right now?”
    

    
      “I’m talking about you, Gray.”
    

    
      “I’ve heard a lot of things, but it’s been a while since someone called me normal.”
    

    
      The Sword Emperor shrugged. “You get angry at things that deserve anger. After getting angry, you take responsibility in your own way. You’re just a normal adult.” 
    

    
      The Gray Spider was speechless for a moment. “You do know that six Constellations are currently staked in the Magic Tower’s basement, serving as mana supplies, right? And are you aware that we’ve also conquered dozens of worlds so far, correct?”
    

    
      “I’m sure you have your reasons. I can tell just by looking into people’s eyes if they are brats taking out their frustration on the world or if they are people who have their own rules and are weaving a web around the world. You’re the latter, Gray. You were hurt in the past, but you’ve overcome it somehow.”
    

    
      “Ha. A bastard I met three minutes ago is pretending to be a sage.”
    

    
      “I don’t think I’m being presumptuous,” the Sword Emperor said with a grin. “It took you a thousand years to get here, and it also took me a thousand years to meet you. Three minutes is just the result of all these years. A person’s life is ultimately about waiting to meet someone, but if you’re asking if I’m your destiny, I’m sorry. I’m not.”
    

    
      He stood up. “I need to climb the Tower alone.”
    

    
      “What does that mean?”
    

    
      “Countless people in the universe are more unfortunate than me, but even they can go higher when they choose to. I’ve decided to climb the Tower alone to prove that.”
    

    
      The Gray Spider sneered. “What a noble sacrifice.”
    

    
      “Yes, it’s noble.” The Sword Emperor bowed. “I’m sorry. I have to do what I want to do, no matter what. I’ll devote my entire life to leaving my sword stroke in this world. I don’t have time to worry about you. I’ll fulfill my mission, even if it means becoming a ghost.”
    

    
      A strange emotion overwhelmed the Gray Spider. She could sense that the man in front of her was genuinely apologizing to her. He seemed to know exactly what he had to apologize for and what she had to forgive him for. 
    

    
      It had only been five minutes since they met, yet the Gray Spider felt the man’s footprints had already been imprinted on her desert-like heart. It would take a lot of wind to blow away the traces he would leave behind.
    

    
      “You’re merely living longer than others. That makes your clock a little bigger, so it takes more time for the second hand to catch up with the hour hand. Be patient and continue living. Better days will come.”
    

    
      “You...” the Gray Spider murmured. “You’re incredibly irresponsible, aren’t you?”
    

    
      He laughed. “I’ll climb to the fifty-first floor tomorrow.”
    

    
      “I never gave you permission.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry. I plan to give you a free remodeling and get paid for it.”
    

    
      “Do you think it’s that simple?”
    

    
      “If you’re annoyed or don’t like it, come after me. I have no friends or a lover. Being followed by a stalker while being unaware of it is my fate as a celebrity. Follow me, and engrave the sight of me reaching the hundredth floor in your memory. Believe in me, Gray! You can be the second Hunter to clear the hundredth floor!”
    

    
      The Sword Emperor’s smile shone like the sun. It was hotter than the desert. 
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Constellation: Eternal Plains Warhorse. 
    

    
      Goal: Defeat the Magic Tower on the fiftieth floor.  
    

    
      Quest progress: Started. 
    

    
       
    

    
      Constellation: Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye.
    

    
      Goal: Reveal and expose all facilities and terrain inside the Magic Tower. 
    

    
      Quest progress: Started.
    

    
       
    

    
      Constellation: Tear-Bringing Bell of the Dead.
    

    
      Goal: Engrave the names of those sacrificed by the Magic Tower over the past one hundred fifty years on their five spires to commemorate them. 
    

    
      Quest progress: Some progress has been made.
    

    
       
    

    
      Constellation: Lonely Seeker
    

    
      Goal: Find each follower’s archenemy of the Magic Tower and defeat them in a duel. 
    

    
      Quest progress: Some progress has been made.
    

    
       
    

    
      Constellation: Incarnation of Love and Lust.
    

    
      Goal: Shake and break the heart of the elder, the Magic Tower’s leader.
    

    
      Quest progress: In progress.
    

    
       
    

    
      A storm of mana swept in.
    

    
      “You bastaaaaaaaaaaaaard!”
    

    
      “Wow, this attack is on a whole different level...” I murmured.
    

    
      “I knew you’d come back alive! Is this reincarnation or possession? Why did you come back alive instead of staying dead?”
    

    
      I quickly unleashed my aura and used the Demonic Heaven Arts, slicing my shadow into hundreds of pieces and using them to attack the elder. 
    

    
      
        Booooom!
      
    

    
      Hundreds of explosions erupted in the sky. Behind the dust, the elder stood unscathed. Enraged, she flew toward me. With each twitch of her fingers, dozens of spells were unleashed, intercepting all of my attacks.
    

    
      
        —Zombie. I’m sorry, but can you repeat what I’m going to say?”
      
    

    
      
        I don’t mind. Go ahead.
      
    

    
      —You don’t seem any stronger than you were one hundred fifty years ago. 
    

    
      I chuckled. “Hey, Gray.”
    

    
      “Die!”
    

    
      “You don’t seem any stronger than you were one hundred fifty years ago. That’s… how should I put it? A bit lame.”
    

    
      “I’ll kill you! Kill you!! I’ll tear your soul to pieces, scatter it across the universe, and cover it in my shit!”
    

    
      How brutal.
    

    
      “You know full well what a person’s heart is like when they’re left behind. But you, Sword Emperor…!”
    

    
      The magic spells of the Magic Tower’s elder were indeed spectacular. Thirty-six spells were fired at me simultaneously. Each spell came from a different direction and at a different speed, mercilessly disrupting my flow of attack. There was no pattern to the incoming strikes, it was more like a bombardment. For the first time since the battle began, I got scratched.
    

    
      “After messing with a person’s heart as you pleased, you also lived and died as you pleased! You asked me to watch you clear the hundredth floor on your own, but you died alone!”
    

    
      
        —Hahahaha!
      
    

    
      “Allowing that man even a single chance was the only mistake of my life!” she yelled. 
    

    
      —Well, the ninety-ninth floor was tougher than I expected. I had no choice!
    

    
      “Turn to ash!”
    

    
      A blade-like mana scratched my calf. Fortunately, my nerves weren’t severed, but I could feel the pain.
    

    
      She screamed, “You bastards are always like this! With all your sweet talk, you convince me that you’re different, that this time will be different. But the result is always failure! Sword Emperor, how are you any different from the other bastards? You’re just a loudmouth!”
    

    
      This was becoming dangerous. I had prided myself on surpassing the Constellation Murderer’s level, yet here I was, losing to the Gray Spider. Was it because I was facing an archwitch for the first time? Or was it because my opponent was maximizing the power of her magic because of her anger?
    

    
      “You are! Just one! Of the countless! Sons of bitches! How dare you make me feel so emotional?”
    

    
      She was strong. Despite using the First Form of the Demonic Heaven Arts, Starvation Death, she nullified it with ease. She seemed to know what hunger felt like.
    

    
      “What makes you so special, you scumbag? What the hell are you trying to do? Conquer the Tower alone and show the humans who are less fortunate than you? Sword Emperor, what did you show everyone?”
    

    
      It was the same when I used the Thirst Death and Drowning Death at the same time. The elder knew well what it meant to be thirsty and unable to breathe, so she quickly saw through my attacks and twisted them to nullify them.
    

    
      “Do you know that, after you died, the Sword Emperor Church was created? Ha! Can there be a more ridiculous masterpiece? A religion! You tried to show a human’s greatness, but people found a god’s greatness! People will never acknowledge someone greater than themselves. They’ll only do so after becoming gods themselves! Sword Emperor, in the end, you’ve just become another stranger in this world.”
    

    
      Freezing Death, Poisoning Death, Illness Death, Bludgeoning Death, Fire Death, even Self-Determination Death—from the Demonic Heaven’s first sky to the ninth, the elder broke through every sky and finally charged toward me.
    

    
      Some of her veins burst, too. Wounded by my sword strikes, blood spurted from her forearm and thigh, but none of the wounds were fatal. Had she lived too long to accept new wounds?  The elder was right in front of me now. Her magic, moving like a spear, crossed paths with my sword.
    

    
      “I’ll ask you again! What reason do I have not to kill you?” she yelled. 
    

    
      
        Badump. 
      
    

    
      My heart ached.
    

    
      
        Demigod Eyes.
      
    

    
      I had met the Tower Master and witnessed her trauma and the screams of everyone in the universe. Since then, this sixth sense had grown within me. It now quietly rose and showed me the past or future of the person I was fighting. This strange phenomenon had no set rules. Like deja vu, it came without warning, and the landscape that pierced my opponent’s heart also pierced mine.
    

    
      
        “Follow me.”
      
    

    
      It wasn’t the voice of the Guardian behind me. Rather, it was the voice of the Sword Emperor that had spoken to the elder, echoing like an auditory hallucination.
    

    
      
        “Be patient and continue living. Engrave the sight of me reaching the hundredth floor in your memories. I’ll complete my goal even if I have to become a ghost. Trust me!”
      
    

    
      The elder’s emotions, overlapping with his voice, reached me as well. As the Sword Emperor had said, the elder had secretly followed him like a fleeting dream in broad daylight. 
    

    
      When the Sword Emperor reached the ninety-ninth floor, the elder waited silently on the ninetieth floor without telling anyone. One week. Six months. Three years.
    

    
      
        “Yeah.”
      
    

    
      Six years had passed by the time the elder stood up. As she turned back, she muttered, “Idiot.”
    

    
      The hallucination ended there.
    

    
      “You idiot!”
    

    
      I seemed to have heard a clang. Was I imagining things? However, the brief moment that had unfolded before my eyes truly shattered like glass. Pushing aside countless glass shards, the elder rushed toward me until her fingers wrapped around my neck.
    

    
      She shouted, “Do you know why I didn’t rebuild the Magic Tower’s sixth spire? Why I left the ruins untouched for over a hundred years? It was to stake your remains to the ground, seal them, and make you the sixth spire’s offering! Pay the price for your defeat, Sword Emperor! Like the other humans and the Constellations, you’re nothing but a failure. I will make sure the whole world knows it! Never again shall humans dare to have vain hope!”
    

    
      Her fingers dug into my neck. The Guardian stood silently behind her, watching. The elder was shouting at the Sword Emperor, unaware that he was right behind her. I squinted one eye as pain dug into my neck, but I kept staring at the Guardian until the very end.
    

    
      The Guardian was calm and expressionless. Seeing his eyes, which showed no regret, remorse, or self-reproach, I realized something. It was as if I had finally found the answer to my question after a long time.
    

    
      “No,” I muttered.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “The Sword Emperor, your rival, didn’t fail.” I raised my left hand and grabbed the elder’s wrist. “Elder, the Sword Emperor never failed.”
    

    
      “What are you saying?”
    

    
      “He told you that he would achieve his goal, even if it meant becoming a ghost.” I looked down into the elder’s eyes. “The Sword Emperor didn’t fail. He just died, so he’s still clearing the ninety-ninth floor. Only now, he’s not doing it as a human, but as a spirit. From the first floor... all over again.”
    

    
      I looked at the Guardian. “Isn’t that right?”
    

    
      The elder remained silent. 
    

    
      
        —Yes, you are right. I am still on the ninety-ninth floor quest, Gong-Ja.
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 306: The Reunion (2)

    
      I thought it was strange.
    

    
      
        —Hey, who are you?
      
    

    
      
        —You can see me?
      
    

    
      At first, I thought I was just lucky. There was an expert who had reached the ninety-ninth floor by my side! The more floors I climbed, the more I realized how incredible the Guardian’s achievements were. The ninety-ninth floor could only be reached by legends among legends. Although the Guardian often took the stance of an observer, I was undoubtedly lucky. But—
    

    
      
        —Huh, that’s strange. This shouldn’t be possible. Where is Gramps Marcus, boy?
      
       
      
        Take me back to Gramps right now!
      
    

    
      That was why it was so strange. How could the Guardian so easily accept the fact that he was now split in two?
    

    
      
        —You copy Skills, not steal them. In other words, Gramps Marcus has another me as his Guardian.
      
    

    
      The unrivaled legend who was considered the greatest of all time boasted about being the strongest in the world, and was so arrogant that he couldn’t tolerate anyone else being stronger than him. Therefore, how could he casually accept the fact that he had been split into two?
    

    
      —
      
        I’m curious to see who will become a better Hunter: you or Gramps.
      
    

    
      Was it just pure curiosity, like the Guardian had said? Was helping others in his nature?
    

    
      
        —Let me help you become as strong as—no, a lot stronger than Gramps Marcus! Let’s conquer the Tower!
      
    

    
      
        No.
      
    

    
      With that in mind, I said, “It doesn’t matter if only one of us reaches the ninety-ninth floor, right? As long as one of us makes it, your goal is achieved. You just have to reach the ninety-ninth floor by any means necessary. That’s why you stuck to the Sword Star and weren’t flustered when you multiplied into two and became stuck with me.”
    

    
      I was mistaken. I wasn’t the lucky one; the Guardian was. 
    

    
      “Because your chances doubled. Mr. Sword Star and I have different personalities. He was the heir to a wealthy family. I’m an orphan. After having achieved everything in his old age, he threw himself into this Tower for one more challenge. I, who achieved nothing in my youth, walked into the Tower. He’s skilled at life, and I’m used to death. We’re as different as we could be.”
    

    
      The Guardian had probably thought that this was perfect.
    

    
      “You ended up possessing two completely different people. As you already know, I’ve been desperately trying to clear the Tower and prove myself. On the other hand, Mr. Sword Star is now in seclusion, training. Two people. Two methods. You can experiment with both possibilities.”
    

    
      Why? Why would he conduct such an experiment?
    

    
      “Your goal isn’t to bring me to the ninety-ninth floor. Well, that’s true in a way, but your final goal is to get either Mr. Sword Star or me to the ninety-ninth floor. That is your goal.”
    

    
      The Guardian crossed his arms. He seemed to be enjoying himself immensely. His hair, redder than the sun, cascaded down his shoulders.
    

    
      
        —He, hehe, haha! Hahahaha! Yes, that’s right! This is why I can’t hate you! Kim Gong-Ja, you know how to measure someone else’s goodwill. No, you have no choice but to measure and make calculations about it. Deep down, you’re convinced that no one would ever do anything for you without a reason.
      
    

    
      I shrugged. “I developed this trait when I was young.” 
    

    
      —
      
        But you make up all kinds of reasons for helping others! Hahaha, it’s fine. I don’t care. It’s actually a little surprising that you managed not to think of my goodwill as free. 
      
    

    
      I couldn’t even imagine how boring that would have been. The Guardian didn’t have his own body, so he couldn’t walk around freely or talk to other people. He only followed around where I went and floated around where I was. If a person decided to endure such a life, there could only be one reason. There was a purpose that person wanted to achieve at any cost.
    

    
      —
      
        Well done, Gong-Ja. Bringing someone to the ninety-ninth floor; that is my quest. But there is one misunderstanding that I feel like I need to clear.
      
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      
        —Just reaching the ninety-ninth floor isn’t enough. If that were the case, I would have persuaded you to accept the Demon King of Autumn Rain’s offer when she tempted you. There’s a very nasty condition…
      
    

    
      “You,” the elder muttered. “What are you saying?”
    

    
      She was still gripping my neck, but not as tightly as before, like when she was trying to kill me. Something a little more important than killing me or eliminating the Guardian had come up.
    

    
      “Who are you talking to right now? Is… the Sword Emperor there?”
    

    
      “Yes, he’s here. I’m not the Sword Emperor’s reincarnation. He’s definitely here, and so am I. He’s standing behind you with his arms crossed. He destroyed your spire, reached the ninety-ninth floor, and came back. Throughout the time, the Sword Emperor has never disappeared and has always been around, carrying out his challenge.”
    

    
      The elder turned around, expressionlessly. 
    

    
      —
      
        Oh, hi. I’m the Sword Emperor with forty percent opacity. If you want to adjust the opacity, please contact the Tower and purchase the DLC. What? You think it’s a scam? Oh, Customer, I can’t help you with that. That’s the trend these days.
      
    

    
      “I can’t see him,” she said. 
    

    
      —
      
        I’m sure you can’t. 
      
    

    
      “I can’t hear him.”
    

    
      —
      
        That sounds about right. 
      
    

    
      The elder bit her lower lip. “I can’t see or hear him. Then what’s the point?”
    

    
      She tightened the grip on my neck. A storm of mana raged. While her right hand grabbed my neck, she cast a spell with her left. The spell created an attraction force similar to summoning magic.
    

    
      
        Boooom! Boooom!
      
    

    
      Buildings shattered. A straight path like a highway suddenly appeared from where the elder stood, leading to the northwest part of the city. Every building in its path was reduced to dust. A Hunter was dragged through the newly created path as if caught in an invisible hand.
    

    
      
        Woooosh!
      
    

    
      The Hunter was dragged through the air at an abnormal speed. His neck landed precisely in the elder’s left hand, as if that had been the intended destination all along.
    

    
      “
      
        Guh, ugh!
      
      ” 
    

    
      In a quiet voice, the elder asked, “You are the apostle of the Tear-Bringing Bell of the Dead. Do it.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh, huh..
      
      . Do what?”
    

    
      “Use necromancy in front of me right now. There should be a ghost nearby. It doesn’t matter if you use 
      
        Dead Soul 
      
      or 
      
        Red Bridge Between Life and the Afterlife
      
      . It doesn’t matter if you beg your fucking Constellation to lend you the necessary authority. Make me able to talk to that damn ghost if you don’t want your head to explode.”
    

    
      “I-I’m activating the Skill…”
    

    
      Dark energy enveloped the area, which undoubtedly included the Guardian. The apostle, who had used the Skill under the elder’s threat, trembled.
    

    
      “No one... There’s no one here. There are no dead here…”
    

    
      —
      
        It’s useless. I’m not a ghost. To be precise, I’m a Skill, so I’m restricted from physically interfering in this world in any way. I can only interfere with the minds of those who have me as a Skill. The elder doesn’t have me now. Though she never did, to be honest.
      
    

    
      “Use other Skills or your Constellation’s divine authority,” the elder pressed the apostle. 
    

    
      The apostle murmured, “Activating the skill...”
    

    
      A burst of light spread out.
    

    
      “Next.”
    

    
      Another burst of light spread out.
    

    
      “Next,” she repeated.
    

    
      Another burst of light spread out. No miracle occurred.
    

    
      The Hunter groaned. “There’s no one here, Elder. No spirit is by your side. Bad blood against you runs deep, but didn’t you use exorcism magic to prevent the dead’s curses in the first place? Who would want to stay by your side, even after death?”
    

    
      “Get lost, you fucker.” 
    

    
      The elder waved her left hand, throwing the Hunter into the outer wall of a building. Without even having the chance to scream, the Hunter collapsed.
    

    
      The elder gritted her teeth, glaring at me with fierce eyes. “I’ll kill you. Make me see that bastard right now.”
    

    
      —
      
        Don’t bother.
      
    

    
      “Or are you lying? Acting? Are you pretending to talk to someone who isn’t even here to deceive me? Don’t make me laugh. I’ll kill you.”
    

    
      —
      
        He won’t stay dead.
      
    

    
      “Do you want to see how many times a human body can be carved out? I’ll start with the surface of your brain, then your muscles, bones, intestines, and nerves. I’ll cut you hundreds of thousands of times.”
    

    
      —
      
        You’ll be the one who loses in the end.
      
    

    
      “You seem calm. Or maybe you’re just pretending to be calm. You’re perhaps thinking I’m joking. Fine. You said your title is Death King, yes? I’ll ask you a question. I can inflict the worst pain you can imagine on you, so answer me wisely. Are you really not afraid of death? Are you?” she asked. Her eyes had been rotting for a thousand years.
    

    
      I looked down at her. “I’m sorry. Threatening me like that won’t work. I won’t change. The Sword Emperor already told me.”
    

    
      
        —You’re talented. It’s actually remarkable.
      
       
      
        Yes, you're gifted in martial arts. Your movements are clumsy, and your physique is mediocre at best. From the looks of it, it’ll take you a very long time to learn how to use aura through ordinary methods. Regardless, you have a very rare gift.
      
    

    
      “I have no fear of death.”
    

    
      To be precise, I had overcome it until now. I would continue to do so. Because he knew that I would.
    

    
      “The Sword Emperor chose me.”
    

    
      I could feel that the grip on my neck was weakening little by little.
    

    
      “The Sword Emperor has never betrayed you, Lady Gray Spider. He has never broken his promise to you, not even once.”
    

    
      “I—” 
    

    
      “You waited six years for the Sword Emperor to clear the ninety-ninth floor. You would have thought that was enough—that it was more than enough—to give up.”
    

    
      “But—”
    

    
      “But it took a little longer than that,” I said.
    

    
      Her voice broke. “I thought you were dead. Of course... Of course, I thought you were dead. No, you were as good as dead. What? What is this? Don’t lie to me. It took you less than several years to reach the ninety-ninth floor. You’re the Sword Emperor! You said you were invincible and would conquer the Tower alone. So, why did it take you so long? Don’t lie to me. Why?”
    

    
      I reached toward the elder’s face. “Unlock the Skill Card.” 
    

    
      Right in front of her eyes, a faint glimmer of light engraved words. 
    

    
      
        
          Sword Constellation
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: A+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: He is from another world and managed to clear the ninety-ninth floor of the Tower in his world. However, he was brought to his knees right on the verge of reaching the Tower’s hundredth floor. Due to his regret, he failed to find eternal peace and became a Guardian instead. He can’t physically influence the world, but he is able to talk to you.  He has abundant experience and is incredibly skilled, so ask him for advice!
      
    

    
      
        ※No one can perceive your Guardian except for you.
      
    

    
      
        ※The Skill has been copied from Hunter Marcus Carlenbery.
      
    

    
      The words were an undeniable fact. Finally, the grip on my neck loosened completely. 
    

    
      “No, this is your failure. Your defeat. Constellation? What’s the point of becoming a Constellation and conquering the tower? That’s a god. You’ve become a god,” she murmured. 
    

    
      Her expression was the next to crumble. 
    

    
      
        —I have never used the power of Constellation. I’ll never use it in the future either.
      
    

    
      Each time I relayed the Guardian’s words, the pillars that had been supporting the Gray Spider for a thousand years collapsed a little.
    

    
      —
      
        I never used Constellation messages. Even when Faith gathered, I discarded it. You can call this an excuse if you want, but I did my best to keep going forward. I wanted to remain human, even if it meant becoming a ghost. It’s a funny story.
      
    

    
      The emptiness in her eyes was gone.
    

    
      
        —Gray, I’m sorry I returned too late.
      
    

    
      Finally, the mocking smile on her face disappeared.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 307: The Reunion (3)

    
      I repeated what the Guardian had said. “He says he’s sorry for returning so late.”
    

    
      The elder’s breathing slowed, even stopped for a moment. She sighed. 
    

    
      I couldn’t see her expression. The brim of her conical hat was wide, and the shadow underneath was deep. Her bangs hid her eyes, so I couldn’t see her gaze. All I could hear was the sound of her mocking laughter as she gritted her teeth. 
    

    
      “
      
        Ha.
      
      ”
    

    
      It sounded like flesh being ground between millstones. Her life was being ground into pieces by her own teeth. All that remained was a trail of mockery, scattered around her.
    

    
      “Even if he apologizes… What’s the point now? It’s ridiculous.” 
    

    
      
        [The quest is in progress.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust nods.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust acknowledges your quest progress.]
      
    

    
      “Don’t you dare say it’s my fault. Even though I’ve lived for over a thousand years, it’s been a hundred and fifty since he disappeared. A hundred and fifty years. That’s way too long. Can you imagine spending one hundred fifty years trying to clear a single floor?”
    

    
      
        [The quest is in progress.]
      
    

    
      “That’s too long, you idiot.”
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust declares quest completion.]
      
    

    
      “That’s too… long.”
    

    
      
        [The quest has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The quest you temporarily joined has ended.]
      
    

    
      
        [All the followers of the Incarnation of Love and Lust who participated in this quest are now eligible to advance to the next floor.]
      
    

    
      Before I knew it, the elder gripped my collar. She was a god-slayer, a witch who had driven stakes into six Constellations, and the master of all Spiders. Despite all these titles, she was still human. 
    

    
      “So… you’re the Sword Emperor’s heir.”
    

    
      
        —Yes.
      
    

    
      “You wouldn’t have chosen just anyone as your heir. Your legendary, traditional sect only allows you to raise one heir. Though I never cared, you always boasted about it.”
    

    
      
        —Of course.
      
    

    
      “If your disciple fails, you probably won’t be able to reach the hundredth floor either.”
    

    
      
        —Unfortunately, that’s very likely.
      
    

    
      Behind the elder, the Guardian stood silently with his arms crossed. The two of them used my words as a precarious bridge to talk to each other.
    

    
      “If you took him as a disciple just because he can use a little aura, I’ll kill him.”
    

    
      
        —Surprisingly, you’re free to do so.
      
    

    
      The elder let go of my collar. After taking a couple of steps back, her bangs swayed, finally revealing her expression. “Grab your sword. A god doesn’t decide who is qualified to go up to the fifty-first floor. The Constellations can go to hell. Quests? Fuck that. Tell them to go fuck themselves.” 
    

    
      The elder stared straight at me and pointed her staff in my direction.  
    

    
      “I’ll test you, Sword Emperor’s heir. If you’re too weak to reach the ninety-ninth floor, then give up now. You would have experienced what it felt like being a god before you arrived here and enjoyed all kinds of luxuries when commanding a species that knew nothing. If that’s the case, then at least kneel before me and show me that you are nothing but a mere human. Admit to your species that you’ve been lying all this time. Even if you don’t have the strength to climb a hundred floors, you can free your people from the oppression of nonsense. I’ll see if you have the qualifications.”
    

    
      I glanced at the Guardian, who showed no reaction.  
    

    
      
        I see.
      
    

    
      I said, “I don’t believe a Constellation is a god. They’re just beings that can do a little more than others. Calling them dragons makes no difference either. Lady Gray Spider, whether it’s the Hunters who once persecuted you or you who now rule them, these two aren’t different to me. But that’s just my opinion.”
    

    
      I took off my scabbard from my belt and let it fall.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection remains silent.]
      
    

    
      The holy sword clattered to the ground. The Goddess of Protection, Hwia, had once led the Constellation Murderer to this world and had been torn apart until I reunited her and helped her regain her full power. She now silently accepted her fall.
    

    
      I took a stance without a sword. Like the Gray Spider, I was also human. “I enjoy fighting about my opponent’s principles. That’s how I can crush them completely.”
    

    
      I clenched my right fist. “Come at me. I’ll destroy you without borrowing a shred of the Constellations’ power.”
    

    
      I gestured with my left hand, beckoning her to come closer. It was a cheap provocation. Seeing this, the elder, who had only ever offered a flesh-tearing sneer, finally burst into a hollow laughter as she took off her hat.
    

    
      “I see. I don’t know much, but I’m certain that the Sword Emperor chose you as his heir for your screwed-up personality.”
    

    
      The black, conical hat fell to the ground.
    

    
      “I use magic because I can kill more people faster. If I were to beat each of them with my fists, it would have taken forever to exterminate the five species and slaughter the gods. I simply chose efficiency.”
    

    
      Her staff, her thick robe, and finally her black hairpin which had been holding her hair shattered in her hand. Her gray hair draped down to the ground.
    

    
      “That doesn’t mean I didn’t learn how to fistfight, you brat. You don’t know this, but I’m a genius of geniuses.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm.
      
       This doesn’t really have anything to do with the current situation, but I can’t help but describe you as full of yourself. That’s how the Sword Emperor is, but, for some reason, seeing you in action reminds me of this particular trait of his. Why is that? Maybe it’s because the two of you are meant for each other.”
    

    
      “Do you have wisdom teeth?” the elder asked. 
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “Do you have wisdom teeth?”
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Good.” The elder bowed and assumed a stance. “When you lose your molars, use your wisdom teeth, you rascal.”
    

    
      She vanished.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The shock came before the sound. My skull shook. A deafening roar echoed inside my head instead of my ears, with the pain emerging only afterward. I finally realized the Gray Spider had struck my right cheek with her fist. She was smiling.
    

    
      “Wow,” I murmured, using my aura to slow down time. “Are you really the Sword Emperor’s girlfriend? Your punch is—”
    

    
      “Tooth number twenty-six, the first maxillary molar,” the Gray Spider muttered.
    

    
      A sharp pain erupted in my left cheek.
    

    
      “Tooth number forty-five. A premolar. 
      
        Uh-oh.
      
       Now what? You already lost two teeth.”
    

    
      Something flashed before my eyes. Looking closely, they were blood-stained teeth. The elder had caught them and deliberately rolled them in her palm, showing them to me.
    

    
      “If two more fall out, all your wisdom teeth will also fall out, you know. 
      
        Oh
      
      , I haven’t asked your age yet. Do you only have baby teeth? When you get older, you’ll get permanent teeth, so take good care of them.”
    

    
      I smiled. “Okay. I’m fine with this kind of stuff.”
    

    
      I stretched out my arm like a snake and grabbed the elder’s wrist. As a feint, I squeezed it hard, as if I was going to twist it. The elder resisted with all her strength to avoid being pulled along, but that was exactly what I wanted her to do. I released my grip, and I shot forward like a rubber band.
    

    
      
        Thump!
      
    

    
      I slammed into her face with my forehead, like a hammer to a nail, feeling a squishy sensation on my forehead. Blood spurted in the air. 
    

    
      “You…son of a bitch…” 
    

    
      It was unfortunate but inevitable. Like me, the elder had been strengthening her entire body with aura. However, when a hard forehead collided with a hard nose, it was obvious which would break first.
    

    
      I extended my fist. “You shouldn’t be bleeding like a child, Elder. That’s undignifying, considering your age.”
    

    
      “I’ll knock all your teeth out and make you an old man!”
    

    
      “Then I’ll rejuvenate you, Elder. See? This proves that I’m nicer than you.”
    

    
      One more tooth flew out of my mouth. My words slurred. When someone lost three teeth, their pronunciation became off, but who cared? It didn’t matter when I used Aura Transmission.
    

    
      
        “Wow, haha! Haha! You’re amazing!”
      
    

    
      “You crazy bastard!”
    

    
      It sounded as if a crunching sound came from my ribs. Some would wonder why I wasn’t sure, even though it was my own body. Before I could check what was broken, I had already shattered the Gray Spider’s shinbone. Thus, we both realized our pain a split second later.
    

    
      
        “Aaaaaaaaah!”
      
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , fucking hell.”
    

    
      I screamed and stomped on the elder’s foot. She cursed and struck my jaw. Up, down, left, right. We struck each other anywhere we could until our screams became one.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is speechless.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker is watching the duel.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse is baffled.]
      
    

    
      
        Thuuuuuud!
      
    

    
      As soon as the messages echoed in my head, the Gray Spider raised her right leg and slammed it into the ground. I didn’t know what kind of magic was used with that kick, but the loud messages of the Constellations disappeared in an instant. 
    

    
      “Get lost!” she yelled. The Gray Spider’s face was covered in blood as she grimaced like a demon. Her roar echoed throughout the city she had been ruling for a thousand years. “This is my fight! I’m not doing this for you, you peeping starheads. If any of you bastards dare to say another word, I’ll chase you to the ends of hell and tear your souls apart! So shut up!”
    

    
      
        “What? That’s cool!”
      
    

    
      “And you shut up too!”
    

    
      My jaw shattered. I wasn’t joking. It genuinely shattered, but I couldn’t stop laughing. I pieced together the shattered bones and severed nerves using my aura, including my ribs and left knee, which had just been shattered, too.
    

    
      Things weren’t faring any better for the elder. Despite her tattered state, the speed of her fists didn’t falter for even a moment.
    

    
      
        “The Sword Emperor hates you!” 
      
      I yelled. 
    

    
      
        —What?
      
    

    
      The Guardian, who had been watching silently, was startled. Regardless, I laughed and threw my fists freely.
    

    
      
        “Actually, he ran all the way to the ninety-ninth floor because he hates you!”
      
    

    
      
        —What the hell are you saying?!
      
    

    
      
        “He says he was sick of being stalked!”
      
    

    
      
        —No! Hey! When did I ever say that?
      
    

    
      
        “He says he felt at ease because he hadn’t seen you for one hundred fifty years!”
      
    

    
      The great thing about provocation was that, even if it was just baseless slander and lies, the person hearing it got angry anyway. Normally, one could just ignore it. However, in such an unusual situation, such as when exchanging punches, or when one had their nose broken, their foot crushed, and their shinbones cracked, things were different. The elder was so angry that she looked like she was about to faint from high blood pressure.
    

    
      “You bastard!” 
    

    
      
        “Oi, oi! You’re putting too much strength into your punches! You’ll tire out before I do! Have you forgotten about the basics of pacing yourself?”
      
    

    
      “Why the hell are you talking like an imbecile?”
    

    
      
        “Apologize to the Viper! He didn’t do anything wrong! Don’t you feel sorry for him? You’re so cold-blooded. I can’t believe it.”
      
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , fuck. Where did a lunatic like you come from?”
    

    
      Good. Her breathing was off. 
    

    
      
        Bam!
      
    

    
      Right at that moment, I struck the elder’s waist from the side with all my strength.
    

    
      The elder’s face contorted. “Shit.” 
    

    
      I burst into laughter. 
      
        “I’m not using the power of a Constellation! That doesn’t mean I can’t babble!”
      
    

    
      “What the hell is your problem?!”
    

    
      
        “This is the power of humans! Human power! I’m showing you a fight filled with humanism, just like you wanted. Is there a problem?”
      
    

    
      “Shit, really, fuck, 
      
        ah
      
      , wow.”
    

    
      
        “Okay. Another opening.”
      
       I struck again. 
      
        “Lady Gray Spider, you’re strong!”
      
    

    
      Seizing the moment when her breathing faltered, I struck the same spot again and again, driving my fist deeper and deeper. The flow of the fight was completely dictated by me now. Blood rushed to my head, and endorphins flowed through my body.
    

    
      
        “It’s just that I’m stronger! Hahahaha!”
      
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh…
      
      ”
    

    
      
        “Why? Because you’re standing before the Sword Emperor! You finally reunited with him after one hundred fifty years, so you can’t possibly embarrass yourself in front of him! ‘I’m superior to you.’ Like that, you want to look cool in front of him! But I have nothing like that! Ah, there’s no way I do!”
      
    

    
      I planted my feet firmly into the ground, then threw an uppercut with every ounce of power I had left.
    

    
      
        “I’ve already shown the Sword Emperor every single stupid thing a person can do! What difference does one more stupid thing make?”
      
    

    
      Time seemed to come to a standstill. The elder had been lunging forward with her fist, ignoring the pain, but she now lost her balance. She glared at me after I struck her jaw, looking like the most wronged person in the universe.
    

    
      “What the hell…. Freaking Sword Emperor Junior…”
    

    
      With a final stagger, the elder collapsed onto the ground where she had spread her Spiderweb
      
        [1]
      
      , fainting. Even as she lost consciousness, she couldn’t close her eyes, still glaring at me, as if the beautiful duel she had imagined was nothing like this. However, standing on two feet and facing the world was greater than glaring at it with one’s eyes. 
    

    
      I stood tall and laughed. 
      
        “I won! I won! I defeated the destroyer of the five species, who is also the master of the abandoned gray species, the god-slayer, and the greatest ruler of the fiftieth floor! I, Death King, have defeated the master of all Spiders!” 
      
    

    
      My declaration echoed throughout the city. There was no answer. The Gray Spider had driven away the Constellations. The ordinary followers and the remaining Spiders were too busy fighting fiercely around the spires to pay any attention. Those who feared that they could get caught up in our battle had fled long ago. Only the Guardian remained, staring at the elder and me with an indescribable look. 
    

    
      
        “Look! Do you see? This is my victory! Your tie, your regret, the one you thought you left behind! I defeated them with these hands! With these two fists! Well, what do you think? Aren’t you proud of me? So proud you can’t help yourself but go mad?”
      
    

    
      For some reason, the Guardian looked incredibly embarrassed.
    

    
      
        —Yeah… Kim Gong-Ja, I feel like I’m going to go mad because of you…
      
    

    
      Of course. I was the ultimate victor.
    

    

    
      1. The raw used the same word as Spider Web, the aura communication array from the previous chapter, but since she just summoned people and shouted in Aura Transmission, we tweaked a bit to differentiate ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 308: Layer (1)

    
      “Mr. Death King, Mr. Gong-Ja, I’m sorry, but please let me say one thing.”
    

    
      “Surprisingly, you have the right to say not just one word, but a thousand words to me, Miss Chemist. That is, assuming the other person is willing to listen. And I’m not bragging, but I’m actually a pretty generous person.”
    

    
      The Chemist examined me for thirty seconds before she said, “Mr. Gong-Ja, you’re screwed. I don’t mean that in a derogatory way. I really mean it. You’re not just screwed but really, really screwed.”
    

    
      “That’s too harsh.”
    

    
      “Then that makes me a pickled radish
      
        [1]
      
      …”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm?
      
      ” 
    

    
      I tilted my head, and the Chemist did too. We shared a moment that transcended human cognitive ability. 
    

    
      As if nothing had happened, the Chemist continued. “How are you even alive in this state? I could write a thesis on your condition right now. Watch this.”
    

    
      “
      
        Gyaaaaaah!
      
      ”
    

    
      “Do you see how easily your arm bends? It can be done very smoothly. Let’s see if it works the other way around.”
    

    
      “
      
        Gyaaaaaaaaaaaaaargh!
      
      ”
    

    
      “Yeah, your bones are crushed. You know how, when you eat a packet of instant noodles raw, the crumbs stay at the bottom of the packet? You’re in the same state as those crumbs, and that includes your jawbone and skull.”
    

    
      “I surrender! I surrender! I get it, so just stop bending it! I’m going to die!” I screamed. 
    

    
      “You’re talking like you’re still alive. You’re already a walking corpse…”
    

    
      “I’m alive!”
    

    
      The Chemist sighed. “Alright, I’ll treat you first. But my Skill has a stronger rebound the more severe the injury. I’ll do my best to help with potions, but the pain will still be unbearable.”
    

    
      “If the pain just now was Level 1, what level of pain comes with this treatment?”
    

    
      “You basically got beaten by a slime just now, so don’t whine.”
    

    
      
        I see. I’m going to die. Mine has been a life of no shame.
      
      
        [2]
      
    

    
      “Mr. Gong-Ja, you have two options.”
    

    
      “Deciding between life and death has always been difficult for me,” I answered.
    

    
      “Would you like to be treated all at once? Or would you prefer to have your limbs, intestines, head, shoulders, feet, knees, and toes treated separately?”
    

    
      “Please explain the difference.”
    

    
      “Well, I guess you have to choose between enduring pain that is beyond death all at once or experiencing pain that can kill you multiple times...” she trailed off. 
    

    
      “So it’s a choice between two deaths.”
    

    
      Even if I braced for death, I was still going to die. Admiral Yi Sun-Shin would also be at a loss with such a choice.
      
        [3]
      
       This was certainly not a speech to give to soldiers. Even the most patriotic soldiers would flee, screaming, “Joseon is hell!”
    

    
      “So… what will you choose?” the Chemist asked.
    

    
      “I choose death!”
    

    
      “I’m sorry. That doesn’t really clear things up.”
    

    
      “Well, getting hit once is better,” I said, using my years of experience. “Just give me a quick treatment.”
    

    
      The Chemist pulled a glass cylinder out of her pocket. A thick, red liquid resembling Korean hangover soup sloshed inside the bottle. She said, “All right. Lie down now.”
    

    
      I did.
    

    
      “Close your eyes.”
    

    
      I closed them.
    

    
      “Now, please live.”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
       I’m alive
      
        .
      
      ”
    

    
      I got no answer back. I felt an uneasy premonition and blinked—
    

    
      ***
    

    
      When I opened my eyes, I saw a pair of violet eyes staring at me. The Tower Master looked down at me expressionlessly and muttered, “This is a bit of a problem.”
    

    
      “Lady Amethyst?”
    

    
      “You shouldn’t be here yet.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Please go back,” she said.
    

    
      “What are you talking about? Wait a moment. Where am I?”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “
      
        Ack!
      
      ” I sat up straight. The back of my neck was damp. “Just now, it felt like I really experienced the afterlife…”
    

    
      “You’re awake.”
    

    
      I heard a familiar voice. The Gray Spider was lying on the bed next to me, leaning against the headboard. It seemed she had also received treatment. Her body was wrapped in bandages, and she was sucking on an unknown red liquid through a straw.
    

    
      “Hey, the healer you brought is amazing. I normally have to recuperate for a year after sustaining this kind of injury, but she reduced it to a week. I’d hire her for my Magic Tower.”
    

    
      “
      
        Uh
      
      , well. The Chemist is a bit overpowered. Wait a minute, a week? It’s already been a week?”
    

    
      “After your chicken-like scream, it has been 173 hours, 31 minutes, and 26 seconds, so I think it’s safe to round it down to a week.”
    

    
      
        Unbelievable. 
      
    

    
      
        [Shiny is relieved to see the hero’s safe return.]
      
    

    
      The holy sword on the bed trembled. This couldn’t be real. I just closed my eyes for a moment. I couldn’t believe a week had passed in such a short amount of time.
    

    
      “How are you?” I asked. 
    

    
      “What? Are you asking about my life? It’s a mess.”
    

    
      “No, that’s not what I meant. I remember defeating and capturing you, but that’s it.”
    

    
      I had defeated the Gray Spider, but my moment of glory was short-lived. My injuries were too severe, and I had to leave the battlefield. I had only managed to contact my world and called the Chemist, who treated me that day. 
    

    
      …Treatment? Was it really a treatment? Maybe it was a newly developed assassination technique.
    

    
      I shook my head. “Regardless of our duel, the war hasn’t concluded.”
    

    
      The Magic Tower had lost their leader, the elder, so it was safe to assume that the Anti-Magic-Tower Alliance had gained the upper hand. 
    

    
      However, the Spiders still refused to surrender and barricaded themselves inside their five towers. The Anti-Magic-Tower Alliance naturally pressed their advantage and surrounded the towers. That was the beginning of a tedious and exhausting siege, so I wanted to know how it ended.
    

    
      The Gray Spider shrugged. “I know what you’re thinking, but nothing has been decided yet. My people would be panicking because I was captured, but surrender has nothing to do with that. Unless they’re absolutely sure that they’ll be defeated, they’ll never surrender.”
    

    
      “Even if I threaten to take your life?”
    

    
      The Gray Spider chuckled. “Some will waver. But you won’t do that, will you?”
    

    
      “Well, that’s true. You’re not going to escape and try to start a second duel, are you?”
    

    
      “I really, really want to, but… never mind. No matter how dirty and cowardly you are, a duel is a duel and a test is a test. Unless you try to kill me, I’ll quietly stay here as a prisoner. I’m already sealed with multiple layers of magic, so it’s difficult to escape anyway,” the Gray Spider muttered.
    

    
      Surprisingly, she seemed calm about her defeat.
    

    
      I clapped. “Ah, are you trying to impress the Guardian?”
    

    
      “Do you really have a death wish?”
    

    
      “Strong denial is actually strong agree—”
    

    
      “Strong denial is strong denial, you bastard,” the Gray Spider snapped. She lifted her bandaged leg to strike my waist, causing me to scream because of my unhealed ribs. Similarly, the Gray Spider’s unhealed leg bones shattered again. 
    

    
      “
      
        Kieeeeeeeee!
      
      ”
    

    
      “
      
        Aaaaaaaaah!
      
      ”
    

    
      It was a beautiful cycle of life. I gasped for breath, wrapping my arm around my waist, while the Gray Spider clutched her leg and whimpered.
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh... Uuuuhhhh...
      
      ”
    

    
      “Fucking… hell…”
    

    
      Our groans echoed in the hospital room. We had no time to blame each other for our foolishness. The only thing on our minds was pure, intense pain. When one was in that much pain, they couldn’t speak. 
    

    
      The Guardian looked at us in disbelief.
    

    
      
        —Are you two idiots by any chance?
      
    

    
      “The Sword Emperor says that he has loved you for 15,110 years…” I groaned.
    

    
      
        —Do you really have a death wish?!
      
    

    
      “Oh, true soulmates.” 
    

    
      I put aside the pain. After all, this is My Life, by Kim Gong-Ja…
    

    
      
        [Shiny looks at the hero with concern because he is too much like himself today.]
      
    

    
      
        It’s because I ache all over right now. Please understand.
      
    

    
      The elder managed to say, “Anyway, the war isn’t over yet. It’s not over until someone actually raises the white flag.”
    

    
      “Excuse me, but isn’t it already over? You were captured, and your people are surrounded. What more can they do than to admit defeat?”
    

    
      “Well… 
      
        hmm.
      
      ” The Gray Spider narrowed her eyes and glanced in my direction. “I suppose it should be done by now.”
    

    
      There was something ominous about her eyes.
    

    
      “What do you mean?” I asked.
    

    
      "My Magic Tower has influence over dozens of worlds. You little brat, even though we’ve gathered a large army for the first time in a while, that’s not our full strength. While the witches holed up in the towers are the main force, we have others known as attack units.”
    

    
      “That means…”
    

    
      “While the main force is stalling here, the attack units are probably attacking your world.”
    

    
      What?
    

    
      “Until a week ago, we had no idea where your world was because you were hiding underground like a cautious mole, but a week ago, you summoned a healer. That’s when my people pinpointed your world’s coordinates while you were unconscious!” 
    

    
      The Gray Spider grinned triumphantly, as if she had landed a decisive blow.
    

    
      “What the—”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , Sword Emperor Junior. You’re definitely strong. I admit it, but remember this: in war, strength alone isn’t enough to win.”
    

    
      The Gray Spider clicked her tongue and shook her fist side to side. She probably meant to point at me with her index finger, but the bandages made her hands resemble a gauntlet, hence the message wasn’t properly conveyed.
    

    
      “You took me as a prisoner, but we took your world hostage. If you were just another ordinary psychopath like the other Hunters on the fiftieth floor, you’d say, ‘So what?’ But you’re kind. You’re crazy but kind.”
    

    
      “I can’t believe it.”
    

    
      “That’s right, Death King. Your kindness is holding you back.”
    

    
      “I can’t believe you would come up with such a stupid plan.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hm?
      
      ” The Gray Spider tilted her head. “Anyway, consider this a good lesson. I’m not a demon, after all. You’re young and have a bright future ahead of you. As a gesture to show that I accept my defeat in our duel, I’ll call it a draw. One win, one loss. It will be a valuable experience.”
    

    
      “Yes, I have a feeling something wonderful is about to happen.”
    

    
      She frowned. “What? Don’t bluff. Let’s see if you can stay so calm when you see the people of your world begging for their lives.” 
    

    
      The next day, a loud thud echoed outside. Dozens of commanding Spiders with whopping amounts of mana lay unconscious on the ground. Their subordinates, about six hundred of them, were tied up outside the building.
    

    
      Uburka stood tall with his arms crossed. “
      
        Ugor
      
      , some flies were bothering me, so I had to beat them up more than usual. I wanted to resolve the misunderstanding through conversation, but they wouldn’t listen. I had no choice but to use force.”
    

    
      “That’s sad.”
    

    
      “Such is life. How are you, Daddy?”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh.
      
      ” I waved my hand while munching on potato chips in the hospital bed. The Gray Spider on the bed next to me had her mouth wide open. “Except for the pain that makes me feel like I might die, I’m fine.”
    

    
      “Nothing out of the ordinary, then.”
    

    
      “True. Is everything okay in Babylon?”
    

    
      Uburka stroked his chin. “Nothing major, 
      
        ugor
      
      . Just small things. Other than that, all kinds of bums from all over the universe have been flocking to Babylon.”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
       no. So?”
    

    
      “No matter how newbie our world is, word must have spread by now. Those who are smart enough to learn won’t dare cross Babylon anymore.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hm.
      
      ” I put down the potato chip bag, looking back at the Gray Spider. “That’s what he says. Anyway, I think you learned a good lesson. I’m not a demon. You’re an elder, after all, so I’ll give you some leeway since you put up a good fight. I’ll call it one win for me and one loss for you.”
    

    
      With a bright smile, I added, “What a great experience!”
    

    
      The Gray Spider slowly wrapped her hands around her head, as if she were cursing the universe. She muttered, “Someone beat this brat for me…”
    

    
      “Cheer up. Life is beautiful, isn’t it?”
    

    

    
      1. It’s a Korean dad joke. The raw is 너무한데요(That’s too harsh.) And 무 is also radish in Korean. ☜

    

    
      2. A parody of a quote from Osamu Dazai’s work No Longer Human. ☜

    

    
      3. Gong-Ja is using Admiral Yi Sun-Shin’s famous quote, “Those who seek death shall live. Those who seek life shall die.” ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 309: Layer (2)

    
      It took ten days for me to be finally discharged, though ten days weren’t really enough for a complete recovery.
    

    
      “Mr. Gong-Ja, there’s no such thing as a complete recovery in this world,” the Chemist said as she checked my bandages. “You may seem like you’re all better, but your body has lost something... forever.”
    

    
      “But I feel completely fine now.”
    

    
      The Chemist sighed. “That’s exactly what I mean. For example, you use your aura to improve your muscles and blood circulation. Thanks to that, your muscles work at incredible efficiency, so it seems like there are only benefits, but it also means you’ll become incredibly weak when you can’t use your aura.” 
    

    
      I shrugged. “Well, does it really matter? I’m very skilled with aura anyway.”
    

    
      “If this were the outside world, you would have died instantly, Mr. Gong-Ja. There is no aura or mana out there.”
    

    
      I kept my mouth shut. The Chemist wrapped the bandage around me without changing her expression. 
    

    
      “Yes, we can’t return to the outside world anyway, but even if we could, we wouldn’t survive. Do you get it? Your body hasn’t only gained good things. It’s adapted to a specific environment and can only survive there. Okay. I’m done.” The Chemist wrapped the bandage tightly. “Fighting isn’t romantic, and wounds aren’t medals. At least, that’s how people like me see it. Please try to resolve conflicts with words rather than your fists, if possible.”
    

    
      “I can’t promise I won’t get hurt again, but I’ll try to keep your advice in mind.”
    

    
      As soon as I was discharged from the hospital, I stood before the five spires of the Magic Tower headquarters to solve matters with words.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      —Mic test. Mic test.
    

    
      Following the Chemist’s advice to refrain from using my aura, I didn’t use Aura Transmission. Instead, I held a voice amplifier, a magic item, to my lips. The sound wasn’t as clear as Aura Transmission, but it was still decent.
    

    
      —Ah, everyone at the Magic Tower, can you hear me?
    

    
      I got no response. There were no windows in the spires. Their surfaces were as black as gleaming obsidian. Even though I couldn’t see the Spiders, I knew they had all pricked up their ears. Of course, my allies, the Anti-Magic-Tower Alliance, were also listening intently to my every word. I was calm, surrounded by thousands of Spiders and followers.
    

    
      —You have no chance of winning now. I defeated and captured the Gray Spider. Even the attack units, the ones you’ve been clinging to as your last hope, were unable to attack my world and were instead captured as prisoners. To put it bluntly, your chances of victory are zero.
    

    
      I turned my head and nodded. Uburka, who stood behind me, nodded back.
    

    
      “Ugor.” 
    

    
      He brought out the blanket wraps he had prepared in advance and neatly stacked them in front of the Magic Tower. Inside the blanket wraps were the Magic Tower Spiders that had invaded my world and been captured.
    

    
      “Damn it!”
    

    
      “Let me go! Let me go, you bastards! Let me go!”
    

    
      “Don’t shout. You’re just embarrassing us even more…”
    

    
      The Spiders peeked their heads out from under the blankets and wriggled around. From a distance, they probably looked like centipedes. I sat comfortably on top of the prisoners.
    

    
      “Gyaaaaah!”
    

    
      “You’re heavy!”
    

    
      I ignored them. “As you can see, all your proud attack unit commanders have been captured. Although we hadn’t brought them here, hundreds of ordinary Spiders have been captured as well. In other words, your hopes have been completely crushed.” 
    

    
      Just then, a voice came from one of the five spires.
    

    
      
        “We surrendeeeeeeeer! We, the fifth headquarters of the Magic Tower, have long admired Lord Death King! Even before this, we had been discussing surrender internally, and now we finally have the courage to speak up. We apologize! Please show mercy! If you command us to bow, we will run from the spires with our heads instead of our legs. If you want to treat us like dogs, be our guest! No, we are already dogs! Woof! Woooof! Long live the Death King!”
      
    

    
      Wow.
    

    
      —There’s no need to do that far…
    

    
      Another angry voice immediately rang out from the other spire.
    

    
      
        “Hey, you fifth headquarters bastards! You can’t do that if you have any shame left in you!”
      
    

    
      
        “What? Didn’t you hear us? We’re dogs, and dogs have no shame. Of course we can do this!”
      
    

    
      
        “You bastards! Have you forgotten everything the elder has done for you? You’re also the chief spokesperson!”
      
    

    
      
        “But the elder has been captured. Further resistance is meaningless. Speaking of which, wasn’t the spokesperson position supposed to rotate every week among the second to Fifth headquarters? Yet you guys have been furtively making me take care of the work for the past five hundred years. Do you know how it feels to take care of someone else’s bullshit for five hundred years, you fuckers?”
      
    

    
      
        “W-why are you bringing that up now?”
      
    

    
      
        “Then when should I do it? When you’re all dead and rotting in your graves? Take care, you scumbags. It was shitty to meet you, and it was a pain in the ass to live with you. I’m outta here!”
      
    

    
      
        This is certainly… something. I feel embarrassed just listening to it.
      
    

    
      Another voice began to echo from the opposite spire.
    

    
      
        “But if the fifth headquarters is also out, don’t we have no chance to win? Let’s surrender.”
      
    

    
      
        “What’s wrong with you guys?”
      
    

    
      
        “We’ve been in charge of maintaining contact with the attack units until the end, so we heard a lot. They say those guys’ world doesn’t mess around. There are more than two Hunters at the level of the Constellation Murderer. We even received eyewitness accounts of seeing the Constellation Murderer himself…”
      
    

    
      
        “Those are boldfaced lies! Do you actually believe that?!”
      
    

    
      
        “My intuition never fails me… When the Sword Emperor tore down the sixth spire, my guts also told me that, if we keep holding out here, we won’t remain in one piece.”
      
    

    
      
        “What kind of instincts are those? I’m going crazy!”
      
    

    
      
        “Huh? What? Are the fifth and third headquarters considering surrendering? Then there’s no reason to wait around anymore. Hello! This is the second headquarters! We’ll surrender too! If we raise the white flag now, will you spare our lives?”
      
    

    
      
        “Ah, Lord Death King! Don’t forget which headquarters surrendered first! It was the fifth headquarters! When you spread your hand and see all your fingers, you’ll think of the number five. If you remember the fifth headquarters, we will be eternally grateful!”
      
    

    
      Okay, I finally knew what I had to do now.
    

    
      —Please wait a moment.
    

    
      I ran off into the building that had been used as a temporary medical facility for the past ten days and pushed open the wooden door. Inside, the Gray Spider was crouched in the corner of the room, holding her head. She looked up when she saw me enter. Compared to this morning, she looked much more haggard.
    

    
      She frowned. “What? Why are you here now?”
    

    
      “Oh, don’t worry about it. It’s nothing.” I took out my smartphone with a high-resolution camera and took a picture of her. “I just thought it would be nice to capture this moment, so I could keep it as a precious memory and tease you later.”
    

    
      “So you came all the way back here just to see me looking pathetic and desperate? Of all the times to visit me, you had to come right now? While you’re negotiating a surrender deal with my people? Just to make fun of me?”
    

    
      “Um…” I blinked. “I guess you could say that.”
    

    
      “You crazy moth—”
    

    
      I closed the door and returned to the negotiation site. As I left the building, I heard the Gray Spider scream behind me, but I didn’t have time to listen to her. I was in the middle of an intense negotiation, after all, and couldn’t afford getting sidetracked. 
    

    
      —Mic test. Mic test. Yes, I understand. Of course, we’ll gladly accept your surrender. We will, of course, guarantee your lives. If you wish, we can provide you with a separate living area. However, you have to give up the exclusive privileges you have enjoyed on the fiftieth floor, and you also have to liberate the other worlds you have colonized.”
    

    
      The response came immediately.
    

    
      
        “Your Majesty! These are very reasonable terms! At last, the old era has come to an end, and a new era has dawned! Praise the Death King! Long live the Death King! We’re the Fifth Headquarters!”
      
    

    
      
        “Shut the hell up!”
      
    

    
      
        “That’s not up to us, but the elder. Still, we’ll cooperate…”
      
    

    
      
        “Yeah. As long as we live, that’s fine.”
      
    

    
      Various voices chimed in. Slowly, we reached a conclusion. After half a day, they surrendered. The spires’ gates, tightly closed like the teeth of a white shark, opened up one by one. Even as the gates opened, the alliance members remained on guard and watched with tension. 
    

    
      “Fifth Headquarters of the Magic Tower. 481 witches of the Fear Net Nest all surrender to His Majesty the Death King!”
    

    
      “Third Headquarters of the Magic Tower. 1,333 witches of the Tragic Net Nest all surrender…”
    

    
      “Second Headquarters of the Magic Tower. 736 witches of the Anger Net Nest all surrender peacefully, so please spare our lives!”
    

    
      Fortunately, no incidents occurred. The Spiders lined up in front of me and the followers. The ordinary witches took their robes off, and the commanders in conical hats took them off and respectfully placed them in front of where they were going to kneel. Regardless of their rank, they laid their thousands of staff on the ground. Some Spiders surrendered without saying a word, keeping their mouths tightly shut. 
    

    
      The Magic Tower’s reign of a millennium finally came to an end. 
    

    
      The alliance followers behind me watched it in silence. Occasionally, some bared their teeth in anger toward the Spiders, while others tried to harm the prisoners who had surrendered. How could they not?
    

    
      However, the voices stopped the followers.
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust has entrusted the matter of the prisoners to the Death King.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse has entrusted the matter of the prisoners to the Death King.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Tear-Bringing Bell of the Dead has entrusted the matter of the prisoners to the Death King.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has entrusted the matter of the prisoners to the Death King.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker has entrusted the matter of the prisoners to the Death King.]
      
    

    
      All the Constellations who had participated in this war relinquished all rights related to the prisoners to me. That was the quest reward I had demanded from them. 
    

    
      I had achieved an incredible feat in this war. Anyone could see that I had done the most. I was in a position to demand almost anything from the Constellations, so I asked for the power to decide the fate of all the prisoners.
    

    
      “How can we keep them alive?” the Eternal Plains Warhorse’s apostle asked, impatient to know the fate of the witches. 
    

    
      The apostle of the Incarnation of Love and Lust chimed in calmly. “Be quiet. This is what the Constellations desire, so I also want this. If we decide their fate, all that awaits them is hell. Torture. Interrogation. Humiliation. A festival of abuse and blood. It’ll be easier to leave the matter to an outsider like the Death King.”
    

    
      The apostles fell silent. I didn’t expect them to accept this decision wholeheartedly. Actually, I didn’t even think they were going to accept it at all. That was why I plan to take the Spiders to the Lion Realm’s continent, where the Terras ruled. 
    

    
      
        Emotions tend to fade with distance.
      
    

    
      Nothing would change much. The only difference would be that a new group, the Spiders, would join the Fire Water Council, in which all the continent’s species took part.  
    

    
      Evening arrived, and the blood that could have stained the ground dyed the sky instead, bringing forth the sunset.
    

    
      “In the end, the first headquarters didn’t surrender,” the Assistant Writer muttered. “What are you going to do, Death King?”
    

    
      Four of the five spires had already surrendered, but the last bastion of the Magic Tower remained, barricading their gate and vowing to fight to the death. The crimson sunset cast its glow on the spire’s obsidian-like surface.
    

    
      “Maybe we need a scapegoat. Look behind you. People aren’t saying anything, but I’m sure their blood is boiling.”
    

    
      The Assistant Writer was right. The apostles and ordinary followers glared at the last spire that hadn’t surrendered, their faces filled with unresolved resentment. It was a rage that would likely never be resolved. Such resentment and rage made them rear their heads and growl. 
    

    
      Even the Spiders that had already surrendered sensed the tension in the air and bowed silently. All the forces on the fiftieth floor tacitly agreed to a massacre.
    

    
      I nodded. “I know.” 
    

    
      “You are a hero,” the Assistant Writer said. “The hero who liberated the fiftieth floor. But a hero should be the first one to choose which side they are on. I hope you don’t make a mistake now.”
    

    
      I was about to open my mouth to refute that.
    

    
      “Ugor.”
    

    
      A massive hand covered my entire shoulder. I turned my head and looked up to see Uburka grinning and baring his fangs.
    

    
      “Don’t worry, Daddy. I understand what’s going on. Send me to that spire. I can probably make them surrender.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 310: Layer (3)

    
      I stared at my son for a moment. Silence fell. Uburka’s fangs, which he brushed every morning, were snow white. The sunset lingered between his teeth.
    

    
      The whole world was silent except for my voice. “Uburka, If I send you, you will become an envoy urging the enemies to surrender. Do you understand what that means?”
    

    
      Uburka smiled faintly. “I do. I know everything you know and are worried about. Still, I also know you have no choice but to grant my request. Please send me there.”
    

    
      “Seriously, there is no son more unfilially filial than you...”
    

    
      “Ugor. Can you really add such an adverb to the word ‘filial?’”
    

    
      “Why not? Think outside the box, Son. Language is something we create.” 
    

    
      Our father-son conversation flowed leisurely into the evening.
    

    
      “Wait a moment, you two. What in the world are you talking about?” the Assistant Writer asked, seemingly dumbstruck after listening to us. “Yes, language is something we create, but being enslaved by the specter of language and missing its essence is a trap a writer must avoid at all costs. If my words don’t conform to grammar, it’s not me who’s in the wrong. It’s the grammar that can’t keep up with me.”
    

    
      “I appreciate your opinion, Assistant Writer. We’re on the same wavelength.”
    

    
      “Let’s shove that bullshit aside and let someone else feed on it for now. Are you really going to send an envoy? Um, you’re—”
    

    
      “I’m his son, ugor,” Uburka answered.
    

    
      “Alright. Death King, I won’t ask how you ended up with a son who looks like an ogre. I try not to get involved in complicated family matters, especially ones that look as tangled as the electrical wires behind a computer. Just tell me what you’re planning to do. Are you sending your son into the heart of enemy territory?”
    

    
      “Yes.” 
    

    
      The Assistant Writer furrowed her brow. Her glasses somehow did the same. “That’s dangerous! Can’t you see what’s going on? The first headquarters of the Magic Tower is basically screaming that they’ll fight until they die. And the enemy general’s son, who will make a perfect hostage, arrives. Do you think they’re going to say, ‘Oh, please come sit down, have some tea. Did you finish it? You can go now. Be careful on the stairs when you leave,’ or ‘We’ve captured the son of the evil lord of death’ while writing a dark romance novel?”
    

    
      Putting aside the analogy that showed her why she was considered Hamustra’s apostle, the other apostle-level Hunters of the Anti-Magic-Tower Alliance opposed the suggestion as well.
    

    
      “The Assistant Writer is right. Actually, I don’t know what kind of novel she’s talking about, but it’s too much trouble to figure out, so I’ll just say she’s right. The important thing is that we’ve already given these guys a chance,” said the Berserker.
    

    
      “We gave them more than enough time! And yet they refuse to surrender! Death King, they have already trampled on your merciful second chance with their bloody feet. Give the order to attack immediately. Let Lord Mahos’ warriors take the lead and sweep them away,” offered the apostle of the Eternal Plains Warhorse.
    

    
      “Exterminating all the Spiders is excessive, but destroying one spire is a reasonable sacrifice, isn’t it?” asked the apostle of the Incarnation of Love and Lust.
    

    
      Though they had different justifications, their true intentions were clear. They wanted a bloodbath, but there was a problem. Perhaps I could say that I had no choice but to tolerate the slaughter, or that I couldn’t refuse when the parties involved wanted it.
    

    
      But if I do, I would be betraying the Five Guild masters who recognized me as their leader.
    

    
      I promised my colleagues a new era. They were still defending our world and working for the safety and well-being of ordinary citizens. Though they weren’t here now, I felt their presence as strongly as the Guardian standing by my side.
    

    
      Before I knew it, all the commanders around me were staring at me. After all, I was the one who made the final decision. I glanced up. The sky on the fiftieth floor was filled with dark clouds. The sunset bled red through those slight gaps.
    

    
      “Is it evening now?” I murmured.  
    

    
      It would probably get darker soon. A long night was looming over us. I looked at the tower. 
    

    
      “Until dawn breaks and illuminates the city. That is the amount of time they’re allowed to have.” I looked at Uburka. “And that also applies to you.”
    

    
      I didn’t mention that it was also the time we were allowed to have, how I would bear the consequences of all the negotiations he conducted in my absence or that of his failure. There was no need to say that despite the risks, I trusted him that much, so I was sending him there. Even if he were to fail, I would bear responsibility for his failure. Saying all that was needless. 
    

    
      It wasn’t because all the alliance apostles were listening to our conversation. Nor was it because the Magic Tower’s first headquarters were probably also eavesdropping. It was because Uburka had already said he knew everything I knew, including my concerns and how I had no choice but to grant his request. 
    

    
      Yes, he knew. There was no need to say anything else that we all already knew.
    

    
      “Son,” I said, shaking my head and again, “Chief Warrior.”
    

    
      Uburka bowed.
    

    
      I tapped his hard, broad forehead with the back of my hand. “Do what you can, what you must, and what you want.”
    

    
      “Yes, Patriarch,” the Death King Clan’s chief warrior replied.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “One night,” I said to the apostles. “Until dawnbreak or sunrise, any time is fine. I know you have already waited a thousand years, so I’m aware how shameless it is to ask you to wait even a little longer.”
    

    
      I bowed so deeply that my forehead almost touched the ground. “Nevertheless, can you grant my request?”
    

    
      The apostles were taken aback.
    

    
      “U-um.”
    

    
      “Wait, Death King. You don’t have to bow…”
    

    
      “That’s right! Without you, we couldn’t even dream of what we have now…”
    

    
      Some tried to stop me. Others hesitated to speak. And, of course, some couldn’t hold back their raging breath.
    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      But not one of them opposed my decision, not even the angriest people. The apostles looked at each other and sorted out their thoughts. 
    

    
      “All right. Just one night.”
    

    
      “It’s just one more day to the Magic Tower’s millennium reign. That's fine.”
    

    
      “Even if they were given a thousand nights—no, a thousand years, the bastards from the first tower wouldn’t change their mind.”
    

    
      
        Alright, we have their consent.
      
    

    
      “Thank you.” I stood up and looked back at Uburka. “What are you doing? Hurry up and get in. When the sky brightens, I’ll take the lead and tear down the remaining Spiderweb of the Magic Tower. Every second counts.”
    

    
      Uburka bowed deeply. “Yes, Patriarch.” 
    

    
      Without giving anyone a chance to stop him, he ran off. Yes, he ran, if running could mean leaping over hundreds of meters in a single step.
    

    
      
        Booooom!
      
    

    
      
        Thud! Thuuud!
      
    

    
      The entrance to the spire burst open. Dozens of layers of barriers and hundreds of magic spells protecting the gate were torn to shreds. Immediately, the alarm went off from the top of the spire, but even before the alarm sounded, screams could be heard from inside the tower.
    

    
      “Enemy attack! Enemy attack! Enemy attaaaaaack!”
    

    
      “W-what? What’s going on? Who are you?”
    

    
      “I am Uburka, the son of the Death King. I came here to talk to you!”
    

    
      “What the f—”
    

    
      “Son? The Death King’s your father? How can you look so different from your father? What kind of seed—”
    

    
      “If you want to talk, why the heck would you break down the door!!”
    

    
      “Hahahaha! Talking is a privilege reserved for the strong. You weaklings can beg for a conversation, but you won’t listen. I know. I know everything. First, let me prove my power!” he yelled.
    

    
      “What do you know? Hey, hey! Wait a minute! This isn’t a joke…”
    

    
      “Requesting backup! Requesting backup! We are being wiped out—”
    

    
      
        Thud!
      
    

    
      After a scream, the tower’s iron gate closed again. It seemed that a spare gate existed in case of breach. These guys were well prepared, although no one in the universe could prepare for Uburka’s existence.
    

    
      The alliance apostles were silent. 
    

    
      The Assistant Writer barely managed to open her mouth. “Um… He’s a rather unique envoy.”
    

    
      I shrugged. “He’s not wrong. If you don’t have power, people don’t listen to you.”
    

    
      “First of all, I completely understand that you are that guy’s father, and that he’s your son. You guys act like replicas of one another.”
    

    
      “But I’m the more handsome version.”
    

    
      The Assistant Writer tilted her head. “Huh?” 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Night fell. The spire was already as black as obsidian. As the darkness deepened, the tower grew so quiet that it was hard to believe it was even there. It was just… eerily quiet. The chaos created by Uburka’s first appearance seemed like it had never happened. There was no sound of voices or footsteps coming from the spire. 
    

    
      Time passed. I sat on the bare ground and meditated in the lotus position. The Chemist had scolded me for relying too much on aura, but now was the time to accumulate mine through aura alignment. 
    

    
      No one disturbed me while I was lost in meditation. Ordinary followers were still frightened by the terrifying power I had shown them ten days ago, and the apostles left me alone out of consideration since I was a father who had sent his son into a potentially deadly trap.
    

    
      Only the Gray Spider, who saw no reason to show me any consideration, approached.
    

    
      “Aren’t you worried?” She leaned on her crutch as she sat down next to me. “Shit. Thinking about living like this for a while makes me feel like I’m going to go crazy.”
    

    
      “Hasn’t your mana recovered somewhat?”
    

    
      “Yes, but the healer you brought says if I use mana again, I’ll die. Ha! She would die at one wave of my hand. I don’t know how long it’s been since someone talked to me like that,” the Gray Spider grumbled. “Are all people from your world so rude? Why are you all like this?”
    

    
      “But why do you want to do it?”
    

    
      “Huh? Doing what?”
    

    
      “She warned you that using magic would kill you. Why are you preparing to use it?”
    

    
      The Gray Spider sighed. In the distance, three hundred torches of the alliance camp illuminated the area, flickering in the wind. However, the Gray Spider’s gaze wasn’t on them. It was fixed on the Magic Tower’s first spire.
    

    
      She said, “Because I’ll have to use it soon.”
    

    
      “Didn’t you say you accepted your defeat in the duel?”
    

    
      “I accept it, but I can’t just stand by and watch those guys die.” The Gray Spider laughed hollowly. “What else can I do but die together with them?”
    

    
      I slowly circulated aura throughout my body. “You’re loyal. What was that guy’s name, Charumu? The one who escaped the Magic Tower with me stabbed his superior so ruthlessly and showed social skills that would have won him every game of Hall of Legends. I thought there was no loyal witch in the Magic Tower.”
    

    
      “What’s Hall of Legends?”
    

    
      “It’s an old game. Don’t change the subject,” I said.
    

    
      “Everyone has someone special in their life, don’t they?”  
    

    
      The Gray Spider’s voice was still hollow. She glanced at the three hundred torches and the army of apostles surrounding the Magic Tower’s first spire. 
    

    
      “Of course, there are more people who aren’t special at all, so kid, I’ll ask you not to give me the same ol’ bullshit of ‘If you know how to treasure someone, why did you do that to those people?’ If you want to wallow in your moral superiority, go ahead, but if you’re going to do that, please do it to those bastards too.”
    

    
      The Gray Spider sighed. Her voice was deep and thick, as if it carried poison. 
    

    
      “Isn’t that funny? ‘We condemn the Magic Tower. We mourn those who died under the Magic Tower’s oppression. Therefore, we are innocent victims.’ What a bunch of psychos.”
    

    
      It was also hot and sticky like gum on the road.
    

    
      “They come to the fiftieth floor and only think about what happened to them, but they don’t care what they did to the people on the floors below. No, they probably don’t even remember. Even if a few do, they’ll justify their actions, saying things like ‘I didn’t mean it’ or ‘I was secretly against it.’ They’re trash.” 
    

    
      The Gray Spider spoke more quietly than the raging flames. 
    

    
      “They’re false gods.”
    

    
      I stayed silent.
    

    
      She took a deep breath and let it out. “They’re bastards in many ways. They use grand words like justice, a bigger cause, and commemoration. But, from start to finish, they’re justifying their own feelings. That’s how a cult works, right? Their doctrines change depending on the situation.”
    

    
      The night air was no longer cold. It was heated by the anger of the apostle army and sticky with the Gray Spider’s hatred. 
    

    
      The Gray Spider finished her words with malice and contempt. “So, Death King, the first spire is where my sisters stepped on the fiftieth floor at the same time as me are. They can never surrender. Crawl down in front of those false gods who stand tall and proud? It’s better to die. Don’t you agree?”
    

    
      I asked, “So you will fight us?”
    

    
      “It will probably turn out like that. We’ll all die, or worse.” The Gray Spider’s voice grew cold. She hollowly spoke again. “That’s how the world works. That bastard would say the same thing, wouldn’t he? I’ll gladly press the like button two hundred times. Don’t you think so too, Death King?”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I smiled bitterly. “I won’t comment on the Guardian’s remarks.”
    

    
      “Yeah, don’t say anything. Forget about him. Why did you send your son as an envoy?”
    

    
      “Do you want to know?”
    

    
      “It’s more like I feel shitty. Seeing you sitting here pathetically makes my stomach turn.” The Gray Spider narrowed her eyes, seemingly angry.  “Look at you. You’re no different from the Sword Emperor. You keep shouting, ‘Up, up, higher,’ but when you do that, it’s the people who want to stay by your side that get left behind. He’s your son, isn’t he? If you were worried about him, you should have stopped him. Why didn’t you?”
    

    
      “I’m not worried,” I said. “I don’t worry about my son. Uburka said he would persuade the first tower. Since he said so, he will keep his word. This isn’t reckless bravado. Uburka was a conqueror who brought an entire continent to its knees, a hero of his era. I’ve never doubted my son.”
    

    
      Silence fell. The Gray Spider closed her eyes and murmured, “How can you be so sure? I told you they won’t be persuaded. It’s better to die than to surrender. They won’t do it because—”
    

    
      “My son was in the same situation.”
    

    
      The Gray Spider slowly opened her eyes. “What do you mean, the same situation?”
    

    
      “Uburka. I’m talking about his species.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Those children lived as slaves to another species. There was a time when they worshiped me as a god. My children, however, chose a different path. A path you couldn’t have imagined, and also one you might question. Uburka will show them that another path exists. Only those who were born with the same circumstances but chose different paths can convince others who are in a similar situation.”
    

    
      I didn’t glance at the Gray Spider. Instead, I looked at the army and the sky beyond.
    

    
      “So, my son will certainly be able to make your people surrender.”
    

    
      Dawn was breaking.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 311: The Next World (1)

    
      The change in the Magic Tower’s first spire happened just as the sun was coming up. The earth was still dark and quiet. The Gray Spider, who had spent the night with me, pricked up her ears.  Because it was so quiet, I could hear even that small gesture of hers.
    

    
      She narrowed her eyes and looked at the tower.  “Hmmm, it seems someone’s calling.” 
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      “Is it me…? No, it’s you they’re calling, Death King.”
    

    
      “Who is it?” 
    

    
      I followed her gaze and looked at the tower. The massive metal gate was still shut. There was no sign of anyone, no sound either. Uburka had gone inside there to get the witches to surrender, but there was no sign of him. Nor were there any Spiders who had decided to show up.
    

    
      I tilted my head, confused. “I don’t see anyone.” 
    

    
      “She’s outside the door on her own. I’m not sure what you can do. When you fought me, you probably only used a fraction of your true power, but it’s the same for me. Do you think you know all about the Magic Tower’s millennium history?”
    

    
      I nodded and stood up. “I see. You’re right. It wouldn’t be surprising if a Spider could make her body transparent and erase her presence.”
    

    
      “The good thing about you is that it’s easy to talk to you.”
    

    
      “I’ll be off now. Do you have anything you want me to pass on?”
    

    
      “Thank you for staying in the tower. I’m really annoyed by those traitors, but let’s curse those bastards outside instead.”
    

    
      “That’s neat.” 
    

    
      I went over to the tower. The Magic Tower’s first headquarters had a moat around it. A drawbridge, as clear as glass, connected the gate to the outside. When I stood on the drawbridge, I could make out a faint shadow above the glass drawbridge.
    

    
      “Did you call for me?” I asked. 
    

    
      Someone was standing right in front of me. I couldn’t see her, though, but the invisible individual watched me for quite a bit. 
    

    
      She finally said, “Don’t move your lips. Use Aura Transmission. Don’t do it too loudly. Just loud enough for me to hear. No one else must overhear our conversation.”
    

    
      “It’s pretty difficult to send Aura Transmission to someone you can’t see.”
    

    
      “Difficult doesn’t mean impossible. Please do it.” 
    

    
      I just gave a little shrug. “Okay, it’s done. Even your elder would have a hard time eavesdropping on this conversation. Now, please feel free to speak.”
    

    
      However, the invisible witch couldn’t speak freely. After a long silence, she finally asked, “Are you Uburka’s dad?”
    

    
      
        “Ah, that’s good.”
      
    

    
      
        “What is?”
      
    

    
      
        “Rather than asking me if I’m the Death King, you asked if I’m Uburka’s dad. It looks like Uburka has made quite an impression on you guys. You could have called him ’that bastard’ or ’pig’ or some other derogatory name, but you used Uburka’s name and even called me his dad.” 
      
    

    
      I nodded. 
    

    
      
        “It looks like Uburka did a great job of persuading you guys. Or maybe he’s already got you on board, but you’re trying to meet with me in secret instead of sending a proper envoy. It would probably mean there’s a minor issue. Am I wrong?”
      
    

    
      The invisible witch was quiet for a second. “We listened to Uburka’s story very carefully.”
    

    
      
        “Hmm.”
      
    

    
      
        “I’ve heard about you. I was late because I was checking whether that story was true or a lie.”
      
    

    
      I tilted my head to the side. I could tell she was tense, as if she were afraid of something nearby. Why was she nervous?
    

    
      
        “We weren’t just sitting around, so we sent an investigation team to the Lion Realm. After following the route Uburka told us, we met the concubi and saw the history you, the Death King, created as a god.”
      
    

    
      “Why are you so scared?” I asked.
    

    
      
        “What?”
      
    

    
      
        “You’re shivering. What’s wrong?”
      
    

    
      “What’s wrong? Are you serious?” The invisible witch laughed for the first time, but it was more out of disbelief. “Why am I shivering? It’s, of course, because I’m afraid of you.”
    

    
      
        “What?”
      
    

    
      
        “In the dream, I saw almost a thousand elite soldiers in black robes under your command. There were also thousands of Asura warriors, the Terras, who followed your orders, regardless of what you told them. Even the Constellation Murderer obeys you. And you’re confused why I’m afraid? Of you? You could easily destroy us, the fiftieth floor, and build your own empire that would last a thousand years. Unbelievable… Well. I’ve ordered the investigation team to be quiet for now. Most of my kids still don’t know how powerful you are as a Hunter.”
      
    

    
      
        “So, you’re like the big boss of the first headquarters, right? Have you decided to surrender to us?”
      
    

    
      
        “Yeah, but there’s a condition.”
      
    

    
      
        “What is it?”
      
    

    
      Her clear and determined voice rang out clearly through Aura Transmission. “We’ll surrender to you, Death King. Only to you. I’ll never give in to some ragtag like the Anti-Magic-Tower Alliance. You’re the only one who truly treated your species as your friend, or, at least, that’s what you tried to be to them. You even convinced your colleagues to do the same. So I’ll admit that, if we lose to you, it will mean something. But we won’t lose to them!”
    

    
      I still couldn’t see the witch, but I was able to tell she was pointing over my shoulder and grinding her teeth.
    

    
      She continued, “There isn’t a single innocent person among those who set foot on this fiftieth floor! Ah, some committed fewer sins, but those guys readily joined the Magic Tower. Do you get what I’m saying, Death King? Do you get it? We’ll never kneel before those bastards!”
    

    
      Those were the same words the Gray Spider had spoken. 
    

    
      After thinking a bit, I asked, “So, you’re going to make sure the Anti-Magic-Tower Alliance gets nothing.”
    

    
      
        “Yeah, they don’t deserve anything anyway. They only got something thanks to you. We won’t let those bastards feel like they’ve won, even in their delusions.”
      
    

    
      The invisible witch’s words were resolute.
    

    
      
        “Yeah, we didn’t exactly live the model life either. I’ll admit it, but the only people who can insult us are Uburka, you, and the warriors of your world! We’ll kneel before you if you want, but not before anyone else. Never.”
      
    

    
      “What did Uburka say?” I asked.
    

    
      
        “He said it’s a tricky request and asked us to talk to you, his dad. I’m only here because of Uburka’s advice.”
      
    

    
      
        I guessed so.
      
    

    
      With that thought, I said, “A happy ending is always tricky.”
    

    
      
        “What?”
      
    

    
      
        “Protecting something precious to oneself. It could be a grudge, pride, or something else. I don’t think the world is in this state because there are many people who have nothing more precious than their lives. It’s actually because many people have something they value more than their lives.”
      
    

    
      
        “What are you talking about? I’m not into riddles.”
      
    

    
      “I get what’s important to you.” I braced myself. “You don’t have to kneel before the alliance.”
    

    
      A short silence followed. It seemed like she couldn’t believe what I had said.
    

    
      
        “Seriously?”
      
    

    
      
        “Yes. Open the gate, cross the drawbridge, and head to the Lion Realm. Once you arrive, my children will show you the way, but I have a condition. Please cross the drawbridge on foot. You can’t teleport to the Lion Realm inside the tower. If you’re only going to surrender to me and can’t kneel before the followers, at least show the courtesy and courage of crossing the drawbridge.”
      
    

    
      
        “Don’t tell me someone is going to attack us while we’re crossing the drawbridge.”
      
    

    
      “I’m the Death King,” I said calmly. “Since you know who I am, you also know what kind of weight my title carries. You can trust my promise.”
    

    
      The invisible witch didn’t say a word, but she agreed in the end. She would have had no choice but to accept. 
    

    
      
        “Okay.”
      
    

    
      It was just a matter of crossing the drawbridge on foot. What was hard about that? The Spiders who worked at the first headquarters would have crossed that glass drawbridge loads of times. They probably didn’t think it was a big deal.
    

    
      The witch answered, “Then we’ll come out in an hour.”
    

    
      
        “Yes, please do that.” 
      
    

    
      I said my goodbye and went back. The Gray Spider was staring at me impassively. Not paying much heed to that, I sat next to her.
    

    
      “You’re a slippery one. Playing tricks and all,” she said.
    

    
      “You’re the one in charge. You need to know how things are going.”
    

    
      “So you lied to the headquarters director? ‘Even your elder would have a hard time eavesdropping on this conversation.’ Yet you sent me an Aura Transmission at the same time.”
    

    
      From the start, I had sent the Aura Transmission not only to the invisible director but also to the Gray Spider. That was how the elder knew the whole story.
    

    
      “The sound quality was good, wasn’t it?”
    

    
      “Yeah, the reception was too fucking good, you ass,” the Gray Spider grumbled.
    

    
      “Do you have a different impression of me now?”
    

    
      The Gray Spider looked up at me. The look she had given me when I casually mentioned Uburka’s past earlier had now grown a bit more complicated after hearing the invisible director’s story.
    

    
      In a bit of a lamenting tone, the Gray Spider asked, “Is it all true?”
    

    
      I crossed my arms and puffed out my chest. “Yeah, I’m the Death King.” 
    

    
      “That’s not what I’m asking, you dick.”
    

    
      “Around a thousand top-notch soldiers in black robes follow my orders without question, with lots of Terra warriors backing them up. I have two rivals. One is a bum with a crappy ponytail and a thousand elite soldiers in white robes, as well as two hundred fifty-six color fighting rangers. The other has no reputation like that, but he’s the original choice of the Sword Emperor. So he’s really strong.”
    

    
      “Nope, not that one either, you freaking rascal.”
    

    
      I puffed out my chest even more. “Then what? I have the Immortal Light as my sword. You want to hear how I beat the Scarlet Blood Demon King and have her under my command? Or are you talking about how I have the notorious Constellation Murderer, the fiftieth floor’s seasonal boss, under my command?”
    

    
      “Ah, forget about those trivial things! Seriously, fuck you and your tongue!”
    

    
      Unlike the invisible witch, who seemed to be scared of my power, the Gray Spider made it clear that my strength was trivial.
    

    
      “The strong. The stronger ones who command the strong… After living for a thousand years, you’ll see loads like that. That’s common. Why do you think my Magic Tower hasn’t staked all Constellations under the spires? Those fucking false gods out there serve Mahos and those higher-ranking false gods. Those peeping starheads look down on the fiftieth floor and eat popcorn. Why do you think that’s possible?”
    

    
      The Gray Spider gritted her teeth.
    

    
      “The only surprising part is that you took the Constellation Murderer under your command, but that’s because he isn’t just some ordinary strong one! The Sword Emperor was also different because he wasn’t ordinarily strong. But you… You know what I’m trying to say, right? Is it true?”
    

    
      
        Yeah, I guess so. 
      
    

    
      “Death King, did you…”
    

    
      The invisible witch was more focused on my power, so she didn’t notice, but she understood it exactly, even from a distance.
    

    
      “From the thirtieth, fortieth floor, and afterward… you never ruled your species as a god?”
    

    
      “Nope.” 
    

    
      “I can’t believe it!” the Gray Spider shouted. “I can’t believe that is who you are, or that a person like that even exists! Until now, no one—”
    

    
      “Yeah, you can say that,” I told her. “It’s understandable you think like that. You can believe that I’m a liar and that the Magic Tower’s first headquarters made a mistake while gathering information. You can forget about what you heard. That’s definitely something you can do, Lady Gray Spider, or you can do something completely different.”
    

    
      The Gray Spider gritted her teeth, leaning over toward me, but then she took a step back. She ended up in this awkward position where she wasn’t approaching me or moving away either. I waited. 
    

    
      She kept looking at the Magic Tower, the troops surrounding the first spire, and then at the brightening dawn. She looked like a beast cornered on the edge of a cliff as she said, “She said this concubi, or whatever they’re called, showed them your expedition in a dream.”
    

    
      “Yes, she said that.”
    

    
      “Show it to me, too. After seeing it, then… No, just show it to me first.”
    

    
      I nodded. “I can do that for you.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Dawn was breaking. The Anti-Magic-Tower Alliance members stretched in their tents and makeshift shelters. Some followers were already preparing themselves, a child was crying somewhere, livestock mooed, and a witch who had lived for a thousand years broke her silence.
    

    
      The Gray Spider’s eyes were blurry.  It wasn’t just because she had a long dream with the concubi’s help. After a bit, she covered her face and murmured, “Yes. I… I never planned to protect my sisters. I just wanted to find the one who impregnated my mother, kill him, burn his village, destroy his entire territory, and burn his country to the ground... At some point, my sisters were around me.”
    

    
      It seemed her tongue wasn’t making those words; they were instead leaking out of her mouth. 
    

    
      “It wasn’t like I felt any responsibility, but I did have one. The people who didn’t take responsibility were just like my father, and they were our gods. I became the ruler of my people so I wouldn’t become like them. That is how I built the magic Tower. I never wanted to become something in life. ‘I’m not going to end up like that or him.’ ‘I’ll kill those bastards.’ In hindsight, I think I’ve lived my whole life for those claims alone.”
    

    
      At the promised morning, the Magic Tower’s metal gate creaked open. The alliance followers buzzed, each showing different reactions.
    

    
      “Are they really surrendering?”
    

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    
      “Let’s see the look on their faces when they come out.”
    

    
      “It’s all over! We’ve won!”
    

    
      Lots of people were there to watch. Hundreds of Spiders came pouring out of the crack in the iron gate.
    

    
      The Gray Spider said, “It was the first time I wanted to be someone like him, the Sword Emperor. It was the first time in a thousand years.”
    

    
      The Spiders didn’t come out with white flags, and the crowd stopped whispering as they all reached the same conclusion. 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “There’s no white flag.”
    

    
      The Spiders walked and stared straight ahead, as if they hadn’t been defeated.
    

    
      “What the hell is going on?”
    

    
      As the crowd chattered, the Gray Spider let out a sigh that wasn’t really heavy, but that was because she had nothing left within herself. No anger, disdain, malice, not even the deep hatred that had been bubbling inside her until watching the concubi’s dream. 
    

    
      She said, “He was light. That guy didn’t seem to hate anything. He wasn’t pretending. I have enough insight to know that. That doesn’t mean he was particularly good either. He wasn’t the type who was desperate to help others. He was just... light. Like the wind. I wondered if it was possible to live like him.”
    

    
      The alliance followers started shouting.
    

    
      “Kneel!”
    

    
      “Apologize!”
    

    
      They felt they’d been too easy on the four headquarters when they had surrendered, so the followers shouted without thinking.
    

    
      “Kneel!”
    

    
      “Kneel!”
    

    
      “Kneel!”
    

    
      The followers were dead set on proving that their whole lives were wrong, not just some bits, but their whole existence.
    

    
      “I thought to myself…” the Gray Spider said blankly. 
    

    
      “Kneel!”
    

    
      “There’s no way that kind of life is possible. It’s not just me. It’d be impossible for anyone.”
    

    
      “Kneel!”
    

    
      “So the Sword Emperor is the only exception.”
    

    
      “Kneel!”
    

    
      “But I see…”
    

    
      “Kneel!”
    

    
      She sighed. “It wasn’t necessarily like that.” 
    

    
      “Kneel!”
    

    
      The Spiders from the first headquarters reached the glass-like drawbridge. It didn’t waver, even with hundreds of people walking across it. The Gray Spiders and I stood at the end of it.
    

    
      “Even if it’s not quite the same as the Sword Emperor, even if it’s totally different, even if it’s difficult… a different life is also possible.”
    

    
      As we watched, the Spiders from the first headquarters confidently crossed the glass bridge. The closer they got, the angrier the followers became.
    

    
      “Kneel already!”
    

    
      “You bastards!”
    

    
      Some people even tried to throw rotten fruit or filth at them.
    

    
      “There’s no need for that,” I said.
    

    
      “Thank you. I suppose maybe I can do that.” The Gray Spider lowered her hands, revealing her face. “I spent over a hundred years thinking that the Sword Emperor was an exception. I could spend another millennium thinking of you as a similar exception. I wasn’t wrong, and I tried my best with my life, but…”
    

    
      She was crying and laughing at the same time as she asked, “... isn’t that too embarrassing?”
    

    
      And then, the Gray Spider slowly kneeled. The first headquarters’ Spiders crossing the drawbridge stopped in their tracks. Even the Spiders from the second, third, fourth, and fifth headquarters, who’d been anxiously watching the surrender ceremony, also froze.
    

    
      The alliance followers surrounding them had been raging and jeering, and the ordinary Hunters who’d joined the not-so-festive festival had also been booing. However, they weren’t an exception at the moment.
    

    
      “I’m sorry,” the Gray Spider told the followers. “I’m sorry. I was wrong.”
    

    
      Instead of the hundreds of Spiders who wouldn’t kneel, the greatest Spider—the ruler of all witches, the godslayer who’d never bowed to the gods—pressed her forehead to the ground, her body wrapped in bandages.
    

    
      “My millennium was wrong.”
    

    
      The city went quiet.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 312: The Next World (2)
In a way, what happened was simple. The angry people expressed their anger, and the one who owed an apology offered one. Those who felt they had no right to comment on the world remained silent, feeling as though they had no right to add their opinion.
“Fuck,” the Assistant Writer muttered.
In front of the drawbridge, the Gray Spider remained kneeling, her forehead pressed against the ground. The Anti-Magic-Tower Alliance followers threw rotten fruit and scraps at her, vomiting out their emotions. A black lump collided with the Gray Spider’s back and slid off.
“Ah.” The Assistant Writer, who had been furrowing her brow, parted her lips. At the end of her gaze, a sharp dagger sliced through the air. “Wait, that—”
However, the dagger made a clear clang mid-flight and bounced away; I had fired aura the size of a go stone, knocking it down. The dagger landed helplessly on the ground, four meters away from the Gray Spider.
Someone in the crowd of thousands clicked their tongue. The Assistant Writer seemed to have heard the sound as well. 
She shouted, “You there! What the hell are you doing?”
“Don’t stop them.” Mahos’ apostle grabbed the Assistant Writer’s arm to restrain her. “If you stop them, they’ll just get angrier. I’ve dealt with something like this on the battlefield many times. I know from experience.”
The Assistant Writer looked at the apostle, then turned to me. I said nothing. Even before I had shot down the dagger and even after I dropped it, I just stood there with my arms crossed, watching. Though no one else could see it, the Guardian mimicked my posture. 
Seeing my lack of response, the Assistant Writer looked back at the apostle. Her glasses slanted up sharply like a frown. “Still, how can one strike someone who has surrendered? If you’re experienced, you should know that’s not what should happen!”
Mahos’ apostle didn’t even blink. “Has the Magic Tower been upholding those basics?”
The Assistant Writer gritted her teeth.
“Even you and Hamustra’s other followers suffered in the Magic Tower’s prison,” the apostle continued. “You people endured brutal torture until the Death King rescued you. On top of that, the world where you were born and raised is now the Magic Tower’s colony. I don’t think they would have governed their colonies any better than they did on the fiftieth floor.”
It had been a thousand years of colonization. The hatred that the Magic Tower had built up was deep and vast.
“The Magic Tower wasn’t wise, so you should act wiser, Assistant Writer. You’re climbing the Tower to represent your world. If you can afford to spare sympathy for your world’s enemy, it would be better to prepare for the next floor—“
“Thank you,” the Assistant Writer said, her voice low and cold. “Regardless of everything, you’re saying that for my sake, so thank you. But I have something else to say, so please listen.”
“Hm. I’m glad you appreciate me. So, Assistant Writer, I have a proposal. If you haven’t chosen the person you will accompany to the fifty-first floor yet, would you like to join m—”
“Fuck off.”
Mahos’ apostle shut his mouth. 
The Assistant Writer’s eyes widened, and so did her glasses. A moment later, she flapped her arms. “I didn’t mean to say ‘fuck off’ to your offer, so don’t misunderstand, but, um, why the heck did you bring it up now anyway? Ah, forget it! Just be quiet for a moment, damn it!”
The Assistant Writer cleared her throat several times. She glanced at the apostle and then turned away, walking. She stood in front of the Gray Spider—or rather, in front of the crowd surrounding her.
“Hey, you bastards! Stop acting pathetic!” the Assistant Writer said.
***
Immediately, the people in the crowd bared their teeth.
“What?”
“Isn’t that the Assistant Writer? It’s definitely her, right?”
“Isn’t she the one who always messes up her grammar?”
“Why did that Hamster’s apostle suddenly show up? Did she get all cocky after helping out with the Magic Tower’s defeat?”
“Shut up, all of you!” The Assistant Writer shouted, drowning out the crowd’s murmurs. “First of all, the one who said I make grammar mistakes, stay after this. I won’t tolerate such slander, but there’s something even more unacceptable. You bastards, aren’t you ashamed of yourselves? If you want revenge, become stronger and make your own revenge! If you want to bully people, bully the ones you hunted down yourselves!” 
Gritting her teeth, the Assistant Writer looked at the Gray Spider lying on the ground and the various pieces of trash scattered around her. 
“What’s this? If you had hunted down the Magic Tower, the witches, and the Gray Spiders yourselves, I wouldn’t have said a word, but you didn’t. What the hell are you doing to someone else’s prey?”
The crowd was silent. The vast majority of people flushed. Among them, someone wearing a mask that hid their face had their mask turn red. The masked warrior stepped forward, carrying a large spear that looked ripped out from a dragon’s horn.
“Impressive, Miss Assistant Writer.” The warrior’s voice was hoarse and metallic. “Bravo. You’re truly a hero! You said all the right things: the proper things and the kind things. Now, we should be so ashamed that we should run off somewhere, but uh-oh. We’re just getting pissed. Is it because we’re ignorant fools?”
“Yes.” 
“Don’t agree so easily… Anyhow, come on! You’re so confident that you can’t see people who aren’t confident, can you?” The masked warrior slammed the tip of his spear into the ground. “A thousand years. For a thousand years, the Magic Tower has ruled the fiftieth floor! The oppression grew stronger and stronger over time, and all the worlds that reached the fiftieth floor were sucked into the Magic Tower’s roots!”
Voices erupted from all sides. “That’s right!”
The warrior asked, “Assistant Writer, can’t you see the pain and suffering in their eyes?” 
“That’s right!”
“People had to sneak through the alleys in silence to avoid being noticed by the Magic Tower! They lost their families or someone even more precious to them at the witches’ hands, and had no choice but to remain silent. Can’t you see or feel for such people?”
“Right! Right!”
“Assistant Writer, you’re talking about what’s right, but it’s only possible because you have the power to do so! What about those who don’t have that power? Are you saying that the weak shouldn’t vent out their emotions and shut up like they don’t exist, even in a moment like this?”
“Right! Right! Right!”
“How dare you try to silence the helpless victims! Isn’t that what’s really unjust and cruel?”
“Right! Right! Right! Right!”
Wild cheers erupted every time the masked warrior shouted. Even ordinary Hunters who hadn’t participated in the Anti-Magic-Tower Alliance raised their voices. The area turned into a frenzy of excitement, but the Assistant Writer quickly extinguished it. 
She said, “Are you done with your bullshit, you extra?”
The masked warrior froze, and the crowd fell silent. Amid the stillness, the Assistant Writer slowly walked forward until she reached the masked warrior and stared straight into the two holes of his mask.
“Remember this, you bastard.” She raised her head like a stretching cat, bringing her face close to the warrior’s mask. “Even if you were a hundred times stronger than you are right now or as strong as the Magic Tower combined, I would still stand here and tell you that you’re spewing bullshit.”
The Assistant Writer pressed her finger firmly against the mask’s nose and said, “That’s why I was dragged to the Magic Tower.”
The mask turned red. It seemed the redness was a result of heat. 
The Assistant Writer pulled her finger away in surprise. “Fuck, it’s hot!” 
The masked warrior spoke in a voice resembling boiling magma flowing down a mountainside. “No, you were dragged away because Hamustra suddenly disappeared. You lost your backing, and you became weaker! It’s the same now. Now, just because some Death King or whatever is backing you, you’re all…”
“Ah, and one more thing. Actually, it’s two things. How the hell are you wearing that mask? It’s freaking hot,” the Assistant Writer grumbled as she lightly licked the tip of her burned finger. “Even if you were a thousand or ten thousand times stronger than you are now, even if you were as strong as the entire Magic Tower combined, you’d still just be a one-time extra character introduced to show how strong the protagonist has become.”
The masked warrior fell silent. The Assistant Writer looked away from him. Her eyes, framed by glasses, turned toward the crowd. While the masked warrior’s voice had grown louder as he spoke, the Assistant Writer’s voice did the opposite, growing quieter.
“Let’s stop making fools of yourselves. You guys are Hunters. You decided to climb the Tower because you wanted to go somewhere better and see a different scenery. Isn’t that right?”
Her voice grew fainter and fainter.
“Well, at least I did. Some might have come up here because they had nowhere else to go. Those of you who can’t read the room would think you’re here representing your worlds. But I don’t concern myself with anything grand like that. I’ve always only known myself and thought only about myself. Perhaps that’s why I believed in Mr. Indoor Librarian, since people are drawn to those who resemble themselves,” she muttered. “I came here to write my story.”
Her glasses drooped like her eyes as she scanned the crowd.
“Isn’t that true for all of you?”
The Assistant Writer’s gaze returned to me after scanning the crowd. There was no anger there, but regret—a twilight of emotions that emerged when recalling a conversation from long ago. Looking back at the Gray Spider still lying on the ground, the Assistant Writer asked, “Would the main character do this?”
Her shoulders slumped.
“No, they wouldn’t. It’s about time we became the protagonists.”
Those words created an echo.
“Well said,” one of the Sword Emperor Church’s followers spoke up. 
The church would have undoubtedly suffered the cruelest treatment from the Magic Tower, yet they didn’t even glance at the first headquarters witches, who stood hesitantly on the glass bridge, nor did the followers pay any attention to the Gray Spider lying on the ground. The church followers walked over and stood beside the Assistant Writer.
“That’s right.”
“But the truth often wants to make people punch the speaker.[1] A lot of people would feel that way right now. To be honest, I do too.”
“But it’s still the truth.”
The members of the Sword Emperor Church turned around in unison after making their way behind the Assistant Writer.
“Without the Death King, this war would have been lost.”
“Therefore, it would be very wrong for us to argue here.”
“The Sword Emperor would have said the same.”
The crowd stumbled back.
—Hmph. Well, they’ve finally grown a little after one hundred fifty years.
The Guardian said.
That was the beginning. The Jester, the only one who managed to kill me on this floor, stepped forward and stood beside the Assistant Writer and the members of the Sword Emperor Church. She said, “I think the same! This isn’t fair!”
The Berserker clicked her tongue, doing the same. “Damn it…” 
The Paparazzo and other high-ranking members of the alliance soon followed. Finally, Mahos’ apostle walked over and became a corner of the human barrier standing between the Gray Spider and the crowd.
The Assistant Writer gave a slightly puzzled expression. “Why are you here? You told me to act wisely.”
“Because the tide is on this side. While it’s said that Lord Mahos prefers victory over justice, he actually loves righteous victory.”
“Do you know that you’re both an idiot and a scumbag?”
“But I’m a scumbag who fights well.”
“Right. That’s why I’m going to accept your proposal. Let’s go to the fifty-first floor together.”
“What an honor.”
As the human barrier grew stronger, the crowd’s fervor slowly subsided. However, it wasn’t dispersing. It was rather sinking and piling up like steam gathering under a pressure cooker.
The masked warrior lost it. “Damn it! You guys are nonsensical! Are you saying that victims who can’t get revenge on their own should just shut up and live their lives?”
“I never said that since I’m also a victim myself,” one of the Sword Emperor Church’s followers said. He raised his head. “You there. The spokesperson for the Magic Tower.”
The spokesperson, who had been watching nervously, stammered, “Y-yes?”
Anger could be hot but also cold. The church follower’s anger was cold because it was intense and calculated.
“You killed my sect brother. He led an easy life thanks to his lighthearted nature and talent. Perhaps because of that, he couldn’t die in peace. For nearly ten days, he was tortured until he died a horrible death, his bones compressed inside a glass coffin.”
The spokesperson avoided eye contact and stammered, “Ha, ha... Um. That’s… That’s unfortunate. I’m sorry, but why are you saying that now?”
“Just wash your neck and wait[2].”
“What?”
“As soon as I’m ready, I’ll go to the Lion Realm and challenge you to a duel. Is that okay, Death King?”
Yes, that was how I broke my silence. I smiled humbly. “Yes, I can’t stop a fair dueI. I’ll stop you from leading your troops in an invasion, but a duel is different. I have no right to stop you. However, if you die in that duel, I won’t be able to do anything either.” 
“Of course. How can someone who isn’t prepared to die go out and kill someone else?” The church follower nodded before glaring at the spokesperson of the Magic Tower. “Just wait.”
“Ha.” The spokesperson of the Magic Tower gritted his teeth. “Seriously, you guys underestimate me a loooot, don’t you? Do you think you can defeat me in a one-on-one fight? I will make sure you understand that you are mistaken. It would be an honor for two sect brothers to die at my hands. Yes! I will make it a celebration! You’ll be surprised at how you die!”
“You can do that. Then my disciple will come for you again until the day my sect line is cut off or you die.”
“Freaking hell… Uhhhhh, please don’t do that! Mercy! Peace! Oppose war! Blood and revenge just beget more blood and revenge. Can’t we just forget everything and forgive each other?”
“I’m sorry,” the church follower smiled, baring his teeth. “I’m not that strong.”
The spokesperson for the Magic Tower hiccupped.
***
And so it began.
***
The witches of the Magic Tower received settlement notices according to the number of years they had spent there. Some did not receive any, but most received three or more. The spokesperson received a hundred and seven challenges to a duel and groaned.
“Goddamn it! This is all because you guys made me the spokesperson. I’ve been in the spotlight, so I’m getting all the heat. Hey, other headquarters directors! If you have a conscience, you should share some of this with me, but do you even have a conscience to begin with? Oh, yeah, you don’t… Fucking bitches…”
Seeing the spokesperson, Charumu sighed in relief. “Phew… I’m glad I only cleaned deep in the sewer…  All according to plan…”
I patted his shoulder. “Be careful, Mr. Charumu. In the end, you can’t escape the life you’ve lived.”
“What? Why do I feel like you’re speaking from experience?"
Half a month passed.
Rummmmmble!
The sound of the Magic Tower’s last remaining spire collapsing echoed through the air.
[The Whip of Self-Tormentor has been unleashed from her seal.]
The central pillar supporting the spire swayed and collapsed. From a distance, it looked like an iron spike. As soon as it hit the ground, it shattered like glass. From within the broken pillar, a redheaded woman opened her eyes. 
“Ugh… Where am I?”
“Sister!” The Berserker rushed forward at supersonic speed.
Boooooom!
When the two collided, a sound that wasn’t realistically possible from the collision between two people rang out. Fortunately, one of them was not human, but a Constellation. The red-haired Constellation gently caught the Berserker in her arms. “Huh? Oh my…”
“Sister! My Constellation sis! Waaah, I’m sorry I’m late! I’m sorry I’m late. I told you just to wait three years. Three hundred years have passed! I’m an idiot, a fool, a scumbag! I should have died! I should have died, but I couldn’t! I’m a coward. Waaaaaaaaah! I’m sorry!”
The Constellations sealed in the Magic Tower had been released. The red-haired Constellation patted the back of the Berserker. 
“Ah, this idiotic self-deprecation is familiar. Yes, you’re definitely my apostle…” 
The Berserker, who had been longing to reunite with her goddess, buried her face in the goddess’ arms. She shed tears and sniffled, getting the snot all over her goddess’ arms. In the end, the Berserker wept so hard that saliva flew everywhere.
“Yeah…” The red-haired Constellation looked at the Berserker with a troubled expression. “That’s disgusting, so please cut it out…”
Her cheeks were as red as the hair of the goddess she served. The Berserker said,  “Thank you sooooooo much, Death King! This is all thanks to you! If it weren’t for you, I wouldn’t have been able to meet Sister again. Thank you so much. I thought you were a son of a bitch, but it turns out you’re an awesome son of a bitch!”
“Wow.” I sheathed the holy sword. My body wasn’t fully healed yet, so even though I’d only cut through one pillar of the tower, my shoulders ached. “Is that your entire vocabulary?”
“What? I think it sounds cute!”
“Hmm. I’ll give you that.” 

1. Korean wordplay. Right(맞다) sounds similar to getting hit(맞다.) ☜


2. It's an expression meaning “I'm going to cut off your head, so get ready.” ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 313: The Next World (3)

    
      Many things had happened during the past fifteen days.
    

    
      
        [The Whip of the Self-Tormentors has regained her Star Sign.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Sun-Grasping Fist is recruiting new followers for the first time in 233 years!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Southeast Guardian has been released from their seal.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Night-Scratching Claw has been released from their seal.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Failed Soliloquy has been released from their seal.]
      
    

    
      First, the five Constellations that the Magic Tower sealed were freed. Not all Constellations were fortunate to have a devoted follower like the Berserker. Some had been sealed for as long as nine hundred years, while others had been sealed for as little as two hundred years. They had truly been sealed for a very long time. There was even a Constellation that may have once been glorious but now fell into decline, with no followers remaining.
    

    
      “My last follower who served me died three hundred two years ago,” the Constellation muttered. 
    

    
      They had beautiful long black hair that cascaded down onto the carpet, covering the entire room. The Night-Scratching Claw looked up at the sky with starry eyes that matched their title.
    

    
      “Well, I was always a low-level Constellation.”
    

    
      “What kind of Constellation were you?” I asked.
    

    
      “It’s nothing fancy. If you were to lie on a bed in this room or anywhere else, stretch your arm toward the night sky, and try to scratch it with your nails even once in your lifetime, that would lead to my Faith. What do you think? It’s really trivial, right?”
    

    
      The Constellation of the night sky smiled.
    

    
      “No, it’s wonderful. Wait, you didn’t even pretend to be a god. Why did the Gray Spider stake a Constellation like you?”
    

    
      “I don’t know. She probably had her own reasons. Maybe she was annoyed that a message about me appeared whenever she reached toward the night sky. Maybe she coveted my power as a Constellation. Or maybe she did it to save my life.”
    

    
      “Huh?” I tilted my head in confusion. 
    

    
      Just a few days ago, the Constellation, pierced through the heart and drained of mana for hundreds of years, had been gazing out the window.
    

    
      The Constellation continued, “Regardless, I don’t hate her. Hatred is a powerful energy. It defines both the sender and the receiver more clearly and it keeps someone who should die alive just as much as love, greed, and hope do. Death King, our savior, do you understand what I’m saying?”
    

    
      “Yes.” I remembered my eternity of over four thousand days and met the eyes of the night sky. “I understand what you mean. I know it very well.”
    

    
      Many things happened. The Spiders lost their Magic Tower. In exchange, they gained a vast battlefield, as well as the right to migrate to the Lion Realm. The Shellmounts, using their architectural skills, built homes for the Spiders. 
    

    
      The Spiders had diverse choices. Some wanted to live on the New Continent, some in Raviel’s empire, and some in Babylon. The Black Witch, who had been suffering from a chronic labor shortage and talent crisis, was overjoyed. “Most of them are mages who have lived for over a hundred years! They’re top-tier talent! Can we recruit them as we please? Please?”
    

    
      “It doesn’t really matter to me, but if anyone challenges them to a duel, don’t stop them.”
    

    
      “Huh? What are you talking about?”
    

    
      After hearing the whole story, the Black Witch sighed. “Why is there no one with both a good personality and great skills? I’m not the one to say this, but…”
    

    
      “You have me.”
    

    
      “Yeah, you shouldn’t be saying that either.” The Black Witch sighed deeply and lay face down on the desk. “I understand. As I’ve said time and time again, I’m in no position to judge anyone. Anyway, good job.”
    

    
      “Is everything okay here?”
    

    
      “You can focus on your work. We’ll take care of the problems here. Oh, do you know that Hamustra said he wanted to compile our stories and release spinoffs?”
    

    
      “Wait, what?”
    

    
      “I’ve volunteered for the cooking genre. I was thinking the title could be ‘Black Dragon Food Fighter.’ It’s a story where I travel to different worlds and eat delicious food. It’ll sell, right?”
    

    
      “What the… Well, I can tell that you need a vacation, Anastasha. Try to take breaks from time to time. I’ll get going.”
    

    
      Whether The Black Dragon Food Fighter would ever be written was uncertain, but the competition to recruit the Magic Tower mages was heating up. Even considering the occasional life-or-death duel complication that they couldn’t refuse, the mages were clearly valuable talent. 
    

    
      The ultimate winner of the competition was the Countess. She said, “Whatever offer you’ve received so far, I’ll double it as your annual salary. Moreover, my MA already has a talented species known as Sylvans who are natural-born merchants. They make very good subordinates. The Black Dragon and the Pantheon are both great guilds with noble causes, but why go there and suffer under a ton of responsibility?”
    

    
      “I swear my loyalty! Woof! Woof!”
    

    
      “Good. Good. Now we’re talking. You understand what I’m saying, but since you’re here, please meow like a cat.”
    

    
      “Meow! Meow! Could you spare my life, too? I really don’t want to fight a duel.”
    

    
      The Countess smiled gracefully. “I can’t help you with that.” 
    

    
      “Nyaaaaaaaaah!!”
    

    
      Some Spiders who had originally sworn loyalty to the Magic Tower then changed their loyalty to me and the MA. Everything happened in half a month. Such was life. However, some Spiders did not register with any faction. Of course, the former leader of the Magic Tower, the Gray Spider, was one of them.
    

    
      “How could I do that?” she shrugged. 
    

    
      “Do you have a plan?”
    

    
      “I have to take responsibility,” the Gray Spider said, drinking water from a paper cup. “Have you seen the dueling requests that I received?”
    

    
      I nodded. I couldn’t help but think of the high quantity of paper, enough to seriously impact the ecosystem of the fiftieth floor, which was already short on trees. 
    

    
      I said, “Yes, there are many.”
    

    
      “Yeah. They’re probably still coming. I have to accept those and see them through to the end. It’s the only way I can move forward, don’t you think?” 
    

    
      The Gray Spider’s words were vague. Among those who sent the challenge letters, there were surely people who couldn’t sleep without tearing her apart and others who wouldn’t rest until they saw her corpse. Those people wouldn’t be able to take a single step forward unless they found their closure with the Gray Spider.
    

    
      “Yes, I understand what you mean.” I nodded again, recalling my over four thousand days of eternity. 
    

    
      Thus, the Gray Spider made the barren wasteland her new home. Anyone who harbored a grudge against her could come there to challenge her to a duel. There would come a day when she would be alone, but if that day ever came… This was very unlikely to happen, even after many thousands of years passed. 
    

    
      Still, if there ever came a day when no one sought her out, not a single person, from the moment she woke up in the morning until she slept at night, if she were granted the luxury of sipping a single drop of water for an hour under the midday sun, then the Gray Spider would also be able to stand up from where she had stayed for a thousand years and finally head toward the next world.
    

    
      I asked, “What would you like to do when that day comes?”
    

    
      The Gray Spider smiled, reminding me of someone I knew. It was a smile that came from knowing one could die at any moment, so she no longer felt any pretense or regret. It contained the pure brightness born of complete acceptance.
    

    
      “Well, if I’m that lucky…” The Gray Spider looked up. It was nighttime, and she had decided to sleep without a roof over her head. The starry night stretched out infinitely when she reached for it. “If I’m that lucky, I’ll be able to climb the Tower.”
    

    
      “Are you going to try again?”
    

    
      “I’ve decided not to wait any longer.”
    

    
      I didn’t ask any more questions. The Gray Spider didn’t say anything else, either. The three of us simply looked up at the night sky.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Half a month passed with no unusual occurrences. I finished arranging part-time jobs at Cafe Planetarium for Hamustra’s followers. When the Assistant Writer saw Hamustra dressed as a cafe employee, she let out a shrill scream of joy. “I missed you, Mr. Librarian! I can’t believe this!”
    

    
      “Neither can I…” Hamustra glared at me with a dead look in his eyes.
    

    
      He certainly had every reason to be angry. Around ten of his followers grabbed him and rubbed their faces against his cheeks. Considering Hamustra’s small stature, he looked like a hamster being stuck in the crevice of a couch. 
    

    
      As he got his cheeks stretched, Hamustra grumbled, “Gong-Ja, didn’t I tell you that these guys are like stalkers, or even worse? I’m grateful for saving these people since I share my past with them, but I never asked you to bring them here—”
    

    
      “I’ll never let you go again, Mr. Librarian!”
    

    
      “We’ll be together forever.”
    

    
      “I’ll spend the rest of my life working here as a part-timer!”
    

    
      Hamustra sighed in resignation. “Living as a human is truly difficult and painful…” 
    

    
      Everything turned out well. Well, not exactly everything. I wasn’t talking about Hamustra.
    

    
      Mahos’ apostle said, “Hey, wait a minute. Assistant Writer, didn’t you say you’d come with me to the fifty-first floor?”
    

    
      “Huh? Fuck off.” The Assistant Writer’s tongue responded before her brain did. After realizing what she said, she stammered, “U-umm, you see. There are things more important than life.”
    

    
      “Like what?”
    

    
      “Stanning.”
    

    
      The number of people with a dead look in their eyes increased in the Cafe Planetarium.
    

    
      The Assistant Writer became angry. “What? Only a real protagonist can say that!”
    

    
      
        Happy stanning.
      
    

    
      While humans under the sky reached out to feel the edges of the world, carefully searching where they could lean, stand for a moment, or pass by, the Constellations visited me.
    

    
      “I’ve been thinking hard about how to repay you,” the Night-Scratching Claw said on behalf of all the Constellations. “I didn’t make this decision alone. I discussed it with the other twelve Constellations. Thinking about what reward to bestow on a single Hunter who has just reached the fiftieth floor is… unprecedented.”
    

    
      “Thanks to you, I was able to reunite with my cute little girl…” the Whip on the Self-Tormentors added, gently touching the strands of the Night-Scratching Claw’s hair scattered on the ground. “I thought about giving you an incredible weapon, but the holy sword at your waist seems better.”
    

    
      “Honestly, it was difficult to reach a conclusion because you seem like the type who doesn’t care much about material things,” the Night-Scratching Claw said. “But you claim to be the Sword Emperor’s heir. Fortunately, some of us know what kind of gift he would have appreciated.”
    

    
      The Night-Scratching Claw clasped her hands together. “I hope this is your answer.”
    

    
      
        Whoosh.
      
    

    
      Soft light enveloped my body.
    

    
      
        [The Night-Scratching Claw has acknowledged the quest completion.]
      
    

    
      
        [The fiftieth floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      As the world around me grew white, a new voice spoke up.
    

    
      “I pray that one day, a Constellation will appear that creates a quest solely for you, Death King. Though we aren’t your Constellations, having a Constellation like that is said to be a very happy thing…”
    

    
      
        [The Whip of the Self-Tormentors has acknowledged the quest completion.]
      
    

    
      
        [The fifty-first floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      The other Constellations from the Anti-Magic-Tower Alliance followed suit.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has acknowledged the quest completion.]
      
    

    
      
        [The fifty-second floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Tear-Bringing Bell of the Dead has acknowledged the quest completion.]
      
    

    
      
        [The fifty-third floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      Those who held the right to judge whether a Hunter was qualified to ascend to the next floor appeared one by one.
    

    
      
        [The Last Sword in the Wilderness has acknowledged the quest completion.]
      
    

    
      
        [The fifty-fourth floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      They spoke to me in unison.
    

    
      
        [The Sun-Grasping Fist has acknowledged the quest completion.]
      
    

    
      
        [The fifty-fifth floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Southeast Guardian has acknowledged the quest completion.]
      
    

    
      
        [The fifty-sixth floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Failed Soliloquy has acknowledged the quest completion.]
      
    

    
      
        [The fifty-seventh floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker has acknowledged the quest completion.]
      
    

    
      
        [The fifty-eighth floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust has acknowledged the quest completion.]
      
    

    
      
        [The fifty-ninth floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse has acknowledged the quest completion.]
      
    

    
      
        [The sixtieth floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      Finally, the next world came into view.
    

    
      
        [Your presence has become stronger.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Death King’s level has increased.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Skill Slots have increased]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Hunter Class is S.]
      
    

    
      
        [May luck be with you.]
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 314: I’M A Fan (1)
“Even if it’s only three times, that’s fine. It’s my life, so let me do as I please. Take everything I have instead.”
After staying up all night, I realized there was only one choice left.
***
“Are you the Death King?” What a grand title! It’s so grandiose that it’s ridiculous! Remember this: I’m one of the Thirteen Evils who destroyed the Eternal Cliff. I am the master of the waves that crash against all shores. I am the Ninth Sea Lord, the Pirate General, the Mad—!”
Clang!
“I heard that you defeated the Mad Blood Sea Lord! Impressive. The rumor is that you also cleared through ten floors at once. I see. Indeed, you are undoubtedly a new rising star who has appeared after the Sword Emperor. However, remember this: All the Star Signs in the night sky were once called rising stars. Allow me to introduce myself. I, the bearer of a good lesson, am… well! What more is there to say? I am the living proof of a divine miracle! The Thirteen Evils! The Forest Keeper of the Full-Blooming Pine Cones in the White Night. My title shall instill fear—“
Clang!
“I won’t say much. The more you talk, the shorter your life tends to be. Fear me. Tremble. Today, I will teach you one truth—”
Clang!
“Uhhh, can you spare me, please? Yeah, I did torment people a bit. No, I actually tormented them a lot… wait! Just a moment! It’s only natural for people to become ill-tempered after living for over three hundred years. I’ve enjoyed every pleasure there is out there; the only joy left for me was tormenting others! Wait, you can’t go in there. No, no! That blood isn’t human! I’m telling you! Ah, shit. Shit! I forgot to clean up after I killed—”
Clang!
“I have no regrets. You know? Torturing people is really fun.”
Clang!
“Are you that good?”
Clang!
“You’re strong. Death King, you said? The Sword Emperor was just a Hunter, yet he earned the title of emperor. The next one in hierarchy is the King? The Tower is quite strange. Its principles revolve around one’s birth and living a good life. Now it wants me to have a good death too? If your life is inevitable, then your title would also carry your destiny, and my end would be no coincidence.”
Clang!
“Damn it! Damn it! I didn’t do anything wro—”
Clang!
“I’m going to go mad.”
“That’s why I initially proposed that we should join forces and attack. Why didn’t anyone listen to me until only twelve of us became three? Are you idiots, brothers? Come to think of it, we are… In return for becoming so strong that we don’t need others telling us what to do anymore, we’re going to pay with holes in our throats. What a bargain…”
“Hahahaha! Death King, don’t think you’ve won! Even if the Thirteen Evils are destroyed, there will be two, three—yes! As long as my brothers’ will lives on, we will fight forever—”
Clang! Clang! Clang!
“Phew.” I wiped the sweat from my forehead with the back of my hand. “That was really tiring and long…”
[Shiny summarizes it as a series of battles as epic as a grand historical drama.]
“If we had filmed it, we would have planned a 102-episode series. Thanks to the love and attention from the fans, it would have continued into seasons two, three, and four, becoming a legendary series. Due to an unfortunate incident midway through, however, it suddenly gets canceled, making it an even more tragic legend.”
[Shiny agrees wholeheartedly!]
The Guardian watched us praise ourselves with a look of disbelief.
—Are you guys doing a skit or something? You just killed twelve Hunters.
“Ah, now that I think about it, why were there only twelve if it was supposed to be the Thirteen Evils? I should have asked that before I killed them, but I forgot.”
[■■■■ ■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■.]
—Well, I killed one of them one hundred fifty years ago.”
“I see. Even after one hundred fifty years, they couldn’t find a replacement…”
Even the sixtieth floor was suffering from a labor shortage. Countless Hunters wanted to climb the Tower, but the reality was that there weren’t enough Hunters in the upper levels. I felt bitter as I sheathed my holy sword.
—Hm.
The Guardian crossed his arms and glanced over, but he wasn’t looking at me. His eyes were fixed on the castle behind me, where the Thirteen Evils had once dwelt. 
The castle was ablaze, billowing smoke. Even from this distance, the acrid smell of fire wafted through the air.
—A zombie.
“I know,” I said nonchalantly. “They’re persistent. They followed us again.”
—It’s annoying. For how many days has this been going on?”
I tilted my head. “Hmm, about two weeks?”
—Ugh, this is stressing me out. Hey, hey. Can’t you just go catch them? How long are you going to ignore them?”
“They’re just following me, not showing any hostility. I’m going to leave them alone.”
Yes, I was being stalked. Probably. I added “probably” because I had no idea who was following me or what their purpose was.
—What if it’s an assassin? There must be quite a lot of people who hate you for saving those Spiders.
The Guardian’s suggestion was extreme. I shrugged and started walking.
“If someone hates me so much that they have to send an assassin to survive another day, they would send it to the Spiders they have a grudge against, not me. I left myself vulnerable yesterday and the day before, just in case, when I was sleeping outside. But they never got too close.”
—That’s strange… Why? Why are they following you?
“They like me.”
—Ah, their brain has gone rotten.
“At least their temper didn’t go bad, unlike someone else.”
—What now?
“Huh? What?”
We followed the forest path, strengthening our friendship along the way as we always did. The mysterious person neither approached nor moved away from me, maintaining a consistent distance. Aware of their presence at the back of my mind, a thought suddenly crossed my mind.
“Ah, I’m thirsty. I wonder if there’s a stream where I can completely quench my thirst. There should be one in a forest like this.”
[■■■■ ■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■■.]
As soon as we stepped out of the forest, we saw a stream flowing right before our eyes. Two deer-like animals dipped their noses into the water and licked the stream. That meant the water was safe to drink. Without thinking, I approached the stream. 
“Oh, lucky us.” 
The deer on the other side glanced at me as if to ask, “What is that ugly animal?” but I ignored them. It would have been easier if I had brought a water container, but homo sapiens had hands. 
I scooped up water with my hands and gulped it down. “Wow! Refreshing! I feel better now.”
The Guardian gave me a sour look.
“Huh? What is it? Why are you looking at me like that? Do you have something to say?”
—It’s just that… It’s a little weird.
“What exactly is weird?”
The Guardian narrowed his eyes.
—Kim Zombie. Aren’t you too lucky lately?
“Huh? Too lucky? What do you mean?”
—Look. Just when you were feeling thirsty, a stream suddenly appeared. The day before yesterday and yesterday, too. Come to think of it, you’ve been strangely lucky for the past ten days.
“Is that so? I don’t really feel it.”
—Do you think it makes sense that there is a water source everywhere you go on this vast floor? Even when you try to sleep, you happen to find some firewood lying around. You may not know this because you’ve lived in a world where clean water and heating are guaranteed, but you get these things only when you’re ridiculously lucky.
[■■■■ ■■■■■ ■■■■■.]
I furrowed my brow. “It’s not exactly guaranteed. Mr. Sword Emperor, that’s not strange. We knew there was a water source in this direction from the beginning, so that’s why we chose this route, right?”
—What? What are you talking about?
“You’re talking nonsense! We got information before we left the village that there was a stream here, so we planned a route ahead of time to make sure that I wouldn’t starve or die from thirst.”
Just as the Guardian was about to speak, his expression changed subtly.
[■■■■ ■■■■■■■■■■■■■.]
—... Right. That’s right.
“Yes, the sixtieth floor is much wider than the floors we’ve been on so far. If I don’t get information about the geography of this place in advance, I’ll definitely get lost. You told me that, right? I worked hard to gather the maps in the village, so what are you talking about right now?”
—Right… Hmmm? That’s true. Why did I think you were just lucky? It wasn’t luck; it was the result of thorough preparation.
The Guardian crossed his arms.
“Right? All this silly talk just made me hungry.” I flicked an aura shot and killed one of the deer-like animals. It hadn’t seen humans before, so it wasn’t wary of me, simply drinking from the stream. It was an easy catch.
“Luckily, there was meat nearby. Oh, dry firewood. Let’s have a barbecue again today.”
—Were the animals on the sixtieth floor really this stupid? No, wait a minute. Why are there ordinary animals here? As far as I remember, this area used to be swarming with monsters…
[■■■■ ■■■■■■■■■■■.]
—... well, actually, there weren’t just monsters here. Hmm. Yeah. Is this good? Are you happy that you’re having all the barbecue by yourself?
“It’s fucking great.”
—You’re evil.
“Nah, I’m good.”
—No, you’re just a weirdo.[1]
From the direction we had just come from, a little girl suddenly jumped out of the bushes. As soon as she reached the stream, she collapsed with a thud, whimpering.
“Huh?” I quickly approached the girl, holding a freshly roasted deer hind leg. “Are you okay?”
“Ugh... Meat... Meat...” 
The girl sniffed, looking dazed. It was as if she were smelling with her soul rather than her nose. She had clearly been drawn by the smell of the deer roast and had walked here instinctively. 
Understandable.
“Here, take it slowly.”
“Ugh… T-thank you…” The girl took the hind leg from me and devoured it. “Guh! Ug-ughh! W-water!”
“Uh.”
[■■■■ ■■■■■■■■■.]
“Here. Drink this.”
Fortunately, I happened to have a water container on hand. How fortunate. Otherwise, I would have had to scoop water with my hands and give it to the girl, which would have been quite awkward.
The girl drank so quickly that water dripped from the corners of her mouth. She gulped, her throat rattling, and finally looked as though she could breathe again. “T-thank you! You saved my life!”
“It’s nothing. In a place like this, drifters have to help each other.”
The girl lowered her face in embarrassment and glanced up at me. “If you hadn’t been here, I would’ve starved to death. You’re my savior.” 
Despite having wandered through the forest, her clothes and hair were surprisingly neat. She seemed to have gone through a difficult time, yet she wasn’t dirty at all. Above all, she was incredibly beautiful. Really beautiful. Since meeting Raviel, I hadn’t thought about people’s appearances, but this girl made me reconsider.
I smiled. “I’m glad I could help.”
Raviel was much prettier. 
The girl furrowed her eyebrows slightly. Then she lowered her head and muttered, “Strange... Could it be… Yes, then like this?”
[■■■■ ■■■■■■■■■■■■■.]
I tilted my head.
“What did you just say?”
“Nothing.” The boy looked up with a bright smile. “It’s nothing!”
He was a boy with a blinding smile. His clothes were so tattered that it was impossible to guess how long he had been wandering the forest. His body was covered in wounds, yet he had not lost his smile. He tried his best to express his gratitude to me. His face radiated an innate innocence.
The boy clapped. “I’m so sorry. I haven’t even asked your name yet!” 
“Oh.”
“Savior, would you please tell me your name?”
I smiled. “Of course, my title is Death King.”
“Death King... Death King!” The boy’s mouth was agape. “Death King? You mean the one who cleared ten floors at once not too long ago?”
“Hmm, yes. That’s probably me.”
“Wow! That’s amazing! How did you get so lucky? I heard all the Constellations buzzing about you and wondering who you are. And here you are, of all places, in this forest where I’m lost!” The boy grabbed my hand excitedly. “It’s truly an honor to meet you!”
He smiled so brightly that it made the sun seem dim in comparison. “I’m your fan, Mr. Death King!”

1. The joke is from a Korean movie named 좋은 놈, 나쁜 놈, 이상한 놈 (The Good, the Bad, the Weird). ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 315: I’M A Fan (2)
Strange things continued to happen. Surprisingly, the boy who introduced himself as my fan was not a Hunter, but a Constellation.
“Um, can Constellations get lost or starve?” I asked.
The boy smiled shyly. “Of course, Mr. Death King. All Constellations are different, you know!”
Since our paths were similar, we decided to travel together for a while. As we walked along the quiet forest path with rabbits and deer peeking out from the grass, we chatted.
“I don’t have a single follower. There was one six hundred years ago, but that was it. No one has believed in me since. In short, I’m dirt poor.”
“Oh, I see…” I looked at the boy from head to toe again. Dressed in rags, he looked like a poor neighborhood kid. I murmured, “You’re at least six hundred years old?”
“I might even be ten times older than that. Constellations have a very different sense of time compared to Hunters! We generally count up to a thousand years, but after that, we give up. It’s meaningless, pointless, and boring!”
That was terrifying. I tilted my head. “If you’re Constellation, you would have a title. What’s your name?”
“Wow… Of course, I do have a title and a real name. It’s embarrassing to tell them to you, Mr. Death King, because I admire you too much… But I’ll muster the courage! Yes! My name is—”
[■■■■ ■■■■■■■■■■■■■.]
“Huh.” I nodded.
For some reason, it felt like a good name. It seemed to fit the boy, who was standing before me with a bright smile, as if the name had been chosen specifically for him.
“That’s nice. Why do you feel shy about it? It’s a cool name.”
“R-really? Hahaha. If you say so, then I guess it is. Wow! I’m embarrassed…” The boy laughed softly, innocently scratching his cheek with his index finger.
I smiled warmly and looked around. “By the way, what is over there?”
“Is there somewhere you want to go?”
“I want to stop by a city or a village to get some supplies. If possible, I’d prefer a big village.”
I wanted to buy this boy, who didn’t really look like a Constellation, a new set of clothes. As I was thinking about that, the boy suddenly raised his hand. “Ah!”
[■■■■ ■■■■■■■■■■■.]
“If that’s what you’re looking for, it’s at the end of this path!”
“What?” I turned my head in the direction he was pointing. Enhancing my vision with aura, I looked into the distance and saw a village, just as the boy had said. I murmured, “Hmm? You’re right.”
When we arrived, the village was neither too large nor too small—it was exactly the kind of village I had been hoping for. I entered a clothing store on the street.
Ding.
The wind chime hanging on the door swayed. The middle-aged shop owner, who had been reading a book inside, looked up. “Welcome.”
“Hello. I’m looking for some clothes.” I pointed out the window. In the middle of the street, the small boy stood, staring in our direction. “Clothes that would suit that boy over there. Something comfortable. Do you have anything?”
“Boy?” The shopkeeper looked out the window in confusion. “What boy?”
“Over there. The boy dressed in rags.”
“Hm? I’m sorry, but I don’t see anyone. I don’t understand what you’re—”
[■■■■ ■■■■■■■■■.]
“Ah, you mean him.” The old man adjusted his glasses. Perhaps his vision had deteriorated with age. He smiled awkwardly, slightly embarrassed by his mistake. “I’m sorry. Yes, he seems very fragile. That’s a pity. You want something comfortable for him to move around in, yes? Just wait a moment, I’ll bring something right away.”
“Yes, please, sir.”
“I’m just doing my job here.”
I paid the shopkeeper and handed the clothes to the boy, who looked up at me blankly. “Um, Death King, what is this?”
“It’s a gift.”
It was a wide, white robe. Though it seemed prone to getting dirty because it was white, it was a magical item, enchanted so that dirt wouldn’t stick to it. Cold and heat resistance magic was included as a bonus. In an emergency, it could be used as a sleeping bag, and it had plenty of pockets for storage.
“I just felt like this kind of robe might come in handy for you instead of any other fancy clothes. Want to try it on?”
Hesitantly, the boy put on the robe. His pure, innocent appearance perfectly matched the white robe.
I felt a strange sense of pride looking at him from front to back. “Oh, it looks good! Hmm, perhaps it’s a little big.”
The robe was nice, but too baggy for the boy’s build. It looked almost one and a half times his size.
“That’s strange. I thought it would fit perfectly…”
“No.”
[■■■■ ■■■■■■■■■.]
“I think this size is fine.” The girl pulled her hand out from under the sleeve.
A moment ago, her hands had been buried in the sleeves; now, they were just above her wrists. It didn’t feel like the robe was too big for her.
“That’s a relief. I guess I was mistaken.” I smiled at the girl. “Well, it hasn’t been long, but it was nice having you along. Be careful not to get lost in the forest next time. There’s no guarantee someone like me will be there to help you. I’ll get going now.”
As I turned to leave, the girl grabbed my sleeve.
“M-Mr. Death King! Please hold on a moment!” 
“Yes?”
“Ummm…” 
Her lips parted, but her tongue seemed to lose its way, circling inside her mouth. She looked up at me and bit her lip tightly. In her eyes, countless thoughts seemed to cross each other. 
 “So…”
[■■■■ ■■■■■■■■■.]
What was going on? As I was about to ask her what was wrong, someone suddenly interrupted us. 
“There you are. I’ve been searching for you for a while.”
I quickly turned my head in the direction of the voice and gripped the hilt of the holy sword. The voice came from exactly twelve steps away, but I hadn’t noticed any movement until the person was within twelve steps of me. One thing was clear. The person was incredibly skilled. 
—Zombie.
I knew exactly what the Guardian was warning me about, so I nodded.
Yes, that guy is the strongest Hunter I’ve encountered on this floor so far.
The man was wearing a black robe. “I wondered where you had run off to, but you were just hiding in the village. I guess your plan was to hide in plain sight, but you weren’t the only one who thought of that.”
The man was wearing a worn out bamboo hat that was full of holes. It would fail to block the rain and snow, even revealing the man’s face. It was clear he was looking at me.
“You’re hanging around with a strange guy. Come with me. You don’t want to see blood flowing down the street, do you?” the man told the girl. 
The tug on my sleeves got stronger. Completely terrified, the girl clung to me.
“Um.” I shifted slightly to shield the girl from the man’s gaze.
The man in the bamboo hat frowned. “What?”
“I don’t know who you are. I also don’t know why you’re trying to take her away, but the fact that you asked ‘what’ instead of ‘who are you’ when you just met me shows your character.”
“Interesting.” The man in the bamboo hat sneered. “You can tell a person’s character, but you can’t see their level. People like you are usually the first to die. It’s quite surprising you managed to climb to the sixtieth floor.”
“That would probably mean that I’m not ordinary.”
“If you don’t die without getting decapitated, I’ll admit it.”
Claaaang!
In the blink of an eye, the man drew his sword and swung it. Black aura swayed and instantly sliced between us. However, just as he had reduced his twelve steps to six, my sword blocked his attack. The man’s eyes widened in surprise.
Swish!
Three shurikens flew toward me from three directions: southeast, behind me, and west. The man wasn’t alone. He had brought his colleagues and put them on standby for an ambush. However, I had already noticed them.
Clang!
I shot the three shurikens down before they could reach within twenty steps of me.
“Huh.” The man’s eyes widened even more.
Suddenly, a passerby who happened to be near me took a dagger from his pocket and rushed at me. He was also one of the man’s accomplices. I strengthened my right hand with my aura and grabbed the dagger tightly, twisting the newcomer’s hand, breaking his entire arm, and throwing him backward.
“Not bad,” the man muttered. 
“Aaaaaaaaaaah!”
Only then did time seem to resume its flow. Screams echoed through the street. People who had belatedly noticed the fight quickly scattered. The girl and I, along with the man in the bamboo hat and his accomplices, were the only ones left on the street.
The man nodded. “You have the skill to make up for your arrogance, I see.” 
“Well, I have the skill to teach an arrogant person a lesson.” 
“Do you know who you’re defying?”
“Well, um, I’m not sure.” I stroked my chin. “Probably just a group of assholes trying to drag away a powerless Constellation?”
The expression of the man with the bamboo hat became more interesting, but it wasn’t enough. A face defined a man. I wanted to make his face look even more interesting.
I said, “Ah, I can also see your organization is so poor that you can’t even afford a new bamboo hat. Would you like me to sponsor you? I have more money than I know what to do with. I could help four beggars like you. Five is too many. Please draw lots among yourselves and decide which one of you is going to drop out.”
The man in the bamboo hat adjusted his long sword. “Alright. It’s decided. I’ll cut out your tongue and feed it to the dogs.”
The blade was sharp, giving off a cold aura. It was clear at a glance that he had honed his skills through extraordinary means.
The girl’s anxious voice came from behind me. “M-Mr. Death King…” 
Should she ask for help? Or would that be a burden? She seemed to be torn between two choices.
I winked at the girl. “It’s okay.”
The girl’s head drooped. Meanwhile, the man in the bamboo hat took a stance. “I am the leader of the Blood Demon Cult. I am the Heavenly Blood Demon.”
“Huh?” I blinked. “Heavenly Blood Demon?”
“Correct.”
“Blood Demon Cult? So, a demonic cult?”
“Indeed.” The man in the bamboo hat smiled slyly. He seemed satisfied with my reaction. “It’s too late to have regrets. Of course, if you cut off your own tongue and apologize, I may forgive you. You can live the rest of your life without a tongue and repent for your arrogance. I am merciful to those who know how to reproach themselves.”
“What? That is a straight up cultist mindset!”
The man in the bamboo hat stopped talking. I was dumbstruck.
“What kind of cult leader are you, referring to yourself as Heavenly Blood Demon? Heavenly Blood Demon Cult?! A demonic cult is a demonic cult, and the Heavenly Demon is the Heavenly Demon. Where the heck did this Heavenly Blood Demon concept come from?”
“What?”
“Hey, who gave you permission to add “demon cult” to your group’s name? Now I see you’re not just beggars. I spoke too soon. Even the Beggar Gang has more legitimacy than you. Did you know that, if the Beggar Gang accused you of being worthless scum, the murim authorities would side with them? And one of the Four Demon Kings under my wing is the Blood Demon King. He’s not even a leader; he’s just my subordinate. So, where did you get the nerve to call yourself the Heavenly Blood Demon? Do you want to get beaten up? Shall I pummel you here so hard that you’ll never stand up again?”
“Y-you bastard...”
“Anyway, people from murims tend to have no manners, strangely. Know your level. I mean it. All right. Now, let’s get back to business. Listen carefully. First, remove demon and heavenly from your name. I’ll let you keep blood and cult in your cult name.”
The man’s face contorted. “I’ll kill you. I’ll kill you, no matter what!”
Why was this cult leader so angry? The one who farts always gets angry for some reason.[1] 

1. It’s a Korean idiom meaning that the one who is at fault tends to get angrier. ☜
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    Chapter 316: I’M A Fan (3)

    
      The battle against the Heavenly Blood Demon left a sea of corpses and blood in its wake.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I blinked. “Hm?”
    

    
      What was that? It felt like an eternity had passed, or perhaps it had only been a moment. My sense of time appeared temporarily numbed, similar to when the Chemist had put me under anesthesia for treatment.
    

    
      “Mr. Death King! Mr. Death King! Wake up, Mr. Death King!”
    

    
      Before I knew it, I was lying down. I couldn’t tell when, why, or where I had ended up lying down. I couldn’t remember anything clearly. The only thing I was certain of was the face of the person crying in front of me. The boy who looked so familiar was clutching my hands as if he were about to burst into tears at any moment.
    

    
      He asked, “Are you okay? Can you hear me?”
    

    
      “Where am I?”
    

    
      “You were injured in battle against the Heavenly Blood Demon. While you were fighting one-on-one, the Blood Demon Cult’s elite warriors joined the fight like cowards.” 
    

    
      The boy wiped his tears on my sleeve. His tears seemed to be flowing uncontrollably, and I became worried for him.
    

    
      “Fight... wounds...” I murmured. 
    

    
      The boy stopped me as I tried to stand up. “Ah, don’t move! Your internal injuries are serious, Mr. Death King! You must rest now! Your whole body is a mess. Your bones are broken, and your internal organs are tattered… I was afraid you wouldn’t ever open your eyes again until a moment ago!”
    

    
      “Ugh?”
    

    
      Just like the boy said, excruciating pain struck me. I tried to use my aura to assess my condition, but my aura paths contorted. The pain felt like a spiked club beating my blood vessels to a pulp.
    

    
      “Ugh, argh! Ugh…”
    

    
      “Oh, no. W-what should I do? What should I do?” the boy kept asking.
    

    
      It hurt. I felt like I was going to die. My eyes welled up with tears, and my skin turned cold. My fingertips felt numb. Pain. Only pain remained. It felt as if someone were peeling my skin off layer by layer, as if I were an orange. No human could endure such pain except me, since I had died countless times.
    

    
      “Ah, really, what should I do?”
    

    
      Suddenly, as my consciousness faded out, I heard excited breathing. Later, I opened my eyes. It felt like a long time had passed, or maybe the moment was as brief as a sigh. The only difference from before I had lost consciousness was that my mind was now clearer. The boy was wearing an apron and was on his way back with a tray of rice porridge.
    

    
      “Please say ah, Mr. Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “Ah.” 
    

    
      I opened my eyes.
    

    
      The Constellation scooped an empty bowl with an invisible spoon and fed me.
    

    
      No. 
    

    
      The boy scooped rice porridge with a wooden spoon and fed me.
    

    
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      “How does it taste?”
    

    
      The Constellation stared expressionlessly.
    

    
      The girl smiled lovingly.
    

    
      “I tried to cook your favorite porridge for a change.”
    

    
      The Constellation whispered.
    

    
      The boy fidgeted.
    

    
      “Does it taste okay?”
    

    
      The aroma of anchovies filled my mouth. When I was a child and had a cold, the orphanage director would grind apple slices for me with a spoon. Then, he would add anchovies and cook white rice porridge. 
    

    
      Just like how a ground apple tasted different from a usual apple, the taste of the porridge was different. The anchovies, swollen and thin, were tasteless at first, but they had a subtle, savory flavor when I kept chewing them.
    

    
      “Yes, it’s delicious,” I answered.
    

    
      “Phew, I’m relieved.”
    

    
      The Constellation smiled.
    

    
      The girl let out a sigh of relief.
    

    
      “It was really a big problem. I just wished for an enemy to block your path, but someone too strong appeared out of nowhere. Deep down, you think that no one can stop you unless your enemy is that strong.”
    

    
      “What?” I asked. 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      The Constellation asked back casually.
    

    
      The boy tilted his head slightly.
    

    
      “I didn’t say anything just now, Mr. Gong-Ja. By the way, why were you so angry at the Heavenly Blood Demon? You were really calm even after the attack, yet you got so upset when you heard about the Blood Demon Cult. I was a little surprised.”
    

    
      My mind was foggy. “Ah, it’s because I’m the Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult…”
    

    
      “Aha.”
    

    
      “The words ‘demonic cult’ mean a lot to me. They shouldn’t be used lightly. Those street thugs casually calling themselves a demonic cult pissed me off a lot.”
    

    
      “I see. I see.”
    

    
      The Constellation rested their chin on their hand and stared at me intently.
    

    
      The girl nodded with thoughtful eyes. 
    

    
      “In other words, that’s the one thing you can never compromise, isn’t it? I’m curious about this demonic cult of yours. If it holds such great meaning for you, there must have been someone important to you in it, too. Would you tell me your story?”
    

    
      ...
    

    
      “Ah, you had a teacher. Her name was Soh Baekhyang. The name sounds lonely but clear, and it leaves a lingering fragrance in the air.”
    

    
      ...
    

    
      “You love someone named Raviel Ivansia. Is she that beautiful? Ah. I see. That’s why, no matter how hard I tried, you never fell for my looks. How troublesome. Becoming one’s lover is the easiest and most powerful way to win someone’s heart. If someone is deeply ingrained in your heart, distortion would only backfire, regardless of how hard I try. How scary and frightening. I must be careful.”
    

    
      I murmured, “Did I say something?”
    

    
      “No, you didn’t.”
    

    
      The Constellation touched my cheek.
    

    
      The boy smiled faintly.
    

    
      “You’re not saying anything, Mr. Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “I see.” I nodded. “Yes, I’m not saying anything.”
    

    
      “But the Sword Emperor… Or should I call him the Guardian? Well, he’s a bit of a hassle. No wonder it took a long time for you to fall for my power. What should I do? If I remove him, we would grow too far apart. I guess I have no other choice. Yes, it’s a bit tiring, but I’ll do it for both of you.”
    

    
      
        Whoosh!
      
    

    
      An arrow flew toward me. The Guardian shouted at me in disbelief.
    

    
      —Hey, Kim Zombie! What are you doing? You’re in the middle of a fight, and you’re daydreaming? Are you so confident in your abilities that you think you can let your guard down like that?
    

    
      Right. We were in the middle of raiding the Blood Demon Cult’s headquarters and wiping out the enemies. How… How did I end up attacking this place?
    

    
      “Mr. Gong-Ja!”
    

    
      I looked up in the direction of the voice.
    

    
      “Here!”
    

    
      It was the girl. I had encountered her accidentally in the forest a month ago. She used to be a Constellation, but she had lost all her power. The Blood Demon Cult, the Thirteen Evils, and all the other demonic cults were located on the sixtieth floor, including the Divine Demon Cult, the White Demon Cult, the Madness Demon Cult, and the Four Demons.
    

    
      Yes. They all aimed to kidnap the boy and use him for evil purposes, like the Magic Tower.  
    

    
      However, I had been bedridden for a few days and could only watch the girl get kidnapped. That was something I could never tolerate.
    

    
      “Help me!”
    

    
      The boy’s screams made my eyes snap open. Right. Why was I hesitating?  
    

    
      Deep within that fortress, the girl was bound to a pillar with iron chains. Whether or not she was a Constellation that had been living for thousands of years, she was fragile now. Someone had to protect her, and that someone was me. Somewhere deep within my mind, no, from the depths of my consciousness, or perhaps from the highest sky, a faint voice echoed.
    

    
      “Yes, that is how you awaken. What will you do now?”
    

    
      “I will save the boy,” I answered firmly. 
    

    
      Countless arrows flew toward me from the fortress, and I struggled to block each one because… because…
    

    
      “You haven’t fully recovered from the injuries you sustained in your battle against the Heavenly Blood Demon. Are you really going to save the boy?”
    

    
      “Yes.” 
    

    
      “Then the Heavenly Blood Demon will ask, ‘You’re a mess, but you still dare to oppose us. It’s so ridiculous that I’m speechless. Do you have a death wish?’ The Heavenly Blood Demon also appears to have been wounded in the previous battle, but his surroundings are filled with hundreds of trustworthy subordinates. Oh, no. In the end, an arrow flies and pierces your thigh.”
    

    
      Pain shot through my thigh. It hurt so much that I almost knelt.
    

    
      “What will you do? Will you swing your sword again?”
    

    
      The Constellation slowly stroked my thigh.
    

    
      The boy sobbed and cried out my name.
    

    
      “Yes,” I answered. 
    

    
      “Really? You might really die like this, you know.”
    

    
      The Constellation chuckled.
    

    
      The boy burst into tears.
    

    
      “Arrows are falling from the sky and piercing you.”
    

    
      “I’ll dodge them,” I said.
    

    
      “Yes, you’re strong. Your aura can cover the sky and block the arrows, but your previous internal injuries will bring you excruciating pain at that moment.”
    

    
      The pain of bones breaking apart spread throughout my body.
    

    
      “Ugh!” I groaned. 
    

    
      “Does it hurt?”
    

    
      “Damn… it…!” I cursed. 
    

    
      “I’ll ask again. Does it hurt?”
    

    
      “Damn it... Those bastards… are cheating with their arrows.”
    

    
      “I’ll ask you one last time, Mr. Death King. Where does it hurt? How badly? Please answer me. I’ll be happy if you do.”
    

    
      It was agonizing.
    

    
      “My body,” I muttered.
    

    
      It felt like it was on fire—no, it actually was on fire. I already had to rest for a while, but I pushed myself beyond the limits by drawing up my aura and overworking myself, so my body was burning from the aura itself. Usually, I had to use my aura after protecting my bones, blood vessels, muscles, and nerves, but I had no strength left to protect myself.
    

    
      “Argh…” I groaned.
    

    
      My veins bulged and burst, burning all my muscles like lava. The aura gathered in my blood vessels and melted my bones into a sticky mess.
    

    
      “I can’t believe it.”
    

    
      The Constellation rejoiced at my pain.
    

    
      The girl screamed at the sight of my suffering.
    

    
      “How… how can you… How can you imagine pain so well?”
    

    
      Their breath was poisonous. I couldn’t stop groaning. 
    

    
      “Ugh, haaah. Argh… Urgh.” 
    

    
      “I only told you that an arrow hit you, Mr. Gong-Ja. I simply presented a scenario in which I was kidnapped, and you came to rescue me. How can you imagine it so vividly? Incredible. That’s incredible. It’s as if you’ve actually experienced a painful death. That’s impossible. There’s no way you could’ve imagined that. Have your bones melted and veins burned away before? How could you possibly know the pain like that and recreate it under my power?”
    

    
      Despite the pain, I pushed forward. Arrows flew and pierced my shoulders and forearms, but I ignored them. I unleashed my aura to the limit, took a step forward, and cut down the Blood Demon cultists who had tied the child to the pillar.
    

    
      “There’s no mistake…”
    

    
      The Constellation stretched out both hands and grabbed my face.
    

    
      The boy, tied tightly to the pillar, wept bitterly.
    

    
      “You’re the one I’ve been waiting for thousands of years.”
    

    
      Just a little more, I thought as I gritted my teeth. 
    

    
      “You’re willing to risk your life and face pain worse than death for someone you’ve known for only a few days. It’s not just because you don’t know any better; it’s because you know what death and pain are, yet you keep moving forward…”
    

    
      I clenched my jaw harder.
    

    
      
        Just a little more. 
      
    

    
      “I can imagine you in any quest I would give you. If I told you that I was drowning in the middle of the ocean, you would jump in to save me and then drown. You wouldn’t be like those amateur Hunters who just pretend. You would truly experience every crisis, every pain, and every death exactly as they are. I’ve been waiting for someone like you to come up to this floor.”
    

    
      Finally, I cut down the Heavenly Blood Demon. Blood splattered.
    

    
      “You’ll be my third follower.”
    

    
      
        [■■■■ ■■■■■■■■■.]
      
    

    
      “I will create quests and continue campaigns for you. I will create a world where you can experience a sense of pure accomplishment and joy. I will become a god just for you. All I ask is that you believe in me, Mr. Gong-Ja.” 
    

    
      A bright smile lit up from beyond the splattered blood. 
    

    
      “Will you believe in me?”
    

    
      
        [■■■■ ■■■ ■■■ has invited you to their Faith.]
      
    

    
      
        [Will you serve ■■■■ ■■■ ■■■ as your Constellation?]
      
    

    
      Darkness struck me.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 317: The Two People’S In-Between War (1)
[Congratulations!]
[■■■■ ■■ ■■■ is your Constellation now.]
[You are the only follower of ■■■■ ■■ ■■■.]
It felt like a dream. Not mine, but someone else’s. The dream felt both long and short, and my sense of time became distorted. It was as if I were standing in the middle of a stream with water flowing past me at different speeds on my right and left. The current of time engulfed me.
Tick. 
A day passed. Or, at least, it felt like a day.
—Hmm. It seems we’re fucked.
What?
—Nothing. It’s pointless to say anything now. I’m also under the influence of this power. Even if I say something, it’ll be distorted in your memories and, surprisingly, in mine as well.
What are you talking about?
—I’m telling you the simple truth of life that words are often useless. You’ve evolved from a physical zombie to a temporal zombie.
What the hell are you talking about?
—Hmm… What should I do? This is pretty nasty. If it were just a matter of memory distortion, there would be plenty of ways to deal with it, but this is probably reality bending. Indeed, the floors above the sixtieth are full with perverted lunatics. I do feel like lamenting about the pervert who has an eye on you, but it’s understandable if I think about it. Kim Zombie, you do have all the qualities that would make perverts around the universe drool all over you.
… What in the heck are you really talking about?
The Guardian ignored my question. His eyes sharpened, and he immersed himself in his own world. 
—What should I do? How should I screw over that nasty starhead?
“Mr. Gong-Ja?”
A voice too familiar to me gently called out to me. I naturally turned my head in the direction of the voice and saw a lovely boy tilting his head.
“Are you troubled by something?” he asked.
“Ah,” I muttered. 
The boy looked nervous as he looked at me. Every expression and gesture of his—perhaps even his very existence—trembled like a candle flame. I wanted to protect that fragile, pitiful being.
“Nothing. Just….” 
—Hey, never mention me. Let’s see what happens.
“It’s just that… thoughts jumbled up in my head.”
My mouth went dry. The thought of lying to this pure boy and hiding something from him—my one and only Constellation—filled me with a deep guilt.
“Hmm.” The boy smiled. “Is that so? You think a lot, don’t you?”
[■■■■ ■■■■■■■■■.]
“I think being thoughtful is a sign of kindness. At least, I do.” 
The boy rested his head on my forearm. A pleasant scent lingered in my nose. I didn’t know why, but I liked the scent very much. It was a fresh, blue scent that I had smelled before from someone else.
—Hmm.
As I enjoyed this happy moment, the Guardian spoke to me for the first time in days.
—Hmm. It seems we’re fucked.
What?
—Nothing. It’s pointless to say anything now. I’m also under the influence of this power. Even if I say something, it will be distorted in your memory and, surprisingly, in mine as well.
What are you talking about?
—Is this the first time you’ve heard me say this?
What are you talking about? I knew you weren’t normal, but you’ve never been this strange before. Are you missing Miss Gray Spider, Mr. Sword Emperor? It’s said that loneliness is an incurable disease.
The Guardian smirked.
—Okay. Fuck. Aaaaalrighty then. Even if the Constellation doesn’t know what I said, they can automatically erase memories or events that interfere with their power. There is no doubt about it. It’s an Enlightened-level Constellation. Ah, can you please try to put up an act? My Zombie, you would have become an actor if you hadn’t become a Hunter. Is it too much to ask that you maintain your poker face regardless of what I say? Am I expecting too much from you? Have I placed too much hope in this world?
I don’t like this, but I’ll grant you the miracle anyway.
—Thaaaaank you.
A day passed.
“We’ve finally defeated the remnants of the Blood Demon Cult!” the boy rejoiced. “I can’t believe that the Mad Demon Cult, the White Demon Cult, and the Divine Demon Cult were secretly allied with the Blood Demon Cult all along! And the Heavenly Demon was behind these four factions all along! They’re unforgivable! The title ‘Heavenly Demon’ means more than just a name to you, Mr. Gong-Ja. You can’t forgive them either, can you?”
Right. I was now traveling with the boy on the sixty-first floor. It felt like a week had already passed in the blink of an eye.
“These four groups dared to use names similar to those of a demonic cult and even used the name of the Heavenly Demon! Such cruel bastards!”
We had been defeating these phony demonic cults. The Heavenly Blood Demon, the one that had kidnapped the boy, was also defeated. 
While rescuing him, I learned a lot. He was a Constellation who had lost his power, and he was also on the brink of death because he had no followers.
“I will be your follower.”
When I had told him this, the boy burst into tears and clung to me. He said he would become my Constellation and mine only. Though he had no power, he vowed to create a quest solely for me, promising to keep going until we reached the hundredth floor.
—We promised to stay by each other’s side for the rest of our lives.[1]
Yes, we did.
—One Hunter and one Constellation.
This was our story. The Guardian laughed for some reason
—Ha. What a load of bullshit. That’s why Hamustra was in charge of the beginner stages, even though he was also at the Enlightened level. He’s still a pervert, but at least he doesn’t think the world belongs to him. That is actually given, but there aren’t many Constellations that meet the requirement. Think about it. The Tower lacked manpower so much that they had to assign Hamustra to guide the newbies.
The background noise was very loud. 
“Now, Mr. Gong-Ja! Let’s go!” The boy smiled brightly and linked his arm with mine. “This time, the quest is to beat up the White Demon Cult, my only follower!”
I smiled. “Yes, shall we get going, my Constellation?”
—I’m just curious. If I said that your conversation just now was cringeworthy, will it also be censored?
[■■■■ ■■■■■■■■■.]
Huh? What did you just say?
—So it does get censored. Motherfucker. That rascal is so childish.
We continued our journey. The White Demon cultists were lawless villains. Every month, on the eighth day of the lunar calendar, they descended upon the twelve worlds they had colonized and gathered three hundred children that would be sacrificed and offered as human sacrifices. This was done to accumulate these cultists’ qi, which they called demonic qi.
I was furious.
—That was an evil the Death King could never tolerate.
A day passed.
—The Death King showed no hesitation in punishing the phony cultists. From his perspective, the cultists were clearly evil. There was no need to consider their circumstances, past, or feelings. He simply had to swing his sword without a second thought.
A day passed.
—There were battles where he didn’t have to compromise himself, nor did he have to embrace his opponents. How delightful it was! He was happy. Perhaps the Death King had long been thirsty for battles where he could forget about himself.
Tick.
I heard a clock ticking every time a day passed, though the sound quickly faded into oblivion. It sounded like the second hand of a clock moving or someone typing on a typewriter. It also resembled someone playing the piano.
—Alright. If they choose to be childish, I’ll do the same. I don’t expect much from you, Zombie, but do one thing for me.
What is it now? 
—At every dawn, I’ll recite some sentences to you. Just don’t forget them. Don’t worry. They won’t threaten your cute god or shake this world. They’re meaningless.
… So it’s nonsense. 
—That’s right. It’s nonsense.
The Guardian smiled. His eyes weren’t on me, though. They were on someone else behind me.
—Alright, just some sentences a day. Just some utter nonsense. You can remember that much, can’t you?
Just say it already.
—Make that bullshit ripe. That bullshit is ripe this year, too.
It was one hundred percent nonsense. If his nonsense were an orange, I would be able to make juice out of it if I squeezed it.
—Remember that. I’m going to kill you if you forget.
However, the Guardian looked serious.
Does this mean I gotta use more of my mental storage than usual?
—Remember it before you shove your whole life in a trash can, you brat. One sentence a day. I won’t say anything else today, so just remember.
Hmmm.
It was rare for the Guardian to act like that. His expression was also so terrifying that I was slightly overwhelmed by him.
I sighed. 
Okay, okay. I’ll remember.
Tick.
A day passed. Every day, when dawn came—or at least when I thought it did—the Guardian said his nonsensical sentences in an indifferent tone. 
—Star in the air is a sage ruler. Sign shows that is a great general.
I gave him a sour look.
—I know you want to say something, but just engrave it in your brain. Do I have to say “please” to get you to listen to me?
No, you don’t have to go that far. It’s just that you sound so stupid. I feel sorry for you.
—Fine. Feel sorry for me all you want. We’ll see about that.
Tick.
A day passed. I succeeded in subduing the White Demon Cult. It had been a difficult quest. The demons had been practicing human sacrifice for hundreds of years, so they were strong. The qi they had accumulated was solid, regardless of their karma. They were the perfect examples of villains, so I had to give it my all to defeat them. 
—Kill that evening’s darkness to bring joy. You are blessed by the saintess.
Tick.
Yet the arduous battle was strangely fun. Now that I thought about it, I must have loved giving my all in battle. Perhaps that was why I felt a sense of joy when I faced the Magic Tower’s Gray Spider.
—Right now, set the carpet. At the moment, it’s time to enjoy the world.
Tick.
My journey with the boy grew more enjoyable with each passing day. The world was still filled with evil. The victims didn’t turn into perpetrators, and the perpetrators didn’t pretend to be victims. These were evils that could be cut down clean, like tofu. 
The Guardian continued to utter nonsense. 
—This is the moment for terror to be gone. Moment for death’s end has come.
Tick.
Another day passed.
—Right, righty-o, Kim Gong-Ja. Now, you look at me, you bastard.
Without saying anything else, I decided to leave him be. Just as I was who I was, the Guardian would always be the Guardian. People could change, but not the Sword Emperor. On the seventh day…
—Gong-Ja, do you trust me?
Today, I was once again with the boy, taking down the phony cultists. After we defeated the Heavenly Blood Demon, the Heavenly Divine Demon, and the Heavenly White Demon, only the Heavenly Mad Demon remained. After destroying the enemies’ outposts, we joyfully headed toward the Light Demon Cult’s hideout.
The boy was humming a tune. As I watched him walk in front of me, I felt a sense of pride. It was as if the canvas of my heart was being painted with colors of happiness. Meanwhile, the Guardian was like ashes had been scattered randomly on the colorful canvas.
No, I don’t trust you.
—Well, I do.
What? I got goosebumps. 
Have you gone insane?
—But I don’t just trust you. I also believe in Gramps Marcus. If you can’t make it to the ninety-ninth floor, he’ll get there someday on your behalf. Well, that is a weird phrase to use since he isn’t your substitute, but I think you know what I mean.
The Guardian’s voice faded into the air.
—I’ll be honest. It’s okay if you fail. Trust is about believing that both you and the other person will do their best. You determine what your best is, not the other person. Therefore, a trusting relationship is one in which each person decides what is best for themselves and accepts the other person’s decision. That’s all there is to it.
Do you know you’re freaking me out right now?
I meant it. Even if he cursed and swore at me a whole day straight, I wouldn’t be as nervous as I was right now.
Why are you beating around the bush? 
—Just listen to me.
I’m listening.
The Guardian stared at me. 
—No, listen. Do you remember all the nonsense I said for a week?
I remember.
—Your memory is shit. Do you really remember everything?
You brainwashed me to remember, so of course I do. Besides, my memory is fine. It’s your memory that is freakishly good. My memory is better than average. 
—Good. Then recite what I told you. 
The Guardian gestured with his chin.
Out loud?
—No, in your head.
Alright. 
I closed my eyes.
Perhaps because I suddenly stopped walking, the boy walking ahead of me also stopped and turned to look at me. “Huh? Mr. Gong-Ja?”
“I’m sorry. Please wait a moment, my Constellation.”
After asking for his understanding, I quietly concentrated on the nonsense that the Guardian had told me. I envisioned white letters engraved on black paper. For an aura user whose job was to manifest their consciousness, this wasn’t difficult. Like stacking bricks, I connected the sentences I had heard over the past seven days.
Make that bullshit ripe. That bullshit is ripe this year, too.
Star in the air is a sage ruler. Sign shows that is a great general.
Kill that evening’s darkness to bring joy. You are blessed by the saintess.
Right now, set the carpet. At the moment, it’s time to enjoy the world.
This is the moment for terror to be gone. Moment for death’s end has come.
Right, righty-o, Kim Gong-Ja. Now, you look at me, you bastard.
It wasn’t difficult after all, but I had to figure out why the Guardian had to say these things. To figure that out, I sped up my cognitive ability.
He’s not the kind of guy to say embarrassing things for no reason.
What could it be? What kind of prank was he trying to pull?
What else did he say?
I tried to recall. For some reason, parts of my memory had been erased as if eaten by worms, but I could still hear voices.
—Hmm. It seems we’re fucked.
I remembered that, but it wasn’t really a clue.
—Is this the first time you’ve heard me say this?
I remembered that, too. Then what about…
—Alright. If they choose to be childish, I’ll do the same. I don’t expect much from you, Zombie, but do one thing for me.
I stopped thinking. Childish. Yes, the Sword Emperor was childish, so if I took the first word of each sentence the Guardian had said… 
“Make” that bullshit ripe. That bullshit is ripe this year, too.
“Star” in the air is a sage ruler. Sign shows that is a great general.
“Kill” that evening’s darkness to bring joy. You are blessed by the saintess.
“Right” now, set the carpet. At the moment, it’s time to enjoy the world.
“This” is the moment for terror to be gone. Moment for death’s end has come.
“Right,” righty-o, Kim Gong-Ja. Now, you look at me, you bastard.
No, that didn’t make sense. Even if I took the last word of the sentence, it didn’t work. It didn’t make sense even if I tried to string them together in my head. No, wait. Wait a minute.
“Make” that bullshit ripe. “That” bullshit is ripe this year, too.
“Star” in the air is a sage ruler. “Sign” shows that is a great general.
“Kill” that evening’s darkness to bring joy. “You” are blessed by the saintess.
“Right” now, set the carpet. “At” the moment, it’s time to enjoy the world.
“This” is the moment for terror to be gone. “Moment” for death’s end has come.
“Right,” righty-o, Kim Gong-Ja. “Now,” you look at me, you bastard.
So… 
Make ■■ ■■■■ that ■■ ■■■■
Star■■ ■■■■ Sign■■ ■■■■
Kill■■ ■■■■ you ■■ ■■■■
Right ■ ■■■■ At■■ ■■■■
This■■ ■■■■ Moment■■ ■■■■
Right■■■ ■■■ Now ■■ ■■■■
So…
Make that Star Sign kill you right at this moment. Right now.
“Mr. Gong-Ja?”
—Do you trust me?
“Are you okay? You’ve been quiet for a while, and you look pale.”
—Well, I do.
“Is it because of the internal injuries you sustained while fighting the demons? I suppose you’ve been fighting battle after battle without taking a break. I feel like I rushed the quests a bit. Should we rest a little before continuing?”
—Listen.
I—
“M-Mr. Gong-Ja?”
I placed the dagger in the boy’s hand.
“Ah?”
I pulled the dagger toward my neck. The sound of flesh tearing echoed.
“No, Mr. Gong-Ja! What in the world?”
Everything happened in an instant. Before he could resist or use any abilities or Skills, I immobilized his body with my aura and placed my throat over the fixed dagger. My life was cut short at a slanted angle.
[You have died.]
Beyond the dagger, the boy screamed in horror.
“Why? Why, damn it! Fu—“
[Activating the Skill.]
The world around me shattered into pieces.

1. This is the Constellation trying to worm their way into Gong-Ja’s mind. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 318: The Two People’S In-Between War (2)

    
      I had no place I could call home. If I did, it would be the pillowcase spread out in the sun every day, filled with the fresh scent of sunshine, or the top bunk bed at the orphanage. When I was young, the orphanage director used to clean my ears with a cotton swab while I laid my head on my pillow. That was my homeland, a place I could never return.
    

    
      Like a broken light flickering its white breath, an alarm sounded in my head.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Hunter Class is S.]
      
    

    
      
        [Due to the increased penalty, you get to select the order in which to activate your Skill.]
      
    

    
      If the bedspread with a checkered pattern of lime green and yellow on the second-floor bed represented Kim Gong-Ja’s homeland, then this place was also a kind of homeland for the Death King. It was my origin in the darkness.
    

    
      
        [1. Do you want to acquire your killer’s Skill first?]
      
    

    
      
        [2. Do you want to watch your killer’s trauma recreation first?]
      
    

    
      If I could afford to joke around a bit, maybe I could say that this was the Death King’s essence. I was a man with history: Kim Gong-Ja, the King of Death. 
    

    
      
        —Alright. Enough with denying reality. I do have a lot to say, but choose option one first. If we start with the trauma, we’re in for a whole lot of trouble. 
      
    

    
      “Damn it...”
    

    
      
        —Yeah, I know you’re so embarrassed that you wanna stay dead, but pick option one first. You said that the trauma penalty was shitty even when you reached Class B. Now your Hunter Class is S, so you’re fucked! Come on, pick. Option one.
      
    

    
      “Gyaaaaaaargh!”
    

    
      
        —Pick!
      
    

    
      I did.
    

    
      
        [You have selected Option 1.]
      
    

    
      
        [It has been determined that your death met the requirement for the Skill's activation.]
      
    

    
      
        [Duplicating the Skill of the Constellation ■■■■ ■■ ■■■ at random.]
      
    

    
      
        Swoosh!
      
    

    
      A golden firefly flew around.
    

    
      
        [Creating a Skill Card]
      
    

    
      
        [Choose a Skill Card.]
      
    

    
      That was it. I clutched my head and waited for more cards to form. Three seconds. Six seconds… No matter how long I waited, only a single firefly danced in the dark void. That meant…
    

    
      “Just one?”
    

    
      There was only one Skill. The Constellation that had toyed with me had only one skill.
    

    
      “I don’t even have cards to choose from anyway. I just have to pick this one, no matter what. Hmm? Now that I think about it, it’s not just the options that have increased—my appearance has changed a bit, too.”
    

    
      I spread my hands in the darkness, then clenched them. I could actually feel them. It wasn’t like I was moving imaginary hands or swimming in a dream. I seemed to have an actual body.
    

    
      
        —Oh, you’re right. I could only hear your voice or see a faint, ghostly figure of yours before, but you do have a body now. Though it’s still dark here.
      
    

    
      The Guardian stroked his chin.
    

    
      “Do you think it’s because my Hunter Class went up?”
    

    
      
        —I don’t know. Although I’m a super genius, I can’t know your Skill better than you do. Let’s see…
      
    

    
      The Guardian went behind the golden card and read the description.
    

    
      
        
          Endless Universe (1/3).
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: EX
      
    

    
      
        Effect: The world can be instantaneously manipulated, changing according to the Skill caster’s imagination. If the caster wants to swim in the sea, a sea will appear. The world will change its origin to have had that sea from the beginning.
      
    

    
      
        This is a power that was not originally allowed. Under the contract ■■■■ ■■ ■■■ made with the Tower, they can use it with some limitations.
      
    

    
      
        The restrictions for this Skill are as follows:
      
    

    
      
        ※ If the caster lacks imagination, the world will not change. To create a sea, they must be able to imagine it. The difference between vague and specific mental images is significant.
      
    

    
      
        ※ The caster cannot alter the world alone. This Skill can only be used with the help of another person. Endless Universe is only effective when you try to manifest your imagination together with a companion. Choose your companion carefully.
      
    

    
      
        ※ The Skill isn’t permanent and can only be used three times. Each time it is used, the number of remaining uses decreases. Once the third attempt of the Endless Universe is finished, the Skill will be destroyed.
      
    

    
      
        ※ A penalty is imposed each time the Skill is used. 
      
    

    
      
        ※The number of Endless Universe’s remaining uses is one.
      
    

    
      My jaw was on the floor. At first, I was speechless at the Skill’s overwhelming power, but then...
    

    
      “There are so many restrictions! One, two, three... Four restrictions? Seriously? The Skill Class of Regressor’s Clockwork is also EX, but it has only one restriction. I’ve never seen a Skill with more than two restrictions. What the…”
    

    
      
        —Hmph. I was wondering how the Constellation could be this powerful even with their high level, but I see now. They maximized their own innate ability by applying a bunch of penalties. My instincts were right after all. Well, when are my instincts ever wrong? The Constellation is a pervert playing with perverts. A master pervert.
      
    

    
      Unlike me, the Guardian seemed to have understood what was going on.
    

    
      “Master pervert…”
    

    
      
        —Do you remember?
      
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      
        —The Constellation’s name. Even though you were brainwashed into worshiping them as a god, they were still your Constellation for a few days. Every time they used their power, you would have heard their name mentioned in the messages. Do you remember the name?
      
    

    
      Despite thinking hard about it, all I could do was frown. “No, I don’t remember. Maybe this is also affected by the Endless Universe’s influence. The Constellation wished to keep their name hidden, so our memories are affected.”
    

    
      
        —That’s possible. There are other possibilities, though. Like their name getting taken away.
      
    

    
      The Guardian flicked the golden card, which bounced off his finger and floated in the air.
    

    
      “Taken away?”
    

    
      —I’m talking about the penalty. The Constellation isn’t using their power here right now, and we’re free. But we still can’t read their name in the Skill Card. It just says ■■■■ ■■ ■■■. There would be a reason for that.
    

    
      “Are you saying their name is completely erased?”
    

    
      
        —I’m pretty sure. According to what’s written here, Endless Universe is a Skill that can only be used three times. And the Constellation has already used it twice. Kim Zombie, you are probably the third and final companion they chose for Endless Universe.
      
    

    
      The Guardian crossed his arms and tilted his head. Hearing those words, a voice from my memory resurfaced. It was what the Constellation had told me when they asked me to become their follower:
    

    
      
        “You’re the one I’ve been waiting for thousands of years.”
      
    

    
      
        “You’ll be my third follower.”
      
    

    
      
        “All I ask is that you believe in me, Mr. Gong-Ja.”
      
    

    
      The Constellation had clearly said that I was their third follower. As I gathered clues from my memories, the Guardian snapped his fingers.
    

    
      
        —This mysterious Constellation has already used Endless Universe twice and received two penalties. One of the penalties is likely losing their name forever.
      
    

    
      “Losing one’s name... Is that such a big penalty?” I asked.
    

    
      
        —Why do you think the Constellation Murderer was that strong? And why did you go through all that shit to help him regain his name?”
      
    

    
      I tapped my chin. The Guardian scratched his cheek.
    

    
      
        —Names are important because they’re coordinates. Without a name, there is no subject, and then there is no direction either. If that’s true for humans, then it’s an unimaginable penalty for a Constellation. It’s nearly impossible for a Constellation to gather Faith when people don’t know who they are. Losing your name is like giving up your Faith. Becoming a powerful Constellation like Mahos or Babbit becomes impossible.
      
    

    
      I narrowed my eyes. “Hmm. Then what do you think was the other penalty?” 
    

    
      
        —Something that had to do with a name. Something that would have made up their existence.
      
    

    
      The Guardian’s gaze grew sharp. 
    

    
      
        —I think it’s probably their appearance.
      
    

    
      It was the physical form and the totality of oneself that revealed one to the world.
    

    
      
        —Do you remember anything like that?
      
    

    
      Yes, I did. In some village, probably created by Endless Universe, I had tried to buy a set of clothes for the Constellation. At that time, the shopkeeper had looked out the window in confusion.
    

    
      
        “Hello. I’m looking for some clothes.” I pointed out the window. In the middle of the street, the small boy stood, staring in our direction. “I’d like to buy clothes that would suit the boy. Something comfortable. Do you have anything?”
      
    

    
      
        “Boy? What boy?
      
    

    
      
        “Over there. The boy dressed in rags.”
      
    

    
      
        “Hm? I’m sorry, but I don’t see anyone. I don’t understand what you’re—”
      
    

    
      Yes, the shopkeeper had not seen the Constellation at first. Even if he had, he couldn’t recognize them clearly. I couldn’t either.
    

    
      
        “Hmm, perhaps it’s a little big. That’s strange. I thought it would fit perfectly…”
      
    

    
      I had ended up buying a robe that was too big for them. Even though I had clearly recognized the Constellation as a boy, for some reason, I had unconsciously bought them clothes that were too big.
    

    
      “You’re right.”
    

    
      It wasn’t just their physique. Their voice, gender, and way of speaking were all different from what I remembered. It was really confusing. Everything about the Constellation was shrouded in fog.
    

    
      “The Constellation lost their name and appearance. Those are their penalties, and they chose me as their third follower, the Endless Universe’s last companion…”
    

    
      
        —That would mean there’s one more penalty left, and it’s much worse than losing their name and appearance.
      
    

    
      “Yes, probably. I… think their very existence will be erased.”
    

    
      The Constellation’s life, including their own memories and also of those who remembered them, would all disappear without a trace. That was probably the penalty—annihilating their existence. It was the only penalty I could think of that was worse than losing one’s name or appearance. 
    

    
      
        —Indeed. That Constellation wanted to use the Endless Universe on you without caring whether they disappear or not, even at the cost of their penalty. I do want to ask why, but I guess I’ll find out soon enough.”
      
    

    
      “Yes.” I reached for the card. “We’re probably going to find out from the trauma anyway.”
    

    
      I grabbed the only golden light shining in the dark space.
    

    
      
        [You have chosen a Skill Card.]
      
    

    
      
        [Copying the Skill.]
      
    

    
      As I squeezed the light, it melted away. Then, it turned into golden fireflies and flowed toward my chest. For a moment, my heart was bathed in gold, and then…
    

    
      
        [Initiating your Skill penalty.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Hunter Class is S.]
      
    

    
      
        [Warning.]
      
    

    
      
        [Warning.]
      
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      Somewhere, a clock was ticking.
    

    
      
        [The penalty's intensity level is ultra high.]
      
    

    
      [The penalty's theme is Human Realm.]  
    

    
      The hour, minute, and second hands spun fiercely, transcending my perception of time. They left only afterimages as they spun. 
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      Suddenly, I felt a chill in my heart. Even when I became a Class B Hunter, the Guardian couldn’t go into the Constellation Murderer’s trauma with me. Well, he could, but he couldn’t be himself. He had been overlaid with my memories and Kim Yul’s, becoming someone else. When I was a Class A Hunter, I had died because of the Jester. While preparing for war against the Magic Tower, I had drunk her poison and died repeatedly.
    

    
      
        There was nothing significant about her trauma.
      
    

    
      She enjoyed her life and wasn’t on the level of Kim Yul or Estelle. Not everyone in the universe was as unhappy as those two had been, after all. Ultimately, the intensity of trauma was determined by one’s level and the lives of those around them.
    

    
      
        I wonder how it will be this time?
      
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      
        This is that Constellation’s trauma.
      
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      
        I might lose myself…
      
    

    
      Somewhere, the clock stopped ticking. I bit my lip.
    

    
      
        But I will overcome it.
      
    

    
      The moment I made up my mind…
    

    
      
        [Warning.]
      
    

    
      
        [Unable to locate your killer’s title.]
      
    

    
      
        [Unable to locate your killer’s real name.]
      
    

    
      
        [Warning.]
      
    

    
      
        [Unable to locate your killer’s appearance.]
      
    

    
      
        [Trauma recreation failed.]
      
    

    
      
        [Replacing the required data for the trauma recreation.]
      
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      That sounded ominous. I blacked out. 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 319: The Way To Endless Hell (1)

    
      Boring. 
    

    
      I blinked and tried to move my fingers. They moved. I sat up and looked around, trying to speak. 
    

    
      “Kim... Gong-Ja...”
    

    
      I didn’t have any problems talking. I could also remember my name, meaning that I didn't forget who I was. 
    

    
      “Ugh?”
    

    
      Excruciating pain gripped my head.
    

    
      “Ah, ugh… argh…!”
    

    
      The blood vessels on the side of my head throbbed and bulged as if they were about to burst. The headache quickly spread from the side of my head to the front. My lips parted, and my salivary glands went out of control, causing my mouth to water uncontrollably. I barely managed to wipe the saliva dripping from the corner of my mouth with the back of my hand.
    

    
      “My lady! Are you okay?”
    

    
      A door opened, and footsteps followed. Someone burst in. The urgency in their voices sounded like fingernails scraping against metal.
    

    
      I could only groan. “Quiet… Keep it down...”
    

    
      Fortunately, the person seemed to have understood me.
    

    
      “Oh, my. You’re burning up. I thought you were feeling better after last weekend. I’ll bring the doctor.”
    

    
      “Umm…”
    

    
      “Please wait here for a moment, my lady. The other maids will get here soon.”
    

    
      It was difficult to understand what was going on. Judging by how she called me “my lady,” I seem to have become a woman. If so, was ■■■■ ■■ ■■■ originally a woman?
    

    
      
        That’s strange.
      
    

    
      ■■■■ ■■ ■■■’s original gender wasn’t recorded because it was erased. The Tower stripped them of their name and appearance. Even if I used my Skill to peek into the trauma, I couldn’t read the erased records. After all, my Skill was also cast within the Tower.
    

    
      
        Why? Who have I become? Whose trauma had it been replaced wit—
      
    

    
      Despite the blinding pain, I managed to look up and face the mirror in the room. I even forgot to groan as my jaw dropped to the floor.  
    

    
      The silver hair put the moonlight to shame, and the bloody scarlet eyes made anyone who looked at them flinch. However, the curve from her forehead was so delicate that it seemed like it would break at any moment. People couldn’t help but watch this person, feeling a fear that they couldn’t comprehend. One had no other choice but to stare at her. She was…
    

    
      “Lady Ivansia? Are you all right?”
    

    
      “It seems like she’s having a fever again right after she woke up this morning...”
    

    
      “She tends to get sick a lot. Don’t worry. It’s probably nothing serious.”
    

    
      “What should I do? Shall I tell Her Grace?”
    

    
      “She already has enough worries of her own. I’ll examine Lady Ivansia first and—”
    

    
      She was the person I loved.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Boring.
    

    
      I lay beside the garden fountain, staring at the sky. It seemed that I had become Raviel Ivansia, the goddess I loved, when she was young.
    

    
      “About twelve years old, I suppose...”
    

    
      Even my voice, which echoed and distorted inside my mouth, still carried the same beautiful resonance.
    

    
      “Ugh.”
    

    
      Although I was just muttering to myself, I was somehow embarrassed. It felt as though she was whispering directly into my ear. What should I do? If someone saw me, they would think I had fallen in love with my voice, which was embarrassing. That was just crazy. I didn’t mind embarrassing myself, but not Raviel.
    

    
      “I see. I have no choice but not to speak…”
    

    
      It was a genius solution.
    

    
      “While I’m at it, I should also keep my eyes closed. I don’t mind not looking at the mirror, but the maids will have a hard time dressing me. It’d be better to just wrap bandages around my head.”
    

    
      A maid rushed over from afar. “My lady! Y-you shouldn’t be lying on the fountain!” 
    

    
      “Come here. Quickly.”
    

    
      I was lying on the stone ledge of the circular fountain. Despite the bright sun, the fountain’s refreshing coolness seeped in. Raviel liked cooler temperatures, which I had found out when I was living with her. It seemed that, even as a child, she had instinctively sought out cool places.
    

    
      I said, “No, I may have given you the wrong instruction. Take your time. You’ll run out of breath.”
    

    
      “Huff, huff... God, I feel like I’m dying…”
    

    
      “You’re already out of breath. My instruction came too late. I failed to prevent my maid’s fatigue, so this is all my fault.”
    

    
      “M-my lady, you can’t lie down here! As the most distinguished lady in the empire, your elegance will be questioned.” 
    

    
      The maid covered my waist with a thin blanket. Even the blanket felt unnecessarily extravagant, as if the Ivansia family wanted to prove that they didn’t need to be frugal.
    

    
      “Is that so?” I asked.
    

    
      “Yes!”
    

    
      “But think about it carefully. As you said, I’m the empire’s most distinguished lady, but that reputation isn’t something you’re born with. That has to be proven throughout time.”
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      “If I’m not worthy of being the most distinguished lady, then lying here idly would make me look unelegant. That would mean I am only capable of that much, but what if I'm not unelegant?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “If I look graceful even as I lie on the fountain, that proves my grace as a noble lady. Wouldn’t you agree? The empire’s most distinguished lady has to exude grace in everything she does: eating, sleeping, dressing—simply being alive. Of course, lying on the fountain’s ledge should be graceful too, shouldn’t it?”
    

    
      “Um… uh...  huh?”
    

    
      “So I don’t need a blanket.” I lightly pushed the blanket and let it fall into the fountain.
    

    
      “Ah! That’s an expensive one...”
    

    
      “Even the fountain would want to be covered with a blanket sometimes. Look at me instead.”
    

    
      At a loss, the maid obeyed my order, her eyes capturing my reflection. As I lay down on the stone ledge of the fountain, with one arm hanging down, I gazed sideways at the maid.
    

    
      “How is it?” I asked.
    

    
      “Y-you’re graceful.”
    

    
      “Like a portrait?”
    

    
      “Yes, you’re as beautiful as a portrait, my lady.”
    

    
      “I’ll ask your aesthetic sense’s judgment now. Is covering the waist of this portrait with a brown blanket a cultural advantage or loss? If this portrait were to be hung in the palace corridor, should the blanket be there?”
    

    
      “Hmm? I guess it’s more beautiful without it…?”
    

    
      “Exactly. In other words, it’s been proven that there is no problem for me to stay as the empire’s most distinguished lady. I’m doing my best to be a portrait worthy of the walls of the imperial palace. Your worries are unnecessary.”
    

    
      “Huh? Huh?”
    

    
      “Get going now. I want to enjoy the garden’s fresh air and the fountain’s sound a little longer.”
    

    
      “Ah, okay. Huh?“ 
    

    
      The maid kept shaking her head, though she backed away. Seeing her like that stirred my cold heart with a slightly pleasant feeling. For a moment, I heard the fountain trickling down.
    

    
      I was bored. I was bored. I was bored.
    

    
      “Hmmm...”
    

    
      What was this bottomless boredom? No, it was the boredom itself that was the bottom. What was it?
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      This was Raviel’s childhood.
    

    
      “I find this world boring.”
    

    
      This emotion dominated her entire childhood.
    

    
      “No matter what I do—read books, socialize, learn swordsmanship—I feel no sense of fulfillment.”
    

    
      The sky was blue. It was clear, with only a few white clouds. Yet even that sky was more expressive than Raviel’s face right now, which was completely blank. I could assume that there were several paths that I could follow from now on.
    

    
      
        I could become the emperor’s wife. Become the empress and manipulate the emperor like a puppet to rule the empire. Or, I could gather noble factions under the name of Ivansia and rebel against them. I could rule the newly built empire and enjoy twenty years of dominance.
      
    

    
      Perhaps that was the best I could do with what Raviel was given at birth.
    

    
      
        Anything is possible.
      
    

    
      No matter which path I chose, I sensed that I could succeed as long as no random misfortune intervened.
    

    
      
        The emperor is a wise ruler. There is no reason to plot rebellion. Seeing loyal subjects diligently serving the emperor and peasants working hard in the fields of Ivansia is very satisfying. 
      
    

    
      I found the sight beautiful. It was like when I saw a famous painting that I wasn’t very familiar with. I did find it beautiful, although it wasn’t fun. The only feeling in my heart was that I wanted to protect beauty.
    

    
      
        Am I going to dedicate my life to the empire, or more precisely, to all the people of the empire?
      
    

    
      It would have meaning. It was just that…
    

    
      
        … it’s boring.
      
    

    
      I couldn’t stand how boring it was. Every morning, I would dust off the masterpiece, work to preserve its colors, catch the ruffians who tried to ruin it, and kill the thieves who tried to steal it. That was all. In this life, everything, from morning to night, was predetermined.
    

    
      “Hey.”
    

    
      A ripple spread across the fountain’s surface. I turned and saw a blond boy in the middle of the garden, holding a pebble and smiling.
    

    
      “Wife.”
    

    
      I impassively answered, “I’m not your wife yet, Your Highness.”
    

    
      “Then wife-to-be.”
    

    
      “Wouldn’t it be rude if I called you the emperor-to-be?”
    

    
      “I believe tolerating each other’s rudeness is a virtue of marriage. If you can’t tolerate that, well, I’ll end up taking a concubine. Is that the future you desire?”
    

    
      “Frankly, I don’t care.”
    

    
      The blond boy sighed dramatically. “My wife-to-be is truly a cold-hearted woman.” 
    

    
      He was the sole heir to the empire. The crown prince had been my fiance for twenty years. Our engagement had been decided even before I was born.
    

    
      
        Is this also my path?
      
    

    
      The blonde boy said, “You still refuse to stand up and pay your respects. You’re the first person to do that, aside from my mother.”
    

    
      “You said that tolerating each other’s rudeness is a virtue of marriage.”
    

    
      “Oh, then I suppose I can be even ruder.” 
    

    
      The crown prince grabbed my wrist. His hand was very cold. It would probably leave a red mark on my wrist.
    

    
      “Let’s go,” he said.
    

    
      “Where?”
    

    
      “Anywhere. To be honest, my father told me to flatter you a bit. He said it wouldn’t hurt to make a good impression on the Ivansia family, which I agree with. If I’m going to flatter someone, I might as well flatter the most beautiful lady in the empire.”
    

    
      “You have a way with words. That will be trouble in the future.”
    

    
      “Huh?” The boy tilted his head. “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “Words are spontaneous, but the actions born from those words leave a lasting trail. Considering the trail is called responsibility, Words are only words until they’re spoken. To take responsibility, however, actions must follow. You’re good with your words, so your trail will be long. Can you handle that?”
    

    
      Yes, he didn’t understand. Though the crown prince was trying his best to act like an adult, he could not grasp advice that carried the essence of life. Only adults or geniuses could understand such advice. Unfortunately, the crown prince was neither.
    

    
      “You sound just like the prime minister. Well, never mind. I didn’t come here for my wife-to-be’s nagging.”
    

    
      “Why did you come then?” I asked.
    

    
      “There’s a new shop that opened in the marketplace! They say it’s a pastry shop, full of exotic pastries, and they just got strawberry ones, which are supposed to be delicious because the fruit is in season right now!”
    

    
      “If it’s just pastries, my house’s cooks can get them ready here, too. Shall I have them brought?”
    

    
      “Ah, you really have no idea, To-Be. No idea!”
    

    
      His name for me changed from “wife” to “wife-to-be” to “to-be.”
    

    
      “The snacks brought from the kitchen are just proof of your service! I don’t want your service. I want proper interaction between free citizens. That’s right. I want free trade!” he shouted enthusiastically. 
    

    
      “Those citizens will envy our freedom, Your Highness.”
    

    
      “So we’re envying each other. It’s the ideal relationship between a ruler and his subjects!”
    

    
      He wasn’t listening, and he didn’t even know what he was talking about, just spouting some fancy words meaninglessly.
    

    
      “Come on, come on! I’ve already arranged a carriage, which doesn’t belong to the imperial family or yours.I borrowed one from a merchant, so no one will recognize us!” he said cheerfully. 
    

    
      That was impossible. My silver hair was the noble symbol of Ivansia. As soon as I entered the pastry shop, the employees would panic and kneel. The owner was also going to rush out and bow low. In Raviel’s mind, I could picture everything vividly.
    

    
      
        I see.
      
    

    
      “Do as you wish, Your Highness,” I said.
    

    
      “Ohhhh! Now we’re talking, To-Be!”
    

    
      Escaping the path was very simple.
    

    
      He chattered, “After we stop by the shop, let’s go to the market! Phew. I’m not bragging, but I’ve already been to the six-day market, the three-day market, and the permanent market in the capital. When it comes to this area, I’m much more of an expert than you are.”
    

    
      All I had to do was be a little dumb.
    

    
      “I look forward to it.” 
    

    
      “You should be!”
    

    
      Being with this man made me feel like my life was about to shake up. Everything I was familiar with—my daily routine, what I ate and drank, where I slept—was being shaken up. I wouldn’t go so far as to call it fun, but it was definitely refreshing.
    

    
      “Now, To-Be! Over here, over here!”
    

    
      I could forget myself, even if it were for a moment. That was more than I could ask for. It was enough reason to give my heart to someone.
    

    
      “This is amazing. Are strawberries this delicious when they’re in season? Here, try some, To-Be. Mmm. After this… I suddenly want to see the sea. How about it? Let’s go to the beach.”
    

    
      The hardest thing for me was letting myself go and forget. For someone like me, forgetting had always been the hardest thing.
    

    
      “It’s too dark to see the sea,” he grumbled. 
    

    
      “Your Highness.”
    

    
      Yes, I decided to be satisfied with this life. It was boring. It was so, so boring.
    

    
      “Hmm?”
    

    
      “I will try to love you, Your Highness.”
    

    
      “Oh! Finally...” 
    

    
      “However, there is a condition,” I said.
    

    
      Sometimes one had to be content with the moonlight on the water rather than the sun itself.
    

    
      “Love only me.”
    

    
      The water had to be calm for the moonlight to shine. I decided to ask only for silence in this world.
    

    
      “Don’t take a concubine or even spare them a glance. If you’re capable of love, then love only me. If you aren’t, then pour all your efforts into me. Then I will probably be able to remain by your side. I’ll serve you, protect the empire, and take care of the people. Your Highness, can you promise to only love me?”
    

    
      The boy closed his mouth. After a while, with his usual brightness, he said, “Of course! I’ll love only you!”
    

    
      Well, maybe it wasn’t bad to hope for something in this world. At least the sound of waves echoing from an invisible, endless, bottomless sea was cooler than that of the water trickling from a fountain. 
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      I closed my eyes.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 320: The Way To Endless Hell (2)
Tick.
The clock’s hands scratched the white flesh, as if leaving a destined wound.
“How many times do I have to tell you? Nothing is going on between me and Lady Goldencup! It’s all a misunderstanding! A misunderstanding, I’m telling you!”
I blinked and saw the blond prince seething before my eyes. Since only the prince and I were in the audience chamber, his anger was probably directed at me.
“You have a completely wrong idea of who I am!”
It felt like a long time had passed. Or maybe not. Was my sense of time ruined? It felt like my hair was slowly melting in lukewarm water. Was I swimming in Raviel’s dream? Or was Raviel swimming in my time?
I spread out my fan. 
It doesn’t really matter either way. 
There was no reason to distinguish between us. The crown prince raised his voice even more.
“This is very unpleasant! You talk like I’m cheating on you. Me! The crown prince of this empire!”
I looked past the crown prince’s blond hair. The ornate, gold-plated wall clock gnawed away at its own flesh, wasting time.
Tick. Tick.
“Wait. Where are you looking when I’m talking to you?”
“My apologies. I was looking at the clock.”
“The clock? Are you saying that you find our conversation a waste of time?”
“No, it’s just that the clock keeps passing the same place it has already passed, as if it doesn’t know it has already been there. Maybe eternity comes with forgetfulness.”
“What? What are you talking about?”
“Yesterday’s nagging and shouting have already taken place, and yet they are now forgotten. The day before yesterday, the day before that, a week, a month, a year—they are forgotten over and over, discarded again and again. It’s the sight I passed by and where my hands lingered yesterday. Yet they feel as unfamiliar as new sights. Maybe this is how people live eternally. Forever. They did it a thousand years ago and will do it a thousand years from now, too.”
“I really don’t understand what you’re saying.” The crown prince narrowed his eyes. “Are you admitting that you misunderstood the relationship between me and Lady Goldencup?”
I held up my fan. “Your Highness, you aren’t the first to betray one’s love and make excuses, nor will you be the last. You certainly won’t be the first to claim that it’s a misunderstanding or a mistake and escape for a day, either. Those who do all met their end and are lying in their graves. Be a little wiser. Will your fate change if you get through another day?”
“I already told you I don’t understand what you’re saying!”
“Lady Goldencup can’t love you.”
The crown prince paused. “What?”
“She loves only herself. Do you not understand? Though she may have feelings for you, her true joy is to see herself secretly sharing love with you,” I said in a calm voice. “I’m not saying that you shouldn’t share your love. If you wish to share your love with her, you must become her servant and sincerely beg for her love, as if asking for mercy, and accept her affection as a gift. Only such a relationship will bring eternal happiness to you and her, Your Highness. But you’re the crown prince of this nation and should rise to the highest seat in this empire. Can you bow to a mere baron’s daughter? If you bow, your subjects and people will follow suit. Then the ruler of the nation will no longer be you, but Lady Goldencup, Your Highness.”
I stared at my fiance.
“Are you truly planning to offer the empire to her family?” 
Water dripped from the side of my head. The blond man stood before me, holding an empty cup and glaring at me. 
“You’re the worst.”
His insult was meaningless, but even if it was the insult of the most worthless person in the world, it still left a wound on me. My heart stung.
“Why don’t you ever understand me? It’s hard for me, too. It is! The prime minister nags me every day, and I have to act solemnly in a place I’m not used to. Of course you don’t understand since you’re the perfect Ivansia! But—”
I stared at the crown prince. “But what?” 
I wondered if I should replace him. The emperor was a good ruler, but there were countless examples of tyrants succeeding these good rulers and immediately ruining the country. If the empire only had one more generation left before its inevitable fall, then it was probably not a bad idea to lay the groundwork now. 
It was a last resort, but to ensure this outcome, I should plant spies throughout the country, assassinate potential obstacles, and prepare to start an uprising when the time came.
“Your Highness.” 
I met his eyes. The crown prince took a step back without realizing it.
“I’m the one who understands you best. Since I was a child, I’ve tried very hard to love you. My love may seem insignificant, but it’s the best I can offer. In my heart, I cannot kindle a fire greater than this. Push away Lady Goldencup from your side. It’s the right path for you and the country.”
The crown prince grabbed the door handle. “Monster. You’re a monster.”
He ran away.
Tick.
Time passed.
Tick.
A drop of water from my wet hair fell when the clock’s second hand moved. Suddenly, I realized that I had been betrayed.
“Ah.”
Boring.
[Unable to locate your killer’s title.]
Anger began to bubble from that boredom.
[Unable to locate your killer’s real name.]
Tick.
Though my life couldn’t be more boring.
[Unable to locate your killer’s appearance.]
Tick.
I certainly…
[Trauma recreation failed.]
[Replacing the required data for the trauma recreation.]
Tick.
***
Boring.
I blinked and realized that I was sitting in the lotus position. Had I fallen asleep in this position? Or had I briefly entered a trance but failed to grasp enlightenment and slipped out?
“Lady Heavenly Demon.”
The world’s sounds reached my ears. Slowly, I turned my head. The young man in black clothes trembled. I knew his name. “It’s you, Ghostfire Demon King.”
The Ghostfire Demon King bowed deeply. “M-my apologies. I dared to interfere with your cultivation… Please kill me!”
“No need for that. I’ve heard that enlightenment is a state of tranquility that cannot be disturbed by anything or anyone. If it can be disturbed, then it was never enlightenment to begin with.” I smiled. “It’s as if I’ve just woken up from a dream. I’d rather receive an apology for having my pleasant nap disturbed.”
“Um... I’m s-sorry…?”
“Tsk. You’re no fun to tease. Just go there and stand on your head.”[1]
“Ah! Yes!” the Ghostfire Demon King replied immediately, finding talking much easier. “Then I’ll report!”
“I’m listening.”
“First, we sent out messages throughout the land to evacuate the people,” the Ghostfire Demon King said, his head on the floor. Despite the fact that his head was supporting his entire body, his balance was good. He was indeed an elite member of my cult who had trained properly. “Many people didn’t believe that the recent plague is a divine punishment, so it was difficult to persuade them. But when we bound those already infected and paraded them around, even the most skeptical couldn’t doubt us any longer!”
I see. 
Several months had passed since the mysterious plague began spreading throughout gangho. This was still the world before I—Teacher—met the white end.
“Well done,” I said.
“Thank you!”
“But even if they flee, they can’t escape the moving plague. We can’t build huts under the sea or pitch tents above the clouds. The edge of the beach under the sky will be the last refuge for people. You could have escaped to an island and survived one more day, but you paid your last respects to the people and consoled them. I’m proud of you all.”
The Ghostfire Demon King straightened his posture and prostrated. 
“Loyalty!”
Beyond him, hundreds of elite soldiers also prostrated. 
“This is the Heavenly Demon Cult’s murim!”
Tens of thousands of followers knelt.
“The world is owned by the grassroots!”
A solemn echo resounded through the Heavenly Demon Cult’s headquarters. I sat on the stone platform and nodded in response. Before me was the Heavenly Demon Cult at their peak, having achieved their golden age.
Yet it was all soooooooo boring. The world was on the brink of destruction, so what was the source of this boredom? It wasn’t that I considered trivial what was going on. I had never had such a narrow perspective on life, nor had I ever lived a leisurely life to find something like this boring. I had always lived with my life on the line, day and night, with no rest at all.
Have I done my best?
Yes, I did.
Have I taken responsibility for what I was responsible for?
Yes, I did.
Have I taken on responsibilities that weren’t mine?
Without a doubt.
Did it feel good to hold my sword?
Perhaps.
Was I happy?
I didn’t know. Slowly, I nodded. I could answer yes to all of these questions. 
All of the Demonic Heaven followers bowed. Only the sky could see me nod, so I used the white sky as a mirror and nodded to myself.
I only have two answers to my questions. Perhaps, and I don’t know. That’s what bores  me right now.
I wanted to know.
“Namgung Woon,” I said.
The Ghostfire Demon King looked up slightly. “Pardon?”
"Send a letter to Namgung Woon, the Murim Alliance leader."
The Ghostfire Demon King asked no more questions. He simply brought paper and ink and presented them to me. I wiggled my finger, and the paper floated, straightening itself. Since I had mastered Sword Telekinesis, I was less bound by tools. The Ghostfire Demon King let out a small gasp as I wiggled my fingers once more.
My fingers became a brush, and the qi gathered at my fingertips became the ink. I gathered ink at a single point and swept it across the paper. The distance between me and the paper wasn’t a problem when it came to writing smoothly. Thus, the black letters, holding sixty years’ worth of qi, were written on the paper.
I lowered my hand. “Burn it.” 
“H-how dare I?”
“Even if a plague ravages the world, the world will remain, and so will life when we wake up. That is my will. If what I said is true, it’ll remain even after it’s burned.”
The Ghostfire Demon King trembled as he set the paper on fire. The candle flames quickly spread to the edges of the paper. After one bite of red flame, then another, the paper burned black.
“Ah.”
However, the flames couldn’t consume the letters. Instead, the letters burned because the qi within them held them in place. The letters became fire. Even if the base that they were holding onto was burned and burned again by the flames, the fire burned brightly in the air.
They say that the world is sick and cannot be cured.
But humans can console themselves for their sickness.
A hundred years of life hang on a single second of death.
Come, Murim.
My hundred years await you here.
The Ghostfire Demon King trembled as he prostrated. 
I glanced at the words I had carved into the air. “I’ll write you one more letter. Send it to the leader of the Murim Alliance. Take it there yourself, and burn it in front of Namgung Woon and the rest of the alliance. My only regret is that I won’t be able to see their faces.”
“Y-yes, Lady Heavenly Demon,” the Ghostfire Demon King stammered.
I muttered, “When the letters are reduced to ashes, I’ll take it as a no to the Great War of Good and Evil.”
My followers looked at the words engraved in the air and were filled with awe. They believed it was a miracle. It was no different from rain falling from the sky or flowers blooming on the ground, but the fire between heaven and earth was a sign. They seemed to find it as a permission to continue living.
“This is the Heavenly Demon Cult’s murim!” they shouted.
Something landed on my nose, so I looked up.
“The world is owned by the grassroots!”
Snow was falling from the sky. It was the first snow of the season.
“This is the Heavenly Demon Cult’s murim!”
Yes, Namgung Woon, you won’t betray me.
“The world is owned by the grassroots!”
But… can you make me happy?
That had been, was, and would be my only remaining question.
[Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
I closed my eyes.

1. Image ☜
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      Heavenly Demon Soh Baekhyang had a secret that she couldn’t tell anyone. She had gone easy on Namgung Woon, the leader of the Murim Alliance. He was hailed as an unparalleled genius from the Namgung Clan and was the most skilled swordsman in the Righteous Path, gaining fame from a young age through his heroic deeds and extraordinary feats. That was the man she had gone easy on.
    

    
      
        I guess this is all.
      
    

    
      Snow fell. Namgung Woon broke through the swirling snowflakes. Even as the blizzard raged on, the snow melted away around him. His intense qi was blazing in his muscles, burning them away.
    

    
      
        This is all there is.
      
    

    
      Snow fell. At one glance, she saw the snowfall, a single snowflake landing on the Murim Alliance leader’s forehead and melting, and the clash of swords as thousands of Righteous and Demonic Paths warriors fought in the Great War of Good and Evil.
    

    
      The Great War of Good and Evil. Everyone sensed the world’s destruction and poured their last ounce of strength into the battlefield. Only I—Teacher—wasn’t out of breath. 
    

    
      
        He’s trying so hard to defeat me.
      
    

    
      
        Claaaang!
      
    

    
      I felt sorry as I blocked Namgung Woon’s ax. 
    

    
      
        He’s noble and upright and is using his martial arts purely to defeat me. I can feel what he feels about me in his every ax swing.
      
    

    
      I knew that if Heavenly Demon Soh Baekhyang had never been born, Namgung Woon would have become the greatest martial artist in the world. He could have been called the greatest of all time, too. Namgung Woon, the leader of the Martial Arts Alliance, was the greatest opponent I could have hoped to face. Asking for anything more would have been excessive.
    

    
      
        Ahhhhh.
      
    

    
      I didn’t want this to end.
    

    
      
        Why is it that I don't have the talent to slay down the sky when I try, but have the skill to surpass anyone if I do?
      
    

    
      I didn’t want to finish this. 
    

    
      Is there no one? Is there no one I can indulge my greed with? Namgung Woon? Buwolseon, can’t you be that person?
    

    
      If only he had been a little stronger, I would have gladly given him my life.
    

    
      
        I don’t have the courage to lie to you in this match.
      
    

    
      It was snowing.
    

    
      
        I don’t want to lie to myself to be satisfied with my life.
      
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      
        No one could ever lie to me, so who can possibly be my equal?
      
    

    
      I was bored.
    

    
      
        No.
      
    

    
      Yes.
    

    
      
        I’m lonely. 
      
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      On that day, Soh Baekhyang didn’t—no, couldn’t strike down Namgung Woon, the Murim Alliance leader. Teacher couldn’t kill the man who had traveled all the way to answer her declaration for the Great War of Good and Evil.
    

    
      However, Teacher couldn’t give her life to someone who had failed to make it all the way to the end of her path either. This life had no choice. She probably sensed that, when the first day of the Great War of Good and Evil was postponed, this winter would stretch on forever.
    

    
      
        [Unable to locate your killer’s title.]
      
    

    
      
        [Unable to locate your killer’s real name.]
      
    

    
      
        [Unable to locate your killer’s appearance.]
      
    

    
      Although my life couldn’t be more lonely, Gong-Ja…
    

    
      
        [Trauma recreation failed.]
      
    

    
      … you would come find me with a flower-blooming smile, calling me Teacher.
    

    
      
        [Replacing the required data for the trauma recreation.]
      
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      I blinked. The Guardian appeared before me.
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      “You’re here,” he told me. 
    

    
      He was a little taller than I remembered, with slightly longer hair and a thinner face. He was sitting at a desk with his chin resting on his hand. I was slightly taken aback.
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Emperor?” 
    

    
      “Yeah, that’s me.”
    

    
      “Oh, you’re in the trauma too? I mean, you were always there, but after I reached Class B… Wait, I have a body.”
    

    
      I felt my body. It wasn’t Raviel’s or Teacher’s. In fact, it wasn’t anyone’s body. My own body, which should have been familiar to me, felt as if I were touching it for the first time in decades.
    

    
      The Guardian watched me with amusement. “Haha, you look ridiculous.”
    

    
      “Come on. I feel like I’ve spent over twenty years in this trauma! Maintaining my sense of self alone is an incredible feat, but where am I?”
    

    
      The Guardian chuckled. “Well, you’re probably still in the middle of the Skill penalty and watching the trauma.”
    

    
      “... So this is your trauma?”
    

    
      “I have no business with trauma.”
    

    
      I looked around. As the Guardian had said, there was nothing here. Nothing at all. It was like a waiting room before entering a new floor: an empty field. It seemed like an endless white sheet of paper spread in all directions. 
    

    
      In the middle of nowhere, the Guardian held only a sword. “Why? What are you looking at?”
    

    
      “It’s just... your legs.” 
    

    
      I pointed at his legs. They were usually slightly blurry, but now they had a clear shape. 
    

    
      “Not just your legs, but your whole body... It’s so vivid. Your voice, too.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      “Why do you think that is?”
    

    
      “What do you mean? It’s simple.” The Guardian shook his sword. “It’s just that your trauma penalty is showing you the image of me alive, but, like I said, I don’t have any trauma. I suppose that’s why it’s recreated in somewhat of a weird way.”
    

    
      “Huh.”
    

    
      “Specifically, I remember you being brainwashed by a perverted Constellation and chasing after them, shouting, ‘My Constellation! My Constellation!’ But my memory of the last day or so is vague. How about you? Do you remember ‘Make that bullshit ripe. That bullshit is ripe?’”
    

    
      “Yeah, I do.”
    

    
      Finally, I felt real again. Yeah. Since the trauma began, I had lived through half of Raviel’s and half of Teacher’s life. It felt like I’d been dreaming for too long.
    

    
      “I thought I was experiencing your trauma this time...”
    

    
      “Oh, were you looking forward to it? My bad, my bad. I’m a guy who enjoyed my life, you know. When I was four, a shopkeeper caught me stealing his dumplings. He beat me senseless, but I kept chewing on the dumplings while he hit me. Even if he beat me, he couldn’t put the dumplings in my stomach back up on the display, could he? Ultimately, it was my victory. I’ve known nothing but victory since I was four.”
    

    
      “You… Never mind. Forget it.”
    

    
      “What? I remember whispering, ‘This is the moment for terror to be gone. Moment for death’s end has come.’ What happened after that? Come on, tell me. I should know it to give you advice or something.”
    

    
      I told him everything that had happened to me. The Guardian smiled and listened to my story. He remained in the same position, his elbows on his knees and his chin in his hands. 
    

    
      As soon as I finished, he said, “Hm, Zombie. How do you use the Demonic Heaven Arts?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Demonic Heaven Arts. Your cult’s demonic arts. How do you use it?”
    

    
      “How dare you? That’s harsh. How do I use it? I just do.”
    

    
      “Really? That’s interesting. Hunger is different for everyone, isn’t it? Take Starvation Death, for example. Some people starve because they can’t eat millet rice, but others starve because they can’t eat hamburgers. Are these types of hunger the same? What about a farmer’s hunger? How is an adult’s hunger different from a child’s? How can you lump all hunger together and use Starvation Death?
    

    
      “It’s the same,” I answered immediately. 
    

    
      I would have probably answered differently if I had been asked this question right after I started learning the Demonic Heaven Arts. However, that question couldn’t faze me anymore.
    

    
      “Being the same doesn’t mean everything has to be completely the same. Only the base has to be—the pain of not being able to eat something, like millet rice or arugula pizza. It doesn’t matter, so—”
    

    
      “Right.” The Guardian narrowed his eyes. “That’s why people can understand each other. Isn’t that right?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “The trauma you’re experiencing right now is similar.”
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      I blinked. “What?”
    

    
      “Understanding people and experiencing the same thing. That doesn’t mean people have to experience the same thing at the same time in the same place with another person. It’s different, but it’s still the same thing. That is what understanding is.” 
    

    
      The Guardian hummed. 
    

    
      “You can’t see the past of ■■■■ ■■ ■■■. Why? Because they have no name or appearance. They have no coordinates in this universe. No one can call or see them, so how are you going to peek into the life of someone like that? But we know they failed. Their life is filled with failure. You can tell from Endless Universe. They used it on someone else twice, but there’s no one by their side now.”
    

    
      The Guardian’s voice was quiet.
    

    
      “They were betrayed.”
    

    
      Even though he was quite far away, his voice felt as if he were whispering right into my ear.
    

    
      “Gong-Ja, do you have to know who betrayed ■■■■ ■■ ■■■? And how, when, and where were they betrayed? Do you really need to know all that to understand their trauma? Betrayal is betrayal, and so is disappointment. Your betrayal can be my betrayal. Even though you are you and I’m me, we both understand what betrayal is.”
    

    
      Right. Actually, that was the Demonic Heaven’s teaching.
    

    
      “Your teacher also said so. Isn’t that right?”
    

    
      It was the doctrine of shadows.
    

    
      “Yes.” 
    

    
      I understood why I couldn’t see the past of  ■■■■ ■■ ■■■ and why I had to watch half of Raviel and my teacher’s lives.
    

    
      “The traumas that were most similar to those of the Constellation were replayed,” I murmured. 
    

    
      I was sure of it.
    

    
      “■■■■ ■■ ■■■ trusted someone at first. Even though it wasn’t satisfying, they believed this person would use the Endless Universe to create enjoyable quests, a happy story, or at least a new world.
    

    
      However, the Constellation was betrayed, like Raviel had been betrayed by Ramen the Crown Prince.
    

    
      
        “Boring.”
      
    

    
      Although ■■■■ ■■ ■■■ and Raviel were different people in different situations living in different times and places, the depth and angle of the wounds they suffered when they were first betrayed were the same.
    

    
      That was why ■■■■ ■■ ■■■’s past was replaced by Raviel’s.
    

    
      
        “Boring.”
      
    

    
      “After that, the Constellation believed in someone else.”
    

    
      Their second companion.
    

    
      “After experiencing the first betrayal, the Constellation grew a little. This time, they didn’t choose a companion just because they thought this person seemed new. They chose someone who was clearly the best of their generation, someone with exceptional imagination and the greatest talent of their time. They thought that they might be able to enjoy a series of fun quests with their new companion, so that’s why they chose their second companion.”
    

    
      However, it wasn’t enough, just like how Murim Alliance Leader Namgung Woon was one step behind his master.
    

    
      
        “I’m lonely.”
      
    

    
      The second companion would have been exceptional. With Endless Universe, they would have spread their wings of imagination. Just like I had done, a village would have appeared when the companion imagined it. When enemies were needed, they would have appeared, yet…
    

    
      
        “I’m lonely.”
      
    

    
      The imagination unfolded by the second companion couldn’t fully satisfy ■■■■ ■■ ■■■. I felt like I could understand why the Constellation felt that way.
    

    
      “No one… Actually, most have never experienced death. They can imagine the sea, whether it’s detailed or blurry, but would they be able to imagine drowning in it? As they struggle, they would gasp for air as seawater forces its way into their throat. Can they really imagine all that pain?”
    

    
      The answer was simple. If they hadn’t experienced death, then they didn’t know how it felt.
    

    
      “Their other companions… probably failed to imagine their death or near-death crises very well.”
    

    
      Because ■■■■ ■■ ■■■ had said so.
    

    
      
        “How… how can you… How can you imagine pain so well? How can you imagine it so vividly? Have your bones melted and veins burned away before? How can you possibly know pain like that and recreate it under my power?
      
    

    
      Yes, they had said so.
    

    
      The Guardian nodded. “You’re probably right.”
    

    
      The first companion had betrayed the Constellation, and the second companion had disappointed them. Thus, they finally chose me as their third companion and last follower of the Endless Universe, even at the cost of their existence.
    

    
      “Then there’s only one mystery left.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “You, Mr. Sword Emperor.”
    

    
      My eyes were fixated on the Guardian, the Sword Emperor who manifested in the image of when he had been alive.
    

    
      “Endless Universe has only been used twice before it was used on me, so two people’s traumas were replayed during the penalty. But why are you here? Why are you here, as the replacement for the third trauma, sitting alone in this empty place? Who are you?”
    

    
      The Sword Emperor grinned, his eyes reflecting the image of a young man with black hair.  “What do you mean nothing’s here? I see plenty of stuff around. You’re here, Kim Gong-Ja. You must be the third trauma.”
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      “I’m a ghost possessing you, so I would have been recreated as your plus one. Well, it may be because you and I teamed up and screwed over ■■■■ ■■ ■■■. Anyway, you’re here.”
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      “Just as your love and your teacher waited for you, Kim Gong-Ja, this Constellation’s third wound is about waiting for you. Maybe that is the only wound that hurts them the most, and the rest doesn’t matter.”
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      “When a day rewinds, neither I nor the Constellation know. The wound that only you know will remain. Go.”
    

    
      
        [The trauma recreation has been completed.]
      
    

    
      “This is the best I can do for you, Partner.”
    

    
      
        [It has been confirmed that the ego of the subject under the Skill penalty is intact.]
      
    

    
      The Guardian smiled. “Think more about how you will live from now on.” 
    

    
      
        [Ending the Skill penalty.]
      
    

    
      The world around me shattered into pieces.
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        [Rewinding time to twenty-four hours ago.]
      
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      I felt like the second hand of a clock moved.
    

    
      “So, Mr. Gong-Ja, where should we go next? We have quite a few options. We can storm the Mad Demon Cult headquarters right away, or we could return to the city for a short rest!”
    

    
      I looked around slowly, as if I was savoring this world.
    

    
      
        —This is the moment for terror to be gone. Moment for death’s end has come.
      
    

    
      There was one person who didn’t need to be savored: the Guardian was reciting the most meaningless poem in the universe with a sulky expression. He looked clearly annoyed and bored. When our eyes met, the Guardian closed his mouth, and his eyebrows rose slightly.
    

    
      
        —I see.
      
    

    
      The Guardian chuckled. His annoyance and boredom turned into acceptance and understanding. He shrugged, looking at me as if I were an unavoidable nuisance.
    

    
      
        —Welcome back.
      
    

    
      There was no need to talk more. Neither the Guardian nor I said anything else. Even though I had peeked into ■■■■ ■■ ■■■’s trauma and went back in time a day, I was still under the Endless Universe’s influence. 
    

    
      The Constellation still had power over me. Any words that were considered a possible issue in using the Constellation’s power would be automatically filtered out. Just like before, my memories would be erased and distorted.
    

    
      
        It’s better to say as little as possible.
      
    

    
      If possible, I shouldn’t even think. Harboring no hatred toward ■■■■ ■■■ ■■■, I continued to look around. 
    

    
      The Constellation smiled cheerfully. “If you want to go to the city, then let’s go! You have defeated countless demons. The citizens who have been tormented by the demonic cultists will surely be happy. They may be weak and cowardly, but they’ll never forget your kindness!”
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      A wall clock ticked away behind the Constellation’s shoulder. Only then did the true nature of this world become clear to me. There were no lush forests here, no Twelve Great Evils. There were no Heavenly Blood Demon, Heavenly Divine Demon, Heavenly White Demon, or Heavenly Madness Demon ruling the world’s light and shadow. 
    

    
      There were no cultists following them either. Neither were there secret cult headquarters harboring vast secrets, nor were there any cities, villages, streets, or even a single small clothing store.
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      Only a wall clock existed. 
    

    
      “Uh-oh. While you were thinking about which choice to make, an old man approached from the direction of the White Demon Cult’s headquarters, the one you destroyed a while ago. He seems to recognize you. No, he seems to have followed you!”
    

    
      The room was shabby, about thirteen square meters. Every crevice of the old wooden floorboards was dusty. Instead of a lacquer coating, the floor was covered in dust, giving it a dull sheen. There was also a window, but there was nothing outside. Only the constant glow of incandescent light illuminated the room.
    

    
      In the dim light, dust particles danced in the air. Too small and faint to resemble flower petals, they settled on the bookshelves that took up most of the space of the room. A wall clock, a wooden floor, a window, bookshelves, and dust. That was the sixtieth floor, the entirety of this world.
    

    
      “The old man said, ‘Oh, you’re the Death King. I mean no harm. I’m just an ordinary Hunter who was captured by the White Demonic Cult and forced to do hard labor until now.”
    

    
      The Constellation had no face. It wasn’t that they had no head. Where the face should have been, the space was distorted and black, as if a child had scribbled on it with crayons. ■ or ▨. It was either a window with nothing outside to look at, or bars enclosing the outside.
    

    
      “‘There are many others like me, Mr. Death King. I know how shameless it is of me to ask this, but if you have the time, would you please visit our village? We would like to express our gratitude and invite you to stay for a while.”
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      All that remained of the Constellation’s black-painted face was their mouth. Their small lips moved slightly, sometimes smiling and sometimes tightly closed, earnestly imitating the old man’s voice.
    

    
      “‘Please come see our village!’”
    

    
      Even though they had no eyes or a nose, they looked happy. The Constellation was happy right now.
    

    
      “Alright. That’s all. The old man is studying your expression. It seems like he didn’t tell you everything. Mr. Gong-Ja! What will you do—”
    

    
      
        Swooosh!
      
    

    
      Just as the Constellation was about to speak up, a flash of light spread out beside the chair I was sitting on. A Hunter emerged from the light. I didn’t know him. The Hunter looked around in confusion. 
    

    
      “Huh? Where am I?” 
    

    
      The Constellation frowned, looking like a child who had been interrupted while building a sandcastle at the playground. They quickly said, “Yes, congratulations. You cleared the sixtieth floor.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “What do you mean what? It means there’s no business for you here.” The Constellation waved their hand dismissively. “Get out of here.”
    

    
      
        [■■■■ ■■ ■■■■ ■■■ ■■■■■.]
      
    

    
      The light enveloped the Hunter once more. Before he could say something, he disappeared.
    

    
      “Seriously. People who throw a wet blanket over me when I’m having the most fun are the most annoying.” The Constellation sighed. “Ah, Mr. Gong-Ja. Don’t worry. You’ll forget everything that just happened! Hehe. Anything that interferes with our story will be automatically deleted!”
    

    
      
        I see. That Hunter just cleared the fifty-ninth floor and came up to this floor.
      
    

    
      I realized what just happened. After the others and I had destroyed the Magic Tower, the number of challengers aiming for higher floors had increased significantly. Some had probably reached the sixtieth floor already, like the Hunter who briefly showed up in this room. There would be more to come.
    

    
      
        And ■■■■ ■■ ■■■ is allowing the Hunters to pass immediately. As soon as the Hunters arrive, the Constellation recognizes that the Hunters cleared the floor and kicks them up to the higher floors.
      
    

    
      That Hunter’s memories would likely be distorted. He would probably think that he had a somewhat thrilling adventure on the sixtieth floor, received a decent quest, and completed it.
    

    
      
        The Sword Emperor’s memories about the sixtieth floor will probably be warped, too.
      
    

    
      There was no doubt about it. This cramped room was now a sanctuary for just the two of us.
    

    
      “Well, shall we change the mood?” the Constellation asked brightly. “As the silence dragged on without a response, a sense of unease lingered on the old man’s face. He’s supposed to be a Hunter who’s been on the sixtieth floor for quite some time. It seems like he lost the ability to control his emotions a long time ago. The old man—”
    

    
      The Constellation paused. When I saw them pause, I realized that I had reached out and stroked their head.
    

    
      “It works,” I muttered. “Even if you’ve lost your appearance, I can still touch you. That’s a relief.”
    

    
      The Constellation’s lips parted. “Huh? What?”
    

    
      They sounded like a broken music box. The Constellation tilted their head, first to the left, then to the right, as if they couldn’t understand what was happening.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      
        [■■■■ ■■ ■■■■ ■■■ ■■■■■.]
      
    

    
      A noise crackled in my head. I now knew that it was the Tower’s message, telling me that the Constellation’s power was used. Even though the Constellation had no name or coordinates in this universe, making it impossible to locate, the Tower was trying to tell me about their existence with a crackling noise. If this had happened before my regression, I would have forgotten about it.
    

    
      However, for some reason, I didn’t forget anything this time. I vividly remembered spending half of Raviel’s and Teacher’s lives. The memories of talking to the Guardian in the white space and the nameless Hunter who had appeared and was chased away without a trace were still vivid in my head.
    

    
      The Constellation was bewildered. “Huh? What? Why? How? This can’t be happening. Hmm. Hmmm?”
    

    
      
        [■■■■ ■■ ■■■■ ■■■ ■■■■■.]
      
    

    
      It was useless.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      
        [■■■■ ■■ ■■■■ ■■■ ■■■■■.]
      
    

    
      I said it was useless.
    

    
      [■■■■ ■■ ■■■■ ■■■ ■■■■■.]
    

    
      No matter how much the Constellation used their power to make me forget, my gaze was fixated on their face. Like before, the Constellation’s face was smeared with ▨ as it was reflected in my eyes. 
    

    
      The shabby, small room of thirteen square meters didn’t change its appearance. The wall clock was still a wall clock. Endless Universe didn’t erase or manipulate my memories. My hand, which was resting on the Constellation’s head, wasn’t withdrawn either.
    

    
      “W-why?”
    

    
      “Probably because I’m not feeling any hostility toward you right now,” I said. “I have no intention of harming you, ruining you, or stopping you from feeling joy. I’m harmless to you. You would have used Endless Universe and prayed no one or nothing would interfere with our time together. Thanks to that, even the slightest voice or thought that can interfere with our time together has been erased.”
    

    
      I felt the Constellation’s faceless head. Something had been taken away from them and vanished for eternity. Only a trace remained. Everyone had wrinkles on their face, but this Constellation had none. I wished my touch could prove that something had once existed there.
    

    
      “But your wish can’t affect me—no, let me put this differently. Because it’s affecting me, you can’t manipulate my memories. The Skill will judge that preserving my memories is better for you than erasing them.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I want you to be happy.”
    

    
      The Constellation froze.
    

    
      “Have I become your hope?” I continued. “For thousands of years, no one has been able to satisfy you. You’ve given up your name and even your face for it, but no one’s voice could ever reach your heart. Is that right? I didn’t come here to become someone meaningful to you. Yes, I won’t lie to you about this. I’ve forgotten most of what you said to me. To me, you’re still someone whose name and origins are unknown to me. But if you want to make me someone meaningful to you today, then I’ll give you my today. I would assume that you aren’t perfect.”
    

    
      
        [Endless Universe is active.]
      
    

    
      “When you found your first Skill companion and trusted them, you probably knew that you’d be betrayed. You are also somewhat at fault for what happened.”
    

    
      
        [You are the companion of the Endless Universe.]
      
    

    
      “So you’re probably a little hasty,” I speculated.
    

    
      
        [Endless Universe is active.]
      
    

    
      “You’re probably the kind of person who starts something, regrets it immediately, and gets discouraged. But you can’t give up on having fun, so you keep challenging humans.”
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      A small crack appeared in the smear on the Constellation’s face. The very same crack widened.
    

    
      “I guess your eyes are a little sharp,” I said in a quiet voice. 
    

    
      
        [The Death King is using the Endless Universe.]
      
    

    
      The eyes I had imagined and the tips of the eyebrows peeked through the crack. The Endless Universe had perfectly realized my imagination.
    

    
      “Your hair is probably green.”
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      I touched their eyebrows. “Because I think you’re the jealous type.”
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      The smear cracked a little more. Hidden beneath the cracked shell was an emerald luster.
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      “It’s useless,” the Constellation said. “I’ve already lost everything. My name and my face. Mr. Gong-Ja… Mr. Death King, no matter how much you try to find me, you can’t find something that doesn’t exist.”
    

    
      “Then I’ll keep imagining until I find you.”
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      “I’ll give you silver hair and then black. Look at yourself in the mirror and tell me if it’s right or not. I’ll do the same with your ears, nose, and everything.”
    

    
      
        [The Skill is active.]
      
    

    
      “If I gather countless colors and forms and carve them one by one, I’ll be able to find what was once yours someday. Your name, too. When I pronounce every letter, the sound of your name will surely ring out eventually.”
    

    
      
        [The Skill is active.]
      
    

    
      “I’ll find it.”
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      “I’ll find them for you,” I repeated.
    

    
      Another layer of black smear crumbled away, revealing the Constellation’s eyes. They were gray.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 323: Your Exclusive ??? (2)

    
      
        “Okay, I heard your wish, but every wish comes with a price. First, I’ll take your name. Second, I’ll take your face. At the third wish, I’ll take your fear. If you still don’t mind, that is. If you’re still fine with it, I hope luck is with you.”
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Silence fell between us, but our reasons for staying silent were different. I kept my mouth shut, waiting for an answer, while the Constellation with emerald hair and gray-colored eyes bit their lower lip, not knowing how to respond.
    

    
      “But I don’t know either,” they said, their breath carrying poison. “I can’t remember what I look like. Even if you say you’ll figure it out it’s impossible, Mr. Death King. That’s… that’s just impossible. Even I can’t remember the words I used to speak or the clothes I wore. How can you find something that doesn’t exist anymore?”
    

    
      The Constellation murmured for a long time, letting out the poison that had been trapped in their lungs for a long time.
    

    
      “I can’t find who I used to be because I abandoned myself many years ago. Not even you can find me, Mr. Death King.”
    

    
      “I can. It would probably be difficult to find the real you. Even if you think you’ve found it, there’s no guarantee that it’s really you. It’s like trying to find the South Pole in the middle of a snowfield with no equipment and then planting a red flag in a random location.”
    

    
      “Yes, so—”
    

    
      I stroked the Constellation’s cheek. “But you don’t need your original self.” 
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      
        [Endless Universe is active.]
      
    

    
      A white outline appeared. The ink peeled away, and ■ crumbled once again. Another metal bar that hid the Constellation broke.
    

    
      “I don’t think finding your original self will bring you happiness,” I said. 
    

    
      “Why do you think that?”  
    

    
      “You abandoned it. There must be a reason for that,” I replied with a faint smile. “I don’t know where you were born, what you went through as a child, what emotional scars you have, or what embarrassing things you did. I don’t know any of these small things.”
    

    
      These things couldn’t even be considered trauma, so it would be difficult for me to see them even with my Skill. 
    

    
      “But I know what you like and how much you like them.”
    

    
      The Constellation loved adventure. The life they loved was where they chose their own path, crushed enemies alongside their chosen companions, endured perilous dangers and true suffering, and overcame near death crises to keep moving forward. They loved that kind of life so much that they had given up their name and face to achieve it.
    

    
      “You like me,” I said. The Constellation liked me so much that they were willing to lose their very existence by using their third and final wish. “Then please choose the face you want to show me. I’ll see you as you want to be seen. Does anything else matter? You like me and love adventure. You’ve come this far chasing what you love and letting go of unnecessary burdens.”
    

    
      
        Tick. 
      
    

    
      “You haven’t lost yourself.”
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      “You came here to find the self you desire.” I smiled. “Everyone is on a journey. In this room, among the thirteen square meters lies an infinite desert.”
    

    
      The Constellation trembled and looked at me.
    

    
      
        [Endless Universe is active.]
      
    

    
      Yes, I was using the Endless Universe’s power to create this world. Just as the Constellation before me had brainwashed me, I had now become this person’s Constellation, showing them the world.
    

    
      “A fox cub, born in the desert, has nothing to drink and nothing to play with. When the wind blows at night, the hills disappear and the valleys fill in. Every night, the fox loses its home. The children of the desert are incapable of loving themselves since they are born. But the night sky…”
    

    
      The Constellation looked up.
    

    
      
        [Endless Universe is active.]
      
    

    
      Relying on my imagination, Endless Universe spread the vast night sky above our heads. In the barren desert, we could see the stars scattered across the sky when we looked up.
    

    
      “It’s okay,” I whispered. “I won’t fool you. The children born where there is no signpost have no choice but to navigate using the night sky as their map.”
    

    
      The world came to life, and the journey of a young fox began.
    

    
      “All that can be heard is the dry rustling of desert sand and the parched wind. The fox walks, piling sand into its heart.” I smiled. “It’s okay. The fox walks because it has nothing. The food is always unsatisfying. Sandy wind has brushed everything that grows in the desert. When the fox bites into the food, grains of sand stick to its lips. No matter how much it eats, its thirst isn’t quenched. Something is accumulating in its once-empty heart, but it isn’t starlight from the night sky; it’s dry sand. Is the fox becoming the desert?
    

    
      “The grains of sand covering the world are countless and infinite. Every evidence of life that has been dying on this land will form the longest river. Countless will die in the future. Is the fox merely one grain of sand among the already infinite sand? The desert is still a desert. Everywhere it looks, it only sees death. Everything is dying. The fox has nothing to eat but is thirsty. When crossing the desert, it can sometimes see cacti standing like telephone poles, so it picks a cactus. The fox knows there is water inside. Water is the only comfort that will quench the thirst that feels like death, but the cactus’s thorns are sharp.”
    

    
      The Constellation’s choked murmuring echoed around the room. “... To protect a handful of water… in this sandy hell… it has grown so many thorns...” 
    

    
      I added, “The fox weeps as it tears at the cactus. Its paws are bare, so the thorns pierce them. The thorns’ sharp edges cut its toes, making them bleed. Its skin is also pierced, but if it doesn’t drink, it’ll die. The fox will die, so it cuts the cactus’ flesh.”
    

    
      “I’m sorry…”
    

    
      “And it drinks every last drop,” I said.
    

    
      “I’m sorry…”
    

    
      “With the thorny water, the fox quenches its thirst and can walk a little further, but its throat begins to hurt because of a sharp thorn that remains stuck there. The fox has to pay the price now. The cactus hasn’t forgotten to seek revenge on the animal that drank its life. After taking the first two sips of water, the fox realizes that maybe it’s the one who is creating this desert. It buries its nose in the cactus flesh, but the fox now suddenly looks up at the sky. The sun hurts. Until now, the fox has been wondering why the world is a desert and where it came from, and it thinks that it’s probably because the sun is hot. Perhaps the gravest sinner in this desert after the sun is the fox.”
    

    
      A tear dripped down the Constellation’s cheek.  “Ah...”
    

    
      My voice was quiet. “It killed so many cacti.” 
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      “It once even cursed the cacti, asking why they couldn’t become an oasis.”
    

    
      “Ah… Uh… Ah.” 
    

    
      The Constellation tried to wipe away their tears.
    

    
      “To the ones that grew thorns to protect even a drop of their water, the fox breaks their black thorns and asks why they wounded its paws, though it’s their thorns that are blackened by its dried blood. As the fox walks on the sandy path, the thorns scatter, turning the desert more barren.”
    

    
      “... No. No, Mr. Death King. I…”
    

    
      I continued, “The fox’s throat hurts.”
    

    
      “No! I-I didn’t do anything wrong.”
    

    
      “It ate too much sand and swallowed too many thorns.”
    

    
      “Why…?” the Constellation asked, their voice hoarse. 
    

    
      “But that was all it had.”
    

    
      They became quiet. 
    

    
      “Please save me. Someone, please save me. There’s nothing here. I have nothing left,” I uttered.
    

    
      “Yeah...”
    

    
      “The only thing that the fox is used to is breaking the thorns. Now the fox can drink the cacti without getting hurt, although it isn’t sure if that is something to be proud of. Not bleeding is proof that the fox is now an adult. At some point, the fox realizes that it has become skilled at surviving in this desert.”
    

    
      “... I hate it.”
    

    
      “It has also gotten used to drinking water. The trick is to cut a cactus in half. It didn’t have to pull out all the thorns, either. Just one or two. Three, at most. Then the fox just has to peel off the skin where the thorns were and drink the juice—taking just a little bit of pleasure. The fox won’t be in pain, and the cactus won’t die, either. There are no sinners or corpses.”
    

    
      The Constellation shut their eyes. “I hate it!” 
    

    
      “The fox is just thirsty. This thirst can never be quenched. It grows little by little inside the fox until it’s as strong as its heartbeat. One night, it vomited. What came out wasn’t blood but sand.”
    

    
      “I hate it…” 
    

    
      “Looking back, what the fox thought to be the stars in the night sky were actually dead grains of sand. The dead sand just shines under the sunlight. This desert and the night sky are nothing but graves. After walking through the desert for thousands of years, the fox finally looks up at a star and slowly exhales.”
    

    
      “I… hate this world.” Their breath was poisonous. “It’s boring. No, it’s meaningless. Why? Why is it meaningless? Why can everyone else laugh? What is supposed to be fun? There is nothing. Everything is lacking. Everyone lacks something. Why are they here? Why do they keep staying there? How? T-this world has nothing. I’m sick of it.”
    

    
      The question the Constellation probably wanted to ask was why they had nothing. 
    

    
      “...Mr. Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      
        [■■■■ ■■ ■■■■ ■■■ ■■■■■.]
      
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      
        [■■■■ ■■ ■■■ is using the Endless Universe.]
      
    

    
      “You’ll make me happy, won’t you?”
    

    
      Before I knew it, an oasis appeared at the fox’s feet.
    

    
      “Right?” the Constellation asked again. 
    

    
      In the mirror of the desert, the unwounded white sand was wet with water. With each wave, the grains of sand rustled softly. I didn’t answer the fox right away. As I walked through the oasis, wading through the shallow water that barely reached my ankles, I turned back to the fox, grabbed their shoulders, and squeezed. 
    

    
      “Yes, it’s okay to drink from me.” The fox, startled by the touch, lowered their head and looked at the water’s surface. I said, “If you take a sip today, I’ll get more water while you sleep, day after day, until the day I dry up.”
    

    
      The fox’s reflection could be seen in the transparent mirror of water, which looked like it could shatter immediately upon touch. Their face, their glittering golden fur, and their gray eyes were reflected in the mirror, even their ■.
    

    
      I held the fox’s back, supported their shoulders, and whispered, “So, please tell me your name. Let me see you. Show me the face you want me to see and the name you wish me to say. Please decide. If you do, I’ll be your oasis for as long as you want.” 
    

    
      ■ fell from the fox’s face, and black rust dripped down.
    

    
      “I deceived you...”
    

    
      The place where the liquid rust had dripped down turned pitch black. The oasis became slightly murky, but the water was still clear enough to swallow the rust that the fox had shed, reflecting their face clearly. It was a relief.
    

    
      “I brainwashed you. I shattered your memories. I tore apart the voices you heard and blocked every touch that reached you. Yet, you still—”
    

    
      I stroked the fox’s head. “I told you. It’s okay. My daughter is the Demon King who killed me hundreds of times.”
    

    
      I could pet them without telling a single lie.
    

    
      “My son is a warrior who challenges me to a duel whenever he’s bored.”
    

    
      I was relieved that I could do that.
    

    
      “My lover once pierced my heart with her sword. Brainwashing? Memory manipulation? I’m sorry, but that’s nothing. I don’t hate someone just because they hurt me,” I said, offering a smile.
    

    
      Silence fell between us. After a moment, the fox said, “But Yoo Soo-Ha—”
    

    
      “Can we talk about that later? It’s better if you don’t mention him at all. Um, anyway, can you tell me your name?”
    

    
      Silence fell, but our reasons for staying silent were different once again. I stayed quiet to wait for the Constellation’s answer, but they bit their lower lip because they were unsure how to answer. The young fox, now with golden fur and gray eyes, slowly exhaled and said, “My name is ■■■■ ■■ ■■■…”
    

    
      Their lips, reflected on the water's surface, moved slightly. 
    

    
      “Music Box.”
    

    
      The fox seemed to ponder the syllables they could choose. The young fox considered the spaces the world had given them, then suddenly looked down at the reflection of their gray eyes.
    

    
      The fox nodded. “Yes.”
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      The rust finally peeled away from the fox’s beautiful face. The ink smear vanished from their face, the thorns melted from their voice, and the sand washed away from their heart.
    

    
      “Music Box,” the child of the desert said. “I’m Your Exclusive Music Box.”
    

    
      
        [Your Exclusive Music Box is using the Endless Universe.]
      
    

    
      The desert collapsed like an hourglass flipped upside down. The sand that had formed an endless horizon fell downward, disappearing into the depths.
    

    
      “I’ll sing for you, Mr. Death King.”
    

    
      
        [Endless Universe is active.]
      
    

    
      “As long as you’re my oasis, I’ll sing only the notes you engraved. I’ll become and remain an instrument that only you can play. I’ll know only one kind of music.”
    

    
      Their golden fur settled.
    

    
      “So…” 
    

    
      I held the paw of the fox, the child who was going to be my god. “Yes, you’re the only Constellation I’ll serve from now on.” 
    

    
      
        [Congratulations.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Exclusive Music Box is your Constellation.]
      
    

    
      
        [You are the sole follower of Your Exclusive Music Box.]
      
    

    
      In a desert oasis barely thirteen square meters big, I made a contract with a gray-eyed fox.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 324: Your Exclusive Music Box (3)
The first thing I did after choosing a Constellation to serve was reject their love confession.
“I love you, Mr. Gong-Ja. Please date me.”
“Ah, I can’t do that,” I answered immediately. 
“Damn it!”
[Your Exclusive Music Box is angry.]
The young fox stomped on the floor in anger. Those who hadn’t seen this before may not know, but a fox playing whack-an-invisible-mole on the floor was incredibly cute. My Constellation was really cute.
“You don’t think I’m cute, do you?” the Constellation asked.
“No, you are.”
“Am I not lovely?”
“You’re endearing,” I said right away. 
“You like the form I’ve taken and want to make me happy, so no brainwashing or manipulation can affect you?”
“Everything you said is true.”
The fox jumped up and grabbed my collar. “Then that’s love!” 
They shook me back and forth. Those who hadn’t experienced this might not know this, but a fox clinging to a person’s collar and squeaking was unbelievably adorable. 
They shouted, “Love me now! Love me right now! Make me happy, human! Make me happy!”
Well, I really wanted people to know how cute my Constellation was. 
[Your Exclusive Music Box is using the Endless Universe.]
[Endless Universe is attempting to alter your emotions.]
[Failed!]
[The Skill conditions have not been met.]
“It won’t work, my Constellation…” I murmured. 
Endless Universe manifested our imagination. What I was imagining was the Constellation’s happiness. As long as I hoped that happiness would take place in reality and not end up as a delusion, no distortion would occur. In short, I wanted the fox god to be happy in reality even without the Endless Universe, so it would continue to be active without distorting the reality until our eternal death.
“Ugh…” The fox clutched their head. “This is strange. Mr. Gong-Ja, you’re the strange one, yet I’m being treated like I’m an immature, strange Constellation. Isn’t that weird? If this isn’t love, then what is? What is love? What is it?”
“Youth is when you can ask that question.”
“Then I’ve been young for thousands of years. Spring is too damn long[1]. I’ll suffocate on pollen before summer even arrives.”
“My god, your mouth is getting a little dirty. You’re cute enough to be forgiven even after slapping other cuties in the universe a few times, so I don’t think the way you speak matches your adorableness. Maybe you should speak more like a fox. What does the fox say?”
“Do you know the sounds that foxes make, my follower?”
“Wa-pa-pa-pa-pa-pa-pow?[2]”
“That song is old. The rhythm is off, too,” the young fox said coldly. 
Foxes could be quite expressive. Once again, I learned a new thing. Indeed. I was like Socrates climbing the Tower.
The Guardian sighed.
—The concentration level of bullshit around Kim Zombie skyrocketed.
“What does that mean?”
[Shiny also asks what it means, trying to join the conversation.]
[Your Exclusive Music Box is contemplating a fox’s cry.]
—How in the world did you gather these thirty-one flavored lunatics? Is this legal? Zombie, is your existence legal? To me, it seems like it should be illegal.
The thirteen-square-meter room became crowded with one person, one sword, one desert fox, and one ghost. It was the most perfectly balanced group of four in history.
“I guess we don’t need to stay here any longer,” I said.
Above all, the room was too cramped. 
“Peep, peep.” the fox replied. 
It seemed like they had finally decided on the way a young desert fox should sound. In my opinion, it was evolutionarily and probably also physically incorrect, but the fox seemed very satisfied.
“Peep, peeeeeep.”
“What are you saying?” I asked.
“Peep.”
I immediately understood what the fox meant.
[Your Exclusive Music Box is the Constellation that also rules the sixty-first floor.]
[Your Exclusive Music Box has assigned you a quest.]
Before my eyes, grains of sand rose and gathered to form letters.
Spoon-Fed Quest
Constellation: Your Exclusive Music Box.
Difficulty Level: F
Goal: Stroke the head of the Constellation you serve.
※ You must do so with all your heart.
“Peep.” The fox raised their chin confidently and proudly.
I smiled and stroked the fox’s head with all my heart. “Yes, I understand.” 
As my hand glided over their platinum fur, it rippled gently. 
[The quest has been cleared.]
No Hunter had probably ever completed a quest faster than I did. I could be called a speedrunner. That was, if I didn’t count the lives of Raviel and Teacher that I had to relive.
[Congratulations!]
[The sixty-first floor has been cleared.]
A scene unlike anything I had ever seen before unfolded. A sandstorm blew, but the sand wasn’t bitter when I inhaled it, nor did it sting my eyes. It carried only the sweet scent of desert roses. The faint fragrance of flowers that had bloomed under the sun and drunk only dew lingered in my nose. Until now, white light had always surrounded me when I headed to the next floor.
It’s probably because I started to serve a Constellation.
The Constellation could no longer use any powers; they could only stay by my side. Still, that was what a constellation in the night sky was supposed to do. That was enough for me. I was happy to smell the scent of roses every time I went to a higher floor.
It’s not bad.
I let the sandstorm engulf me.
[Sending you to the next floor!]
Tick.
The last sound I heard was the ticking of the wall clock that was left behind in the small room.
[You have entered the sixty-second floor.]
A new floor. I had spent only about a week on the sixtieth floor in reality, but the sound announcing my arrival was loud.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has detected your presence again!]
The Constellations seemed to have been tracking me all along. After all, I had made quite an impression on the fiftieth floor. I had made contracts with over ten Constellations at once, even though they were temporary. Whether or not the Constellations had made a contract with me, it was hard for them not to take notice of me.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has alerted the other Constellations about your arrival!]
Yet my presence had been lost on the sixty-first floor because of the fox god’s Endless Universe. We had been completely sealed off and isolated in a world made just for the two of us.
Not even the other Constellations knew of the fox god’s existence or had any idea of their power. Perhaps the other Constellations were left wondering what had happened, unable to make sense of it. Now that I returned as if nothing had happened, they were frantically sending me messages.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has invited you to become an official follower.]
[The Eternal Plains Warhorse has invited you to become an official follower.]
[The Lonely Seeker has invited you to become an official follower.]
[The Incarnation of Love and Lust has invited you to become her apostle!]
Some familiar names that I hadn't seen in a while appeared in the messages. Although I couldn’t see them, I smiled at them. “How have you been?”
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye asks where you have been hiding all this time.]
“I wasn’t really hiding, but the full story is a bit personal. I’ll keep it a secret.”
[The Incarnation of Love and Lust is offering you the position of apostle!]
“Oh, right. About that…”
The fox jumped onto my waist and climbed onto my back.
“I’m already serving a Constellation.”
The fox curled up on my shoulder. Then, they gently wrapped their tail around my neck. From a distance, it looked like I was wearing a golden scarf.
“Peep.” The fox rubbed their head against my cheek.
[The Death King is the only follower of the Constellation Your Exclusive Music Box.]
[Your Exclusive Music Box respectfully requests the other Constellation to know their places.]
[The Lonely Seeker is silent.]
[The Eternal Plains Warhorse is silent.]
[The Incarnation of Love and Lust is silent.]
Only the soft rustling of the fox’s tail echoed in the silence as my Constellation grinned. After a long while, one of the other Constellations sent messages.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye politely asks Your Exclusive Music Box where the heck they came from.]
The first impression couldn’t get much better than this.
“Alright, everyone. Please calm down a bit…” I said. 
[Your Exclusive Music Box answers that they really like snake wine.]
"Snake wine? Why snake wine?”
The Guardian answered my question.
—The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye, Hishimit Kritz, is a snake god, Zombie. In short, your Constellation has replied with a species-discriminating insult.
“Ah, so that’s why…”
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye swears to kill you!]
“... the reaction is so violent. Hmm.”
It seemed that my fox god was antagonizing the other Constellations to prevent them from getting any funny ideas.
[The Incarnation of Love and Lust says she has never heard of a Constellation like Your Exclusive Music Box.]
[Your Exclusive Music Box replies that it’s because the Incarnation of Love and Lust’s rabbit ears are not working properly.]
[Your Exclusive Music Box expresses their sympathy for the Incarnation of Love and Lust, who clearly seems to have no one to clean her earwax regularly.]
[The Incarnation of Love and Lust swears to tear you apart.]
It was amazing.
“Is Babbit…"
—Yup, she’s a rabbit god. As far as I know, she takes pride in her ears, claiming they’re the most beautiful things in the universe. She laughs off insults targeting her and her parents, but she flies into a rage when her ears are insulted.
“I see. Can you compare it to something else so I can have a better idea of how serious this is?”
The Guardian seemed to seriously ponder this.
—Um…  It’s like insulting Raviel in front of you.
What? Was my fox god trying to destroy the universe?
[The Eternal Plains Warhorse advises everyone to calm down.]
[Your Exclusive Music Box is concerned that seeing the horse face of the Eternal Plains Warhorse would make their face longer.]
[The Eternal Plains Warhorse is preparing for war.]
This was bad. The number of forces antagonizing us was increasing at an alarming rate. Had someone insulted Raviel, I would only choose to show that person a living hell. If I had to bother talking with them, it would be after I made hellfire rain down on them. The Constellations would feel the same. 
How should I resolve this misunderstanding? 
—Your god is a Constellation who manipulates the world for their own joy. What’s there to misunderstand? Did you think they would respect the other starheads? Except for you, they probably think of all other lives in the universe as ants. 
I was going to ignore what the Guardian said. It wasn’t good for my mental health.
I desperately tried to divert the fox’s attention. “W-why don’t we focus on clearing the floor, my Constellation?”
“Peep.”
“Wooooow, I wonder what kind of place the sixty-second floor is. Is there a ruling faction like the Magic Tower? I’m curious! I’m so curious that I’m going to go crazy! I’m going to lose my mind! There would be a Constellation in charge of this floor, right?  Who could it be? I hope it’s a normal, friendly Constellation this time. I’m really curious—” 
“There’s no need to be curious,” a voice rang out. 
Something from the sky struck the ground, right in front of me. If I hadn’t used my Lightness Art to dodge it, it would have landed where my head had been.
Thuuuuuuuud!
The spot where I had been hiding just moments before was destroyed. 
Thud! Thuuud!
Every time I leaped back, lightning strikes followed me as if someone was swinging a fly swatter to catch a fly. After seventeen strikes in total, all of which had unfolded in about two seconds, the one who attacked me finally broke the silence again.
“You’re worthy of being called a king, Death King.”
I looked back at the attacker.
“You killed my apostle,” she told me.  
This person wasn’t human. Though she resembled a human, she had massive horns protruding from both sides of her forehead. Her emotionless, golden eyes were fixed on me.
“You shall pay for your arrogance with your life.”
The Constellation carried an enormous hammer on her shoulder.
[The Ruin-Harvesting Cow is attacking you.]
[The Ruin-Harvesting Cow swears to annihilate you.]
She was the Constellation that Lady Goldencup—Sylvia Evanail—had worshiped in the past.

1. Referring to youth as the spring of people’s lives. ☜


2. Yes, referencing that fox-related song. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 325: The God And The King (1)

    
      
        “Ruin-Harvesting Cow is Mutia. Mainly oversees destruction and recreation. Her power is simple but great.”
      
    

    
      The blond priest boy—the Inquisitor—had said that in the past as he stroked his chin. At the time, he was wearing a frilly dress since he was playing the role of Lady Goldencup. Therefore, he had also been fanning himself, but this was an irrelevant detail.
    

    
      
        “In short, the world on a holy ground is reinterpreted and people are brainwashed. The same goes for the great library we were in just a moment ago! The Indoor Librarian interprets a world as a book and we’re forced to be its characters. We will defeat those who have their own laws with laws that we can use. That is how I see this holy war against the Constellations!”
      
    

    
      ***
    

    
      A storm swept through the area, lightly sweeping away everything in its path. A single strike transformed rocks into stones and gravel into sand, devastating the entire area.
    

    
      “You’re one hell of a weasel,” the Ruin-Harvesting Cow grumbled. 
    

    
      The ground cracked into a checkerboard pattern, where the grid lines soon began to warp.
    

    
      
        Thuuuud! Thuuuud!
      
    

    
      With each of the Ruin-Harvesting Cow’s hammer swings, the distortion intensified. Eventually, the area became so severely damaged that it could no longer sustain itself.
    

    
      “Try running away forever, Death King.”
    

    
      
        Craaaaaaaaaaaack!
      
    

    
      “You’re not the first to try to flee from me. There have been people who exchanged blows with me until the moon rose and set thirty-one times. If you wish to know what happened to them, now would be a good time to use your brain.”
    

    
      The ground turned upside down. It trembled and turmoiled. 
    

    
      “Well, when your skull shatters, you’ll meet your predecessors.”
    

    
      
        Crack! 
      
    

    
      The ground split open, the layers of sediment that had accumulated over time peeling away. Mutia wasn’t just showing off her strength.
    

    
      “
      
        Peep!
      
      ”
    

    
      Just as my fox god had warned, the ground collapsed.
    

    
      
        Ruuumble!
      
    

    
      The ground around Mutia and me sank. I tried to avoid it, but…
    

    
      
        Thuuuud!
      
       
    

    
      Mutia swung her hammer to stop me. I had to choose between running away from the collapsing ground or the hammer flying toward my head. It wasn’t a difficult choice to make.
    

    
      
        Ruuuuumble! Thud! Thump, rumble!
      
    

    
      In the end, I accepted the risk of staying on the collapsing ground. The earth was sinking with each blow of the Constellation’s hammer, and the collapse accelerated.
    

    
      “I see.” 
    

    
      Before we knew it, our battlefield had turned into an amphitheater. It was different from the Colosseum in Rome because it wasn’t considerate of the audience at all. Only steeply rising sedimentary rocks were where the seats should have been. 
    

    
      “You weren’t just swinging a hammer at me. You were changing the terrain to make it difficult for me to escape.”
    

    
      The amphitheater was an artificially created hell where bloodshed and slaughter were meant to be watched and enjoyed by humans. Without any spectator seats, an amphitheater was nothing more than a living hell. 
    

    
      The Constellation gripped her hammer tightly. “That’s right. When you live as long as I have, you grow tired of accomplishing only one thing at a time. Achieving at least two goals at the same time is not a virtue for us, but a habit.”
    

    
      “At least two means it could be three or even four, right?”
    

    
      “You’re sharp, kid.” 
    

    
      Mutia let her golden hair cascade down and looked up at the sky with her golden eyes. I also glanced up. 
    

    
      
        [The Ruin-Harvesting Cow has assigned a quest to the followers.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have been designated as the target of the quest!]
      
    

    
      
        [Revealing the quest.]
      
    

    
      
        
          Annihilate the Enemy!
        
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty Level: SS
      
    

    
      
        Goal: You killed my apostle and stopped the voice of the child I had taken under my wing and severed her life. Is there any reason for me not to choke you to death? Die. Pay with your life.
      
    

    
      
        I hear many Constellations have their eye on you. There may also be Constellations that will stop at nothing to peek at this proclamation. To those who do, I say this: If you aren’t ready to fight me for all eternity, don’t interfere in my battle for vengeance. 
      
    

    
      
        My message is simple and clear: I want you dead, Death King. 
      
    

    
      
        ※ Death King, you cannot participate in this quest.
      
    

    
      
        ※ You are the target of this quest.
      
    

    
      “Go,” Mutia said.
    

    
      The moment the words were carved into the air, black shadows flickered behind the letters. As many humans as there were letters, or perhaps even more than that, leaped toward me in unison from atop the towering sedimentary rocks on the other side of the amphitheater. 
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Ruin-Harvesting Cow has appeared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Ruin-Harvesting Cow has appeared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Ruin-Harvesting Cow has appeared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Ruin-Harvesting Cow has appeared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The apostle of the Ruin-Harvesting Cow has appeared.]
      
    

    
      Each and every one of them was an apostle, like Lady Goldencup.
    

    
      “Is this your third ace up your sleeve?”
    

    
      “Yes, these are the children seeking revenge for their golden sister.”
    

    
      “That’s neat. She’s called Goldencup, so she’s also the golden sister.”
    

    
      “Didn’t I tell you? At this age, one always seeks to kill two birds with one stone. There’s nothing to be surprised about.”
      
        [1]
      
    

    
      I grabbed my sword tightly. There were about two hundred of the Ruin-Harvesting Cow’s apostles, all swinging massive hammers. Even their hair was similar. Although the length differed, they all had golden hair, ranging from platinum blond to dark blond. Their hair fluttered in the wind.
    

    
      “They’re like gold dust scattered across the galaxy,” I said, impressed by the marvelous scene.
    

    
      The golden shooting stars fell from the sky. What the Inquisitor had said about the holy war suddenly flashed through my mind.
    

    
      Another voice echoed in my mind; it was Mutia using Aura Telepathy.
    

    
      
        —Huh. You’re quite relaxed. You can even afford to recite a poem before your death. My two hundred apostles who follow me are sharper than the ten thousand soldiers Mahos commands. Death King, do you have something up your sleeve to be this relaxed? 
      
    

    
      The two hundred apostles who had jumped down from above were now right in front of me. 
    

    
      I unleashed my aura and reinforced it. “Two, three, four, five… Well, I can already see so many directions I can swing my sword. I don’t really see a need to use up all my trump cards already.”
    

    
      The apostles and I clashed. 
    

    
      “How insolent!”
    

    
      The first to strike with her hammer was a short warrior who could also use reinforced aura. She wore traditional clothing adorned with plum blossoms and had neatly trimmed short bangs. However, her elegance and neatness couldn’t hide her anger as a warrior.
    

    
      “How dare you use your tongue to say something like that to Lady Mutia!”
    

    
      “Well, I don’t actually need to use my tongue to speak. I can use Aura Transmission. Shall I do that?”
    

    
      “I’ll crush your head!”
    

    
      “I’m afraid I can’t let you do that,” I replied with a smile. 
    

    
      
        Whoosh!
      
    

    
      Another apostle lunged at me, swinging a hammer. It was a coordinated attack. I stomped on the ground after spinning in midair, and kicked the short-haired warrior’s hand away.
    

    
      “Shit!”
    

    
      “Damn it!”
    

    
      The hammer narrowly missed my back thanks to my kick, which knocked the short-haired warrior back half a step. The two apostles clicked their tongues and cursed. Their first coordinated attack had failed.
    

    
      “Shiny,” I said.
    

    
      
        [Shiny answers the hero.]
      
    

    
      The two apostles who had taken the lead were probably the most skilled ones in martial arts. This gave me an estimate of the apostles’ average skill level.
    

    
      “It’s been a while. Let’s go all out.”
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection has activated the power of the five swords.]
      
    

    
      
        Swoosh.
      
    

    
      Excluding the sword I held, four others emerged from the shadows. The swords, coated in pitch-black shadows that clung like sticky blueberry jam, surrounded me.
    

    
      
        [Salvation awaits the Death King’s command.]
      
    

    
      
        [Sacrifice awaits the Death King’s command.]
      
    

    
      
        [Prayer awaits the Death King’s command.]
      
    

    
      
        [Sympathy awaits the Death King’s command.]
      
    

    
      These were the holy swords that had turned Kim Yul, an ordinary student, into the founder of the Aegim Empire. The apostles were welcome to try holding out. Without hesitation, I swung all five swords simultaneously.
    

    
      “Be careful!” the short-haired apostle shouted. “Our blessing of the 
      
        Unscathed Body
      
       doesn’t work on him! We’ll feel pain if we’re cut! Be careful not to get cut—“
    

    
      “If it were that easy, your golden sister wouldn’t have lost. Isn’t that right?” I asked.
    

    
      Screams echoed as the five swords danced wildly in the air.
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh.
      
      ” 
    

    
      “
      
        Hngh!
      
      ” 
    

    
      “
      
        Aaah!
      
      ” 
    

    
      “
      
        Aaaaah!
      
      ” 
    

    
      The apostles charged at me. Some jumped down from above, others tried to tackle me from the front. In the end, they all grabbed their necks or clutched their chests, screaming in agony.
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh, huff…
      
      ” The short-haired apostle glared at me with fierce eyes. Even she was clutching her neck. Painless Wound—the holy sword’s second ability, Sympathy, had pierced the apostle’s throat. “
      
        Kuh! Ugh…
      
      ”
    

    
      By now, she would be feeling the pain of a slashed throat. How she was still looking up at me without losing consciousness was remarkable.
    

    
      
        Thump. Thuuump.
      
    

    
      The apostles around me were being sliced by my sword and collapsing, dropping unconscious from the intense pain. Their hammers clattered loudly to the ground.
    

    
      “Attacking me as a group is the second most stupid thing in the world, and using a weapon like a hammer to do so is even more foolish. What good will it do to attack me all at once with those coffin-sized hammers? It would be a miracle if you managed to hit me.”
    

    
      “I’ll… kill you…!”
    

    
      “How scary.” 
    

    
      I sliced the short-haired apostle’s throat with Sympathy. Pain pierced the center of the apostle’s neck. The apostle collapsed like a puppet whose threads had been cut.
    

    
      “I won’t inflict unnecessary pain on those who don’t attack me. I’ve refrained from piercing your eyes or swirling the sword inside your internal organs out of consideration for you. But I don’t know how long I’ll be able to keep it up.”
    

    
      The apostles hesitated and looked back at their goddess. Mutia stared at me expressionlessly, clutching her hammer. “I can see how you managed to destroy the Magic Tower.”
    

    
      I tried to negotiate. “Goldencup is still alive. It’s true that I beheaded her, but she’s now the head steward of my clan. She’s probably happier now than when she was your apostle. At least she’s living a more relaxed life. Vowing revenge on me is a very misguided—”
    

    
      Mutia nodded. “Yes, some of the Constellations would think so too. Have you ever considered what it would be like to be a god?”
    

    
      I blinked. “What?”
    

    
      “You humans always make wishes, like becoming rich or healthy. I grant your wishes in exchange for your faith.”
    

    
      As Mutia spoke, the apostles stepped back one by one and reorganized their formation around me.
    

    
      
        Their goddess is buying time, allowing the followers to regroup.
      
    

    
      The ploy was obvious, but I didn’t stop them. That was also part of the negotiation. By tolerating this, Mutia was willing to talk to me. 
    

    
      She asked, “But what if I grant your wishes in a twisted way? To those who desire wealth, I’ll give them the satisfaction of feeling wealthy without needing to earn more money anymore. To those who seek health, I’ll make them content with their current condition so they can be satisfied and happy with themselves as they are. You’re a child who dares to call yourself a king, so let me ask you. Does that also count as granting wishes? Some Constellations believe so. Actually, there are many who see it this way, but I think differently. If the lesson is simply to be content with the present, why would people pray to a god? I value only the children who made the wish at that moment.”
    

    
      
        I see what’s going on now.
      
    

    
      I said, “I freed Sylvia from the bonds of hatred and revenge.”
    

    
      “It wasn’t a wish made to you, nor was it a wish made to me.”
    

    
      “Sylvia had dedicated her life to killing another person, and I guided her toward a different path.”
    

    
      “That wasn’t the life she wished for.”
    

    
      I shrugged. “Sylvia desires this life now.” 
    

    
      “You brainwashed her.”
    

    
      “Are you saying that Sylvia’s own wishes don’t matter?”
    

    
      Mutia gritted her teeth. “The wish she made to me back then is more important to me.” 
    

    
      “I gave her a life.”
    

    
      “To me, that is her death.”
    

    
      “How can a person’s change be death?” I asked.
    

    
      “You’re righteous, but that is your human logic, not an excuse a god can use.” Mutia raised her hammer. The apostles had just finished organizing their formation. “One exception leads to ten exceptions, ten exceptions to a hundred habits, and where a hundred habits lie, a single life is placed. Death King, there are no exceptions in the life of a god. That child asked me to grant her wish, and I accepted. That is all. I’ll take back the soul of the child you took from me. Do you think there is any room for negotiation?”
    

    
      I nodded. “Is that so? I guess we have no choice but to fight.”
    

    
      At that moment, the fox god responded to my will. “
      
        Peep.
      
      ” 
    

    
      
        [You are the follower of Your Exclusive Music Box.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Exclusive Music Box has assigned you a quest.]
      
    

    
      This was proof that I, who had belonged to no one, stood under my Constellation’s light. This wasn’t a public quest issued from the Tower, nor was it a quest assigned by the Constellation responsible for this floor. It was a quest that my Constellation had embroidered with letters just for me.
    

    
      
        
          The Constellation of Gold
        
      
    

    
      
        Constellation: Your Exclusive Music Box.
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty Level: S
      
    

    
      
        Goal: Defeat the Ruin-Harvesting Cow, who rules the sixty-second floor. 
      
    

    
      
        Mutia is targeting a member of your clan.
      
    

    
      
        ※If you or Sylvia Evanail fall into Mutia’s custody, you will be defeated.
      
    

    
      The objective was simple and clear, so I swung my sword without hesitation. Mutia also struck down her hammer without holding back.
    

    
      
        Thuuuuuuud!
      
    

    
      The divine will of a Constellation and my own resolve collided.
    

    

    
      1. This is another wordplay. 사매 in 금사매(Goldencup) can sound like sect sister, but since they aren't in a sect, we adjusted it to make it sound like Goldencup was their most promising apostle (golden child of some sort) ☜
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    Chapter 326: The God And The King (2)

    
      The shadow of my sword and the wind of Mutia’s hammer blended. The apostles didn’t just stand by and watch the two of us.
    

    
      “No, you don’t!”
    

    
      “Don’t you dare!”
    

    
      “Don’t let the king of heretics get away!”
    

    
      After standing back up on their feet, the apostles charged one by one. What lay in their eyes wasn’t madness, nor was it mere fanaticism. It was their loyalty to their goddess and the righteous wish to repay her blessings. They burned fiercely in the apostles’ eyes.
    

    
      “Impressive,” I marveled. “But I warned you.”
    

    
      I swung my sword. The five swords bit into their targets like blank venomous snakes. Their eyes, vocal cords, napes, internal organs—the woundless pain was inflicted on only the parts that humans couldn’t endure. Horrific screams followed every time my swords flew in the air. 
    

    
      “Aaaaaaah!”
    

    
      That was not all. I remembered the areas where I had inflicted pain on the apostles. Every time they gritted their teeth, suppressed their groans, and charged, I struck the same areas with precision, cutting them in the same place again and again.
    

    
      “Aaaaaah, ugh! Ah, ah—”
    

    
      More screams followed. As Mutia and I exchanged attacks, shouts filled the air around us.
    

    
      “You’re fighting so efficiently that it’s terrifying,” Mutia commented sarcastically.
    

    
      I returned the sarcasm. “I don’t think it’s as efficient as ganging up on one person.”
    

    
      “Surprisingly, many humans insist on not killing. However, you don’t just not kill. Your attacks leave pain worse than death. Perhaps that is the path you are taking to climb the Tower.”
    

    
      “It’s touching that you care about humans. If you had shown that same compassion to the wedding guests that Goldencup attacked, it would have been more moving.”
    

    
      “They weren’t my followers,” she answered.
    

    
      “Is that it?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I saw your first, second, and third aces. Is that all?” I parried Mutia’s strike and charged forward. “Even if you’re one of the brightest Constellations in the Milky Way, your brilliance doesn’t come from your martial prowess.”
    

    
      Mutia attacked while I dodged. 
    

    
      “Even if your apostles boast about their martial arts skills, that’s only possible because of their Unscathed Body. They’re nothing but people who rush forward because they believe they won’t get injured. However, I can inflict pain on anyone, so they’re no match for me.”
    

    
      I swung my five swords all at once. The swords formed a black storm that devastated the area.
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      “Lady… Mutia!”
    

    
      The apostles let out short screams as they flew far away. Dozens of them were thrown against the amphitheater’s walls and scattered across the sedimentary rocks.
    

    
      “I’m the leader of murim’s demonic cult that has been fighting for thousands of years with the sole purpose of embracing the Demonic Heaven in our swords.”
    

    
      Some of the apostles didn’t fly away, although they were pushed back a little. They gritted their teeth and held on.
    

    
      “Ugh!”
    

    
      Some struck the ground with hammers to withstand the pressure. Impressive. I swung four of my swords at them, swiftly stabbing each one in turn.
    

    
      I said, “My teacher severed a snow peak with a single stroke of her sword. My son, who is also my student, conquered the continent with his bare hands. My daughter, who also serves as my advisor, can split the ground with a single strike. Also, my clan shadow can cut down a spire of the Magic Tower with a single sword strike.”
    

    
      No more apostles could endure this any longer.
    

    
      
        [The Constellations watching the battle gasp.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Lonely Seeker is silent.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Eternal Plains Warhorse is silent.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Incarnation of Love and Lust is silent.]
      
    

    
      Amid an artificially created hell, I stood tall and gazed down at the Constellation on the ground.
    

    
      “Lastly, I’m the Sword Emperor’s heir, so I’ll ask you. Is this all?” I smiled. “If not, please write your surrender. I’ll give you my pen as a memento.”
    

    
      Mutia bared her canines. “How dare you! I’ll destroy your very existence!”
    

    
      The Constellation's golden eyes blazed, turning red. 
    

    
      
        [The Ruin-Harvesting Cow invokes the vow with the Tower.]
      
    

    
      
        [Requesting the holy ground designation.]
      
    

    
      
        [The request has been approved.]
      
    

    
      
        [As of now, the Ruin-Harvesting Cow owns the area.]
      
    

    
      
        [She is the destroyer and recreator. All hail.]
      
    

    
      The sky turned red.
    

    
      The apostles who had been thrown against the cliff, kneeling in agony, and even those spitting out their last drops of blood joined in the chorus.
    

    
      “She is the destroyer and recreator. All hail!”
    

    
      “She is the destroyer and recreator. All hail!”
    

    
      “She is the destroyer and recreator. All hail!”
    

    
      By the time the apostles praised their goddess for the third time…
    

    
      
        [The Ruin-Harvesting Cow has activated her power.]
      
    

    
      
        Crack!
      
    

    
      … every bone inside me shattered. It was a familiar sensation of my muscles and blood vessels being unable to withstand my aura, leading to my bones shattering. I immediately reduced the amount of aura flowing through my body, attempting to adapt to the pain, but it wasn’t necessary.
    

    
      
        I don’t have aura.
      
    

    
      Most of the aura that had been coursing through my veins vanished in an instant.
    

    
      
        —Kim Zombie, you’re old now!
      
    

    
      All the strength drained from my body. I could have asked the Guardian to repeat that so I could understand what he meant, but instead of wasting time with questions, I accepted the Guardian’s words and looked at my reflection in my sword’s blade.
    

    
      “I see.” The voice that came out from my mouth was clearly mine, but for some reason, it sounded a little old. “So this is how it works.”
    

    
      The sword was as transparent as a mirror, reflecting an elderly man.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The memories that flashed through my mind, like a broken tape recorder, played the same thing over and over again.
    

    
      “Ruin-Harvesting Cow is Mutia,” the Inquisitor had told me at some point. “Mainly oversees destruction and recreation.”
    

    
      Those words had left a lasting impression on me. Not because they were impressive, but because they had left an unanswered question. 
    

    
      
        “Her power is simple but great.”
      
    

    
      Why destruction and recreation? Destruction was simple and evident. Goldencup used to swing a hammer and smash everything in sight; she had been the very embodiment of a destroyer. But what about recreation?
    

    
      
        “Her power is simple but great.”
      
    

    
      Which side of Goldencup that she had shown was recreation?
    

    
      
        “Simple but great.”
      
    

    
      Then I realized what was both destruction and recreation in this universe—regression or time itself.
    

    
      
        “Mainly oversees destruction and recreation.”
      
    

    
      Yes, I didn’t need to find Goldencup’s recreation side. She had escaped from the future where Raviel had become the empress. After she had returned to the past, Goldencup seduced the crown prince as a mere baron’s daughter. That was a recreation of life in itself.
    

    
      After finishing my brief recollection and quick deduction, I looked at Mutia. “Time ceaselessly destroys and recreates itself. Is time manipulation your power, Lady Mutia?”
    

    
      My voice showed how much of my time had passed. 
    

    
      “You truly live up to your reputation,” the Constellation of Gold muttered. Unlike before, when it had been tinged with sarcasm, there was now genuine admiration in her voice. “The sword you swing is sharp, but not as sharp as your mind.”
    

    
      “No wonder your followers and apostles are so loyal.”
    

    
      Yes, everything made sense now. I lowered my sword and looked around. “These are the ones who made wishes to you. Their wishes weren’t about becoming rich or healthy. They all shared a single desire: to return to the past. Everyone gathered here is a regressor.”
    

    
      “Indeed!” Mutia laughed, tightening her grip on the hammer. Time was as valuable as gold in this universe. Befitting her power, the goddess who ruled over time slicked back her golden hair. “I am the harvester of ruins! I promise a new harvest season to humans who have nothing left but debris. I am the goddess who brings fruition!”
    

    
      The heavens and earth shook.
    

    
      “King of Heretics, I—the ruler of reincarnation and keeper of eternity—am Mutia!”
    

    
      The sedimentary rock layers shook like a dancing tail.
    

    
      “Kneel before me, you lowly vermin!”
    

    
      
        [The Ruin-Harvesting Cow has activated the Eternal Cycle.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your timeline has been altered.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your potential has been fixed.]
      
    

    
      “Return to the ruins you came from!”
    

    
      The world transformed.
    

    
      —If you hadn’t met the Sword Star,
    

    
      The history I had been writing was quaking.
    

    
      —If you hadn’t met the Sword Emperor.
    

    
      The Guardian, who had always been joking and messing with me, suddenly vanished. The fortunes I was granted disappeared one by one, replaced by the possibilities of an unfortunate timeline.
    

    
      —If you hadn’t met the Inquisitor.
    

    
      —If you hadn’t met the Viper.
    

    
      —If you hadn’t met the Countess.
    

    
      —If you hadn’t met the Paladin.
    

    
      —If you hadn’t met the Black Witch. 
    

    
      Like layers of sediment being peeled away, my time was erased line by line.
    

    
      —If you hadn’t met the Goddess of Protection.
    

    
      The holy sword in my hand disappeared, and so did the shadows that had been guarding me.
    

    
      —If you hadn’t met the peony that bloomed in winter.
    

    
      The aura pulsing through my veins faded away even more.
    

    
      —If you hadn’t met the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      Even the strength in my muscles vanished without a trace.
    

    
      —If you had simply grown old and withered away.
    

    
      Before I knew it, the scenery around me became desolate. 
    

    
      —If you hadn’t become the Death King.
    

    
      I was in ruins. After a closer look, I realized that this was Babylon’s slums. Did fire destroy it? There were no proper buildings. I—an old man—had made my home in an empty area. The tent I had set up was between chipped pillars. A stained toothbrush, a paper cup that had turned yellow, a crumpled cigarette pack, and other old junk, not even worth keeping as antiques, surrounded me. 
    

    
      “I’ll say it again,” Mutia said. 
    

    
      Still, the junk wasn’t as pathetic as I was. My hands had never held a sword. I had never stood on my feet and climbed the Tower. My heart had never tasted victory. 
    

    
      “Kneel before me.”
    

    
      Before me, coughing weakly, stood the Constellation of Gold as she declared, “Make a contract with me and return to the past, before you dared to kill my child, King of Heretics. Abandon the throne and your arrogance. Admit how great the power of time is. Then I shall forgive you.”
    

    
      I coughed and smiled. “What a pity.” 
    

    
      “What do you mean? Do you regret your arrogance?”
    

    
      “No…” I answered weakly. 
    

    
      “Peep.”
    

    
      A cry rang out from somewhere.
    

    
      “I pity your power.”
    

    
      Mutia turned around.
    

    
      “Because the first opponent I’ve ever beaten and killed…” 
    

    
      At the foot of the Constellation, there was a golden fox cub.
    

    
      “... was time.”
    

    
      Mutia’s eyes widened.
    

    
      —If you hadn’t met your Constellation…
    

    
      “I’m sorry,” the fox said. “There will never be such a scenario.”
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      “I’ve decided to dream of Mr. Gong-Ja’s reality.”
    

    
      The clock turned back.
    

    
      
        [Your Exclusive Music Box is using Endless Universe.]
      
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      
        [The universe is vast, but not so vast that music cannot resonate.]
      
    

    
      
        [I may be small, but I’m enough to play your song.]
      
    

    
      
        [My universe plays only for you.]
      
    

    
      A sandstorm blew. Pillars of ruins, antiques, and every trace of life were swept away by the desert of time until nothing remained.
    

    
      Mutia looked around in confusion. “What?”
    

    
      My fox god smiled. “My power has been reduced to a worthless relic by Mr. Gong-Ja, but I at least can protect his reality. Get lost, cowhead. His time is mine. Peep.”
    

    
      I stroked the fox wrapped around my neck like a scarf. Beside me, the Guardian still had his arms crossed. In my hand, I still clenched the holy sword. My feet were on the sixty-second floor, and my heart still beat for victory. I smiled because I was still who I was. 
    

    
      “Alright. Shall we wrap this up, Mutia?”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 327: The God And The King (3)

    
      The time in the artificial hell stopped.
    

    
      “Impossible.”
    

    
      The layers of sedimentary rock in the artificially constructed amphitheater sank, with the Ruin-Harvesting Cow standing at the very center. Her golden wheat-like hair fluttered as she shouted, “This can’t be possible!” 
    

    
      Mutia took a step forward, swinging her hammer to unleash her fury. An explosion erupted.
    

    
      
        [The Ruin-Harvesting Cow has activated her power.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Exclusive Music Box has activated their power.]
      
    

    
      However, my fox god stopped it. “But, upon reflection, it wasn’t impossible after all.”
    

    
      “This can’t be happening!”
    

    
      “Upon further reflection, it wasn’t impossible after all,” the fox god said dramatically, like a theater narrator. 
    

    
      Mutia gritted her teeth. “My title is the Ruin-Harvesting Cow, and my real name is the Rushing Storm Eye of the Blue Sea! Even after living eternally in the universe, I’m an absolute time coordinate that can never be swayed!”
    

    
      “Absolute time coordinate? What is that supposed to be? There is this guy called Einstein in Mr. Gong-Ja’s world. Why don’t you go ask him? Don’t bother—”
    

    
      “Death King, I know how insignificant you are!” Mutia glared at me with a fierce gaze. As her power faded, the bloodlust in her eyes subsided, and their eyes regained their golden hue. “I know your past!”
    

    
      However, her eyes still resembled a blazing sun. 
    

    
      “You were nothing, kid! A shabby studio! A small bed! Portraits of your idols hung on the walls like laundry! You had nothing, so you filled the empty space with idols who seemed to have something! You were a ruin! You were a true ruin because you had never achieved anything, Death King. Before you earned the title of Death King, you were worthy of being my follower. A perfect person to pray for regression!”
    

    
      It seemed that Mutia, the Constellation that controlled time and regression, knew everything about my past—the type of person I had been before my regression of over four thousand days. I accepted her omniscience as truth. 
    

    
      
        I guess that makes sense. Without knowledge of my past, the what-if worlds she tried to create wouldn’t have been possible.
      
    

    
      While using her power, Mutia had cornered me and created a version of me who had gotten old without achieving anything. In the process, her power had made various assumptions.
    

    
      —If you hadn’t met the Sword Star.
    

    
      —If you hadn’t met the Sword Emperor.
    

    
      —If you hadn’t met the Fire Emperor.
    

    
      It made sense why she had mentioned the Sword Star. Simply knowing me was enough to throw an assumption about how much meeting him had affected me. However, if it came to the Sword Emperor, and especially the Fire Emperor…
    

    
      
        She wouldn’t be able to speculate at all unless she knows my entire past.
      
    

    
      Then how was it possible? How did the Ruin-Harvesting Cow know about my regression?
    

    
      
        Hamustra was the Constellation that dealt with stories. He read a story about me and discovered I’m a regressor, but how does Mutia know? Is it because she is a goddess who controls time and regression?
      
    

    
      While I was busy speculating and piecing together theories, Mutia let out an enraged shout.
    

    
      “What if another regressor ruined your life?”
    

    
      That snapped me out of my contemplation.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Don’t play dumb. You’ve thought about it before, haven’t you?” Mutia spread her arms wide. “‘Why am I so unlucky?’”
    

    
      Those were words I had once spoken.
    

    
      “‘Why can’t I get a single Skill?’”
    

    
      They were words that many people had spoken.
    

    
      “‘Why haven’t I ever had a lucky encounter with someone who can guide me, or an opportunity that can change my life?’”
    

    
      I took a deep breath and exhaled. “If I said I’d never thought that way, I’d be lying. Yes, I have. I didn’t just think about it but said my resentment out loud. My days were filled with resentment, and my nights were drenched with alcohol.”
    

    
      “You’ve only gained one Skill, yet you’ve made it this far,” Mutia said. “With amazing willpower, unyielding determination, and unwavering passion, you poured your heart into everything you faced and finally arrived before me. Have you never found it strange? That you, with no notable talent, built a path for yourself? Have you never doubted that something close to a miracle happened?”
    

    
      “That’s—”
    

    
      “You’ll say it’s because you met good people.” Mutia smiled, which was brilliant and spiteful enough to melt gold. “But that’s not true!”
    

    
      I realized this was her final card. She had shattered the ground, created an arena where escape was impossible, surrounded me with her two hundred apostles, and poured all her power into aging me. This was the final blow she had gotten ready in case I was still not defeated, taunting me to endure this too.
    

    
      —
      
        I have a bad feeling about this. I don’t know what secret she’s trying to reveal, but my gut is telling me that it isn’t something good. When a Constellation becomes spiteful, a meaningless disaster always ensues.
      
    

    
      
        No, it’s okay. I’ll listen.
      
    

    
      I had delved into the secrets of countless people. Although I had taken responsibilities like I had been determined to, this was still a form of violence.
    

    
      
        If the secret is about me, I want to hear it even more.
      
    

    
      My secret couldn’t be the only sanctuary. As a Hunter who possessed the 
      
        Returner’s Clockwork, 
      
      I stood tall and asked, “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “You could have been successful in the first place!”
    

    
      Confused, I again asked, “I don’t understand, Lady Mutia. What do you mean, I could have succeeded in the first place?”
    

    
      “You’re a fool, kid! You didn’t get to meet anyone to guide you on the first floor, and you didn’t have any opportunity to seize on the second floor. But that isn’t because they weren’t meant for you in the first place.”
    

    
      Mutia’s laughter grew louder and louder. Like the laughter of an ancient king cursed to turn everything he touched into gold, the Constellation of Gold’s laughter was bizarre and desolate.
    

    
      “You know what the Tower is like! Up to the tenth floor, it’s a refuge for those who have fled from the outside world. It’s a paradisic island and a land of opportunity, so how could you not have had it before your regression? You’ve been climbing the Tower. Is the Tower such a heartless place?” 
    

    
      
        Badump. 
      
    

    
      
        [The Ruin-Harvesting Cow has activated her power.]
      
    

    
      In the amphitheater, where once only the sedimentary rocks lay around, the temple pillars rose from the ground with a thud. The pillars weren’t intact; they were the remains of an abandoned temple. Wind and rain had weathered them, and they resembled the teeth of an old man with exposed gums. The white pillars were embedded in the ground throughout the artificial hell.
    

    
      —If you hadn’t met the Fire Emperor. 
    

    
      Something like a hologram screen flickered between the temple pillars. Her manifestation of power was something I had already seen in her previous attempt to alter my timeline. 
    

    
      —If the Fire Emperor hadn’t met the Mirage-Walking Princess.
    

    
      That was a completely new assumption. In addition to that, the Fire Emperor was the subject, not me.
    

    
      —If the Fire Emperor had not obtained the 
      
        Returner’s Clockwork.
      
    

    
      —If the Fire Emperor hadn’t regressed via the 
      
        Returner’s Clockwork.
      
    

    
      The world unfolded before my eyes.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      —The Fire Emperor, who obtained the 
      
        Returner’s Clockwork, 
      
      regresses and purchases the MA’s lottery ticket.
    

    
      Through the crack in the pillar, I saw the Fire Emperor and I passing each other.
    

    
      —As a result, you arrive at the lottery ticket sales location a little later than you did in the original world. Your ticket, which should have won fourth place, brings you nothing this time.
    

    
      It was a minor misfortune. The me beyond the pillar sighed before heading toward the hunting ground.
    

    
      —Your pathetic equipment causes you to sustain an injury that lasts a day longer than in the original timeline. 
    

    
      That wasn’t all.
    

    
      —After treating your injury, you return to the hunting ground, but the box you left behind is already empty.
    

    
      The Fire Emperor hadn’t taken it since the box was too insignificant for someone with an ability to regress voluntarily. However, for me, who was poor and weak, the equipment inside would have been a great help.
    

    
      —You didn’t get to obtain the Skill Card.
    

    
      Like a grain of sand thrown into a smoothly turning gear, the Fire Emperor—the regressor—gradually changed my life.
    

    
      —Your efforts repeatedly fail.
    

    
      —Your life drove you to the edge of life itself.
    

    
      It could be described as me hitting rock bottom in that small studio.
    

    
      —However, if the Fire Emperor hadn’t regressed via the 
      
        Returner’s Clockwork…
      
    

    
      A world where that tiny discord and misfortune vanished, and a completely different world showed up.
    

    
      —Your efforts would have been properly rewarded.
    

    
      It was a world of fruition.
    

    
      —You acquire a good Skill and reap the fruits of your labor.
    

    
      It seemed I gained the ability to communicate with all monsters there.
    

    
      —You earn others’ recognition.
    

    
      Thanks to my Skill, the people of the Tower finally discovered that there were intelligent beings capable of communication among the monsters roaming on the second to ninth floors. I also discovered that they had built a massive underground civilization to avoid humans.
    

    
      —You pioneer a path for yourself.
    

    
      We knew nothing about the civilization. On the fifth underground floor, the demihumans had secretly built a city.
    

    
      —You prevent numerous tragedies.
    

    
      I was the sole human capable of communicating with the demihumans, so I became humanity’s representative, a messenger, and a mediator.
    

    
      —You make friends.
    

    
      After going through a great deal to prevent a tragedy, the Black Witch patted my shoulder with a smile. She asked if I would like to have a drink at a nice place she knew.
    

    
      —You make comrades.
    

    
      Though my martial prowess was far inferior to what it was now, the pillars of the ruined temple showed a vision of me living a fulfilling life, receiving recognition from those around me, and living alongside the people I cherished.
    

    
      “Child,” Mutia said. “This is your original timeline. It’s the path you were meant to walk and the destiny that was originally given to you.”
    

    
      My heart raced.
    

    
      “That bastard the Fire Emperor took it all away and hoarded it to himself! The chances you were supposed to have slipped through your fingers! In that timeline, the original timeline, you had no reason to endure pain over four thousand times. You could have lived a fulfilling life simply by cultivating your natural diligence.”
    

    
      
        I see.
      
    

    
      “Do you understand, kid? You weren’t unlucky.”
    

    
      
        I’m also living a life changed by Yoo Soo-Ha.
      
    

    
      “Someone else stole your luck!” Mutia’s thunderous roar echoed through the hellish landscape. “I’ll send you back to the real life you should have lived.”
    

    
      Her move certainly stung me deeply. It was just that…
    

    
      “The life you’re living is fake, an illusion. This time, I’ll make sure you walk your own path, free from regressors interfering with your timeline. I’ll let you live your true life. Abandon your Constellation, and join m—”
    

    
      “It’s too late.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      My Demonic Heaven was already on the move. 
    

    
      
        Whoosh!
      
    

    
      The sword I had drawn split the hell in half. Where the sword coated with my aura passed, the pillars of the temple created by Mutia’s power were cut down very neatly and easily. 
    

    
      “It’s way too late,” I said.
    

    
      “You bastard! What are you doi—”
    

    
      I glared at the blazing gold and said, “Fake life or real life. It doesn’t matter. If you wanted to play with words, you should have come to me before meeting Raviel, tempted me before I found Teacher, or persuaded me before seeing Black Dragon Master’s smile. The Tower master said I didn’t get to live the best version of my life, and you’re saying that my life isn’t true.”
    

    
      I looked beyond the gold.
    

    
      “Whether a life is fake or real isn’t decided by the order of time, Ruin-Harvesting Cow. There are people who have been influenced by me, and those who have influenced me in return. That becomes love, friendship, and companionship. If I have people who will walk by my side in my life, then that is my true life.”
    

    
      I grabbed the sword more tightly, my face not betraying a single emotion.
    

    
      “This is who I am. There are people who made me who I am, and we are the only ones in this world. This is our true world.”
    

    
      I took one step closer to her.
    

    
      “Now, I’m done hearing your music, Lady Constellation.”
    

    
      The Ruin-Harvesting Cow, Mutia, had the power of regression. 
    

    
      Her first move was to sink the ground and confine me. The attempt had been neutralized.
    

    
      Her second move was to corner me in an amphitheater she artificially made. The attempt had been neutralized.
    

    
      Her third move was to mobilize two hundred of her apostles for a joint attack. The attempt had been neutralized.
    

    
      Her fourth move was to use her power as a Constellation and age me. The attempt had been neutralized. 
    

    
      Her fifth move was to show me my original timeline, tempting me to join her side. I declined it.
    

    
      The Constellation aimed for at least two goals in every move. She had used five strategies to bring me, the Sword Emperor’s heir, down to my knees. However, she now had nothing but a hammer to stop me. 
    

    
      “I’ll first take your pride,” I said. 
    

    
      Everything happened in a flash. Mutia fixed her grip on the hammer and swung it in an attempt to counterattack, but what happened just a moment later was horrific. 
    

    
      One of the long horns on both sides of Mutia’s head fell limp and rolled away in the sandstorm.
    

    
      “
      
        Ah...
      
      ” she muttered. 
    

    
      
        [The Ruin-Harvesting Cow’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      Her brilliant golden light dimmed slightly.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 328: The Starlight (1)
“What a masterpiece.”
An eternity was so long that keeping track of time became meaningless. There was a temple where even time itself grew weary and everything had come to a standstill. In the temple, a beautiful dragon[1] lived.
“Who are you?” the dragon asked. 
The word “lived” was not entirely appropriate. Her golden scales, which once shone brightly, no longer sparkled. The golden eyes that once took one’s breath away with one look had long since lost their focus. 
Her voice… How long had it been since she last spoke? The dragon found her own voice unfamiliar. The vibrations traveling from her lungs to her throat felt strange. The flesh surrounding her lungs also felt foreign, and so did the bones piercing through her flesh. When listened to closely, the sound of her heartbeat was also unfamiliar. It was clear; the dragon felt burdened by her own existence.
“I asked who you are,” the dragon repeated.
“Even if I answer, you won’t understand. A name is just a label used by people in the same place to ask about each other’s well-being, but I come from a different place than you.”
“A different place?”
“It’s called the Citadel Realm.” 
The human ran her hand over her blond hair.
She’s no ordinary human.
The dragon’s golden eyes narrowed. From the human’s slightest hand gesture to glance, there was no muscle moving out of her control. Every posture of hers had meaning, and her voice always carried a certain intention.
She’s like a tempting devil.
The dragon then realized that even though her scales were rusty and her heart was old, her instinct for evaluating opponents was still sharp as a sword. The realization made the dragon feel good for the first time in a long time.
“What is supposed to be a masterpiece?”
“This place. The temple where you dwell. You’re the dragon emperor who grants the wish of regression. Everyone who has served you has returned and become successful,” the human answered.
The dragon’s good mood did not last long.
“Those who didn’t serve you were treated like fools. Even those distant strangers who didn’t get to join your side, as well as those on the other side of the world who can’t call me. Everyone came to worship you, and this is the result.” The human looked around. “This is a world where all humans have become regressors. No, perhaps a more apt description would be that it’s a world where all humans desire to return. Everyone wanted time, so no one has it nor its advantages.”
The world was frozen. Like statues in Medusa’s temple, the humans stood motionless. With nothing to age or wear out, the world simply held its breath in a frozen time, except for one dragon.
“How tragic,” the human uttered. 
The dragon was the only one left in the world where everything had stopped, becoming the one and only god. She was the immovable force and the golden point in time.
“You merely granted the wishes of humans. Yet, if the goddess who has the power of regression rules the world, it inevitably falls into stagnation. It’s a joke that only socialites would find amusing.”
The dragon growled. “So, have you come to mock me, human? If you want to fight, just say so. I won’t refuse.”
“No way. The landlord fighting the tenant would just lead people to gossip.”
“Landlord? Tenant?”
The human clasped her hands together. “I am building a tower. I would be honored if you would come live there. Of course, you’ll have to accept several restrictions. If a god should live, don’t you think they also deserve a second chance?”
Upon seeing the human’s smile, the Ruin-Harvesting Cow thought that she heard a clock’s ticking sound somewhere in the distance. 
***
[The Ruin-Harvesting Cow’s existence has weakened.]
Mutia’s horn was cut off.
“My goddess!”
“Lady Mutia!”
“Ah! Aaaaah!”
“I’ll kill you!”
The apostles of the Constellation were appalled, their anger as grave as their horror. They seemed to have forgotten the pain they had suffered at my hands, even though that couldn’t possibly be the case. Grabbing their hammers again, they charged forward bravely, but fire cared little for the moths’ courage of flying toward it. 
“You have no right to talk to me about the original timeline, Mutia.” I kept my eyes on the goddess and swung my sword.
“Aaaaaaah!” 
The apostle whose shoulder I had slashed diagonally screamed in pain and fell to the ground. Many more apostles rushed forward. Endless screams followed one after another. 
“I believe my Returner’s Clockwork is also a Skill you created. It has a strict restriction, but it still has the power of regression.”
“Hic! Aaah! Ah, ugh! Ugh.”
“In other words, you’re the main reason behind the Fire Emperor’s success. If he had succeeded thanks to the Returner’s Clockwork and I lived an unfortunate life in his shadow, then you’re the main cause of it all. You ruined my life, and now you’re acting like you’re going to fix it? That’s wrong.”
“Aaaaaaaaaah!”
“Of course, I’m not going to beg you to give me my life back. I have no intention of going back, but how many lives besides mine have you twisted with your power?”
I walked toward Mutia as I created screams in the artificial hell. After breaking through the apostles’ defense, I crossed a mountain of people and the river of souls to approach her.
“I have the right to punish you. Are you ready to live as a human, Constellation of Gold?”
“I… ” Mutia’s voice escaped through her teeth. “I did nothing wrong.”
Her voice was precarious, like the wind blowing through an ancient canyon.
“A human child came to my palace and knelt before me. His eyes were clear. His mother had been hit by a carriage and died, and he was so angry.”
A scream echoed.
She covered her eyes. “He had no intention of blaming the noble in the carriage, nor did he seek revenge. He… He just wanted to tell his mother to be careful on the road before she left home that day. And for her to walk carefully in the rain since the road is slippery, and return safely.”
Another scream followed.
“That’s all he wanted to say, so I found that endearing…”
More screams.
The master of all the ruins wailed. “What in the world did I do wrong? I just knew how to do a little more than you! I was born this way, and I got better as I grew up. That’s all! I did what I could. Was my birth a mistake? Is my life wrong? You… You bastard. What right do you have to say that to me? How dare you!”
“You could have talked to me about it first.” 
I didn’t stop walking. Despite the apostles’ screams, the countless obstacles and attacks, and the Constellation’s fiery gaze, I kept walking.
“What?”
“I have no complaints about you granting Goldencup’s wish. Sylvia wished for it, and you answered. That’s all there is to it,” I said calmly. 
Tap.
“Though it ruined Raviel’s life, I still have no complaints since it got me to meet her. I did everything as the agent of Hamustra, Pond of Memories and Indoor Librarian. ”
Tap.
“You appointed Goldencup to represent you, and I did what I had to do for Hamustra. I then defeated Goldencup. That is what happened. Two divine beings fought a fair duel, and the winner was decided.”
Tap.
“Why are you objecting to that? Why do you hold a grudge against me for it? If something unfair happened during the duel, you should have told Hamustra at the time, so why? You accepted your defeat silently back then, but now you request a rematch from me? I was just a representative, not Hamustra. No, this isn’t even a rematch. You just ambushed me on your own.”
Right. There was no way it was normal for a Constellation to attack a Hunter. It would be different if the Hunter had challenged the Constellation, but it was extremely rare for a Constellation of Mutia’s level to pick a fight with a Hunter. It wasn’t because the Constellations were noble.
The Tower master would have imposed restrictions one way or another.
As a considerate gesture for the Hunters, killing them would be prohibited, and only actions that were necessary for the stages would have been allowed. Besides, Mutia herself had mentioned something peculiar not too long ago.
“You’ve been climbing the Tower. Is the Tower such a heartless place?”
There had to be restrictions applied to the Constellation that I didn’t know about. The Tower strictly managed their difficulty level, designating the first to tenth floors as a tutorial area and the eleventh to forty-ninth floors as a beginner area. In a way, it seemed more disadvantageous to the Constellations than to the Hunters.
“I’ll ask you a question, Mutia,” I said.
Why was Mutia able to attack me in the Tower? The incident involving Goldencup, the agent war between Hamustra and Mutia, had ended long ago. Why did she go out of her way to challenge me to a duel?
“Have I become a Constellation?”
Silence hung in the air. It was created artificially since the two hundred apostles had all been incapacitated under my sword, not because my reasoning caught them off guard and caused everyone who had fallen into the amphitheater hell to fall silent. The timing was perfect, though, and it seemed as though the entire sixty-second floor had fallen silent in response to my question. 
Since no one answered, I carried on with my reasoning. “If I’m not an ordinary Hunter, but have become the Constellation, then everything you did makes sense. While it may be forbidden for a Constellation to attack an ordinary Hunter at will, a duel between Constellations would likely have much looser rules. They are equals, so the Tower wouldn’t be so strict about it, too.”
When did this happen? When did I come to be recognized as having a status equal to that of a Constellation? 
“Perhaps it was right after I cleared the sixty-first floor.”
When I reached the floor, something strange happened. I hadn’t noticed it at the time, but looking back now, it seemed suspicious. All of the Constellations had declared war on me—or rather, on my forces.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye swears to kill you!]
[The Incarnation of Love and Lust swears to tear you to death.]
[The Eternal Plains Warhorse is preparing for war.]
[The Ruin-Harvesting Cow swears to annihilate you.]
Of course, my fox god had provoked the Constellations. Still, they had been watching me like hawks and waiting for a chance to make me one of their own. Also, they had witnessed the madness I had started on the fiftieth floor in real time, so they wouldn’t have turned their backs on me just because they had been provoked.
I thought they were pranking me.
However, after my recent clash with Mutia, my suspicions deepened. For some unknown reason, the Constellations now had no issue attacking me. I, Kim Gong-Ja, was no longer a beginner nor an ordinary Hunter. 
The Guardian had never wanted to become a Constellation, yet he held the title of the Sword Constellation. If becoming a Constellation was something that happened naturally at some point, regardless of one’s will, then...
“Mr. Sword Emperor.” 
—Yup.
“How do the Constellations send their messages?”
The Guardian chuckled.
—I don’t know because I’ve never done it, but just thinking about sending a message should make it happen, shouldn’t it? Even though your sword isn’t human, she can send messages freely. I don’t think there’s a complicated system behind it.”
“That’s true. I’ll try it.”
I closed my eyes and envisioned the person I would be able to remember without a single blur until the moment I died.
How are you doing?
Suddenly, an image appeared in my mind. There was about a cup of water in front of me. Maybe it wasn’t water, more like white detergent powder. The contents of the cup decreased by one spoonful. Then…
[The Scream-Gathering Sky has sent his regards to Duke Silver Lily.]
I opened my eyes. Mutia glared at me, clenching her teeth. 
“Yeah. It worked,” I announced with a bright smile. 

1. Mutia. ☜
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Chapter 329: The Starlight (2)
I hummed, my song echoing around the bottom of the amphitheater. “By continuously calling me human, you only made things worse. ‘You’re a Constellation, and I’m just human.’ It seems that was the thought you were trying to implant in my subconscious… but my heart is already full for any more bullshit to sprout.”[1]
“You,” Mutia hissed, gritting her teeth. “Do you think you can make any difference because you’ve earned a place on the edge of the Milky Way! You don’t even have an authority of your own, so how dare—”
“Many things change, actually. I’m sorry, but it’s time for you to keep your end of the contract.”
That wasn’t my voice, nor did it belong to any of the two hundred apostles lying in the amphitheater either. It wasn’t the voice of the Guardian, the holy sword, my fox god, or Mutia. 
I frowned. 
I’ve heard that voice somewhere before.
However, I couldn’t quite place a face on the voice. On the other hand, Mutia seemed to know immediately who the voice belonged to.
“You freaking magician…” the Constellation of Gold growled, looking at the sky. “Not yet! It’s not over yet! The time for the preemptive strike I requested is still valid!”
“That validity period isn’t set in terms of time. You know it, I know it, and all the executives of the Tower know it, Lady Cow. When you start messing with time, it’ll never end.”
Looking up from underground, the sky appeared cut out in a circle, as if a hole had been punched through it. In the center of the hole, a person dressed in loose-fitting clothes floated in the air and looked at us. 
“Your surprise attack is only valid until the Death King remains unaware of his own Ascension. Now that he has realized it, there is no longer any advantage for you to gain.”
The speaker held an abnormally long, thin staff with her middle, ring, and pinky fingers. Perhaps she was a mage. Though the staff seemed fragile enough to break with a single touch, the mage swung it skillfully.
[The Sixth Pillar, Primordial Staff, has appeared.]
Only after hearing the message did I clearly remember where I had heard her voice before. She was the same as the Mirage-Walking Princess. The mage was one of the Pillars, the Tower master’s six subordinates who managed this Tower and convened during meetings to discuss issues whenever problems arose. 
“Hm.” The Primordial Staff glanced sideways and met my gaze. “It’s been a while, Weasely.”
“Weasely? Are you talking about me?”
“Ever since you were a greenhorn, you’ve been using underhanded tricks to convene us to a meeting. You’re a weasel, so you’re Weasely to me. I’m having fun because I get to insult you, and don’t you feel good to earn a cute, insulting nickname? It’s a win-win, mutually beneficial form of communication.”
“Huh? What? No…” 
I didn’t think I had such a preference.
“You and I have quite a lot to talk about,” the Primordial Staff said quietly. 
Her voice was like a pencil without its lead. There was no hostility or malice in it. It was ordinary, like time itself, and as bland as water. 
She tapped the air with her staff. “Let’s talk after I wrap this up.” 
That was when the sky shattered like glass.
“No!” Mutia screamed. “I can’t accept this! I object! Call a meeting! Convene the Pillars! I, the Ruin-Harvesting Cow, demand that this matter be added to the agenda immediately and that a decision be made on how—”
“Declined,” the Primordial Staff answered immediately. 
Craaaaack!
“We’ve already given someone who has just completed his Ascension too many disadvantages because of your requests, Mutia and Hishimit Kritz.”
The sky, dyed red, shattered into countless fragments that flew in all directions. As the wind blew, the red fragments swirled around, making it seem as though the sky itself was bleeding.
[The Ruin-Harvesting Cow’s power has been suspended.]
[The Time Chain that was holding down your growth has released you!]
The sky was shedding its skin.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye’s power has been suspended.]
[The Partial Information Distortion on your received messages has been lifted!]
The sky, stripped of its skin, was an endless black void. There was no sun, no crescent moon, no Milky Way—only pitch-black darkness. In the black sky, a blue-scaled serpent lurked.
“Damn it!” the serpent cursed. 
Swoosh.
Like waves crashing on the night sea, their dark blue scales rippled. The serpent was huge enough to fill a corner of the sky, spreading out like the sea in the absence of the Milky Way. The serpent’s eyes were triangular. Unlike humans, who had white sclerae and black pupils, the massive serpent had black sclerae and bright blue pupils.
“I knew it! That cowhead said that we had a chance if we struck him before he realized he was a Constellation. It’s my fault for listening to that fool!”
A corner of the Guardian’s mouth twisted as he crossed his arms.
—This is getting interesting. That’s Hishimit Kritz, and their title is Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye. Information distortion, manipulation, and exposure, Riddles, contradictions, labyrinths, and secrets. That’s what their power is about. They acted like they were interested in you, Zombie, but I guess it was all a feint.
Only then did I realize the truth behind this fight. In the pitch-black night, I traced a crescent moon on my lips in pity for the lack of moonlight.  
“Aha... The two Constellations conspired to attack me before I could grow stronger and awaken to my power as a Constellation. One of you controls time, and the other controls information. With your teamwork, I didn’t even hear the message that I became a Constellation. What a match.”
The serpent bared their fangs with their head turned upside-down, giving Mutia a terrifying glare. “Hmph! Your arrogance messed up the plan, so deal with this yourself!”
“What?” she asked back in disbelief.
“I don’t know anything!” 
Blue fire wrapped around the serpent. They tucked their tail and fled. 
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has escaped to their world!]
Left alone underground, Mutia spat blood and shouted, “Y-you fool! After I’m taken down, the next target is you! It’s you! We must settle this here, whether we live or die! Do you think you can last more than six days even if you flee now?! Do you think you’ll enjoy power longer than one day? Even death won’t be able to help you with your idiocy!”
“Well, I can just rest for a day and go up to the higher floor,” I commented as I watched her.
Mutia was at a loss for words.
I grinned. “If a day seems too short, shall I take a break for a full week? After all, you two allied just to capture me. It wouldn’t be right for the two of you to fall out. I’ll make sure you two will get along one way or another.”
“Ugh…”
“I’ll hear why you two teamed up to attack me later… or maybe I can find that out on my own.”
I was basically saying that I could capture the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye and beat the information out of them. Mutia also seemed to have understood my message. Her grip on the hammer faltered a bit.
“Surrender. I can’t promise to accept your surrender unconditionally. I’ll take what is owed to me, but I won’t make your punishment worse because you ambushed me while pulling the wool over my eyes. I promise.”
Hesitation flickered in Mutia’s eyes. She had prepared five or six strategies to defeat me, but now she was truly defeated. With the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye having abandoned her and fled, Mutia had few options left. My offer of surrender reduced those options to just one.
“What do you want?” Mutia asked quietly. 
I stated the most obvious condition first. “Goldencup. Give up Sylvia Evanail to my custody completely. Never try to take her again. Don’t object to the fact that she belongs to my clan.”
Mutia’s lips trembled. Neither “yes” nor “no” came out. We both knew that this was only the first of many demands to come. 
“And?”
“You also have to help me defeat the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye. What world does that Constellation live in? How can I defeat them with ease? Tell me everything you know.”
Mutia’s lips still did not utter a word of affirmation or rejection. The second demand was also quite easy. Hishimit Kritz had betrayed Mutia first. There was nothing easier than betraying a betrayer. Because it was such an easy condition, Mutia would have guessed that more difficult conditions were still to come.
“Is there more?” she asked. 
“Kneel. Kneel in front of your apostles. Show them that I’m stronger than you, I defeated you, and you have surrendered to me.”
Blood leaked out from Mutia’s mouth. It wasn’t from biting her lips but from her teeth grinding so hard against her gums that the gums couldn’t hold back the blood from the wounds between her canines and molars.
“A Constellation like you has a certain aesthetic,” I continued. “Perhaps it’s better to call it a set of rules, a form of self-discipline. The excuse that ordinary humans might make—that even though I’m on my knees, my heart remains undefeated—doesn’t work for you.”
It was similar to pride yet different. A Constellation was an entity composed of power. Perhaps their power was the very reason Constellations existed. Power was like a human’s heart—the core of their being. 
I had the Skill of regression, and Mutia was a Constellation of regression. Having Mutia kneel before me was like a general being defeated by another general or a musician submitting to another musician. It was the acknowledgement of my superiority over hers within the same domain.
Could the Guardian ever kneel before another swordsman? Even if he did, could he still claim to be the emperor of swords, the greatest swordsman of all time? The condition I presented to Mutia was worth an immeasurable amount of gold—the weight of a life.
“If I refuse…” 
“I’ll take the remaining horn you have left.” I fixed my gaze on her. “I’ll give you three minutes.”
Silence as still as death settled over the depths of the artificial hell. Just before one hundred sixty seconds passed, a single sound echoed, making the silence even more eerie.
[The Ruin-Harvesting Cow has activated her power.]
[Your Exclusive Music Box has activated their power.]
I noticed what Mutia was trying to do: She was trying to stop time because she couldn’t decide within one hundred eighty seconds. She needed more time to think, so she tried to extend the time, despite being denied it. However, my fox god thwarted her attempt. 
Thus, her uncollected thoughts flowed out between the gaps of her fingers. She mumbled, “I, Mutia and the Ruin-Harvesting Cow…”
Thump.
Cracks formed where Mutia kneeled, and five holes formed where she planted her fingers in the ground. The blood flowing from her lips trickled down her jawline and fell, drop by drop, into the holes.
“... surrender... to the Scream-Gathering Sky.”
“Yes.” I nodded as I looked down at the Constellation, who was pressing her forehead against the ground. “Then I’ll ask you, Mutia. Why did you conspire with Hishimit Kritz to attack me?”
There was a moment of silence. The holes that her fingers dug grew deeper, and more blood flowed into them. By the time the ground turned a little redder, Mutia said, “You have a connection with us.”
“We met for the first time today.”
“But from the very beginning, our paths have been intertwined.”
I tilted my head in confusion. “How?” 
Mutia gave me a completely unexpected answer. “The Returner’s Clockwork. The ones who created your regression Skill are me and Hishimit Kritz.”

1. Wordplay: The raw uses 볶아 먹기 which can mean both to fry and mess with a person ☜
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      I blinked. “What? You and they made the 
      
        Returner’s Clockwork
      
      ?”
    

    
      “Yes,” Mutia replied. 
    

    
      As she said “yes,” I heard her teeth grinding, so the pronunciation was closer to “grryes.” However, I was a generous man, even to those who had been defeated. I pretended not to hear. Whether Mutia ground her teeth or not, I had the right to ask what I wanted to know. 
    

    
      “I got the Skill from the Fire Emperor. As far as I know, he received his Skill from the Mirage-Walking Princess. I’ve never actually heard that you and he were involved in its creation.”
    

    
      “It’s like a movie.”
    

    
      I tilted my head. “
      
        Huh?
      
      ” 
    

    
      “I said it’s like the movies you humans enjoy watching.” 
    

    
      The Constellation of Gold glared up at me with hatred. I had the right to demand that the defeated keep her knees on the ground. 
    

    
      “To make a movie, you need a director, a producer, and sponsors. In your world, Class EX Skills are like blockbuster masterpieces. The Mirage-Walking Princess is the director, or closer to the producer, of that movie.”
    

    
      I recalled the past.
    

    
      
        “I’m really sorry, Death King! I’m the Pillar who gave the Fire Emperor his Skill long ago!”
      
    

    
      The princess had once said that to me while headbutting the ground. 
    

    
      
        I see.
      
    

    
      The princess didn’t create the Skill alone from start to finish.
    

    
      I asked, “Then what were your roles?”
    

    
      “The etiquette of a duel is that the victor asks the questions and the loser answers, so I’m following this etiquette for now. But may I stand up and respond instead? It’s embarrassing to do this in front of my followers.”
    

    
      “Come on, it’s more comfortable to sit down. Speak.”
    

    
      “Damn you…” Mutia dug her nails into the ground. “One day, the princess came to me and said, ‘I want to create a regression Skill,’ asking if I was okay with it. Since regression is my power, she needed my permission first.”
    

    
      “Did she need permission from you so she wouldn’t overstep?”
    

    
      “Something like that. I initially refused, but I agreed to allow a Skill that only allows regression for a single day as an exception, provided it comes with a very powerful penalty. Just as I was about to agree, the snake jerk standing nearby interjected.”
    

    
      “The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye.”
    

    
      “Yes, the snake jerk.” 
    

    
      Mutia seemed to think she had the right to call the traitor whatever she wanted. It was a valid argument. I respected that. 
    

    
      The Constellation of Gold went on, “The snake jerk suggested that the Skill only activates when the owner is killed. I found it to be an interesting penalty and agreed, but that wasn’t all. The snake jerk is the Constellation of secrets and labyrinths. They wanted death not to be an ending, but a labyrinth to rise upon death.”
    

    
      A labyrinth, or a trap. I took out the Skill Card of 
      
        Returner’s Clockwork
      
       and glanced at it.
    

    
      
        
          Returner's Clockwork
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: EX
      
    

    
      
        Effect: It is activated automatically upon your death. You will return to twenty-four hours before your death. Your memory and abilities will be preserved even after your return. 
      
    

    
      
        ※ You will receive a penalty after the Skill activation.
      
    

    
      
        ※ The higher your Class is, the stronger the penalty is.
      
    

    
      
        ※ The Skill has been copied from Hunter Yoo Soo-Ha.
      
    

    
      “So that labyrinth was the trauma penalty, huh?”
    

    
      “Yeah.” Mutia nodded. “The snake jerk said, ‘Human life is often compared to a path, as in having walked a long way. But when seen by others, that path is a twisted, enigmatic labyrinth. The lives of others, the past, the paths—I consider that to be the labyrinth of labyrinths. Humans are lowly beings. Yet each one hides a labyrinthine palace within their heart. Isn’t that what is truly worth being called a labyrinth?’” 
    

    
      As Mutia recited the serpent’s words, she clenched her teeth. “It was indeed a proposal befitting them. That’s why we decided to set up a death labyrinth in your Skill. I’m sure we’re not the only ones involved. The Tower master…”
    

    
      Mutia suddenly frowned, looking up at the sky. Where it lost its blue color and turned pitch black, the Primordial Staff, one of the Pillars, was floating. 
    

    
      Mutia asked, “Is it okay to tell him this much?” 
    

    
      The Primordial Staff yawned. “
      
        Huh?
      
       
      
        Oh
      
      , yeah, it doesn’t matter. The Death King has met the Tower master in person, so he’s treated like having the highest security clearance level. I’m pretty sure the Citadel Realm’s language is also translated to him without any censorship.”
    

    
      “What? He met the Tower master herself?” Mutia raised her eyebrows and turned to look at me in disbelief. “What the hell are you?”
    

    
      “Well, I don’t really know what I am, but I’m someone that Ruin-Harvesting Cow has to kneel before speaking to me.”
    

    
      “I should rip your mout— Never mind. Forget it.” Mutia sighed. “Anyway, the princess is the Tower master’s daughter. She might have asked the Tower master and used the other Constellations’ power, not just mine and the snake jerk’s.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm.
      
      ”
    

    
      With her golden eyes, she glared at me. “That is why you’re a nuisance. Because of you, both the snake jerk and I are in danger.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “As long as you’re alive, I can’t grant my believers’ wishes. No, my Faith itself is wavering!”
    

    
      Although I had heard the whole story about how my Skill was created, I still couldn’t understand Mutia and Hishimit Kritz’s hostility.
    

    
      I tilted my head. “You can’t grant the believers’ wishes because of me? Why?”
    

    
      “You connected time with that Silver Lily or something!” Mutia growled. “Regression has to be exclusive. Do you understand? The value of regression lies in the fact that only a regressor knows that they’ve returned to the past. If anyone else knows that time has been reversed, the value of regression—my power—becomes trash in an instant! You fool! You and Silver Lily conspired together and drew a line in time!”
    

    
      “A line in time?”
    

    
      “If you return, Silver Lily will find out, and the other way around too! No matter what you do, one of you will realize that time has been reversed!”
    

    
      
        Ah.
      
    

    
      “Are you talking about 
      
        A Certain Returner’s Love
      
      ?”
    

    
      “Yes!” Mutia yelled, overwhelmed with emotions. “Even if I grant my followers’ wish and allow them to regress, they can no longer enjoy exclusive status because of the two of you! Do you understand? I can no longer claim absolute power over time. My power has been corrupted!”
    

    
      As Mutia wailed, I thought about Raviel’s Skill.
    

    
      
        
          A Certain Returner’s Love
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: EX
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Love is like poison to a returner. No matter how hard you struggle, you cannot share the same time with the one you love, so a certain returner made a wish. “Please protect my lover’s memories.” The wish reached the Tower and came true.
      
    

    
      
        You share your lover’s time. When your lover goes back a day, you also go back a day. If you go back a day, your lover will also go back a day.
      
    

    
      
        This is the oath of the cycle and the marriage of time.
      
    

    
      
        May luck be with you both.
      
    

    
      
        ※It is only active when you and your lover love each other.
      
    

    
      I now grasped the full picture. “Indeed. If I were the only one who could return, it wouldn’t matter. Even if only Raviel could return, it wouldn’t matter, but because the two of us share the same timeline…”
    

    
      There was a link between us. From now on, even if a new regressor were to be born in this world, they couldn’t ignore the red thread of time between Raviel and me. Were they to return to the past, Raviel and I would immediately realize that the world had been rewound. From now on, it would be impossible for a regressor to have exclusive control over time except for Raviel and me.
    

    
      “I’ve been wondering why that Skill has been rated as Class EX, but I see it now. There was a reason it was ranked at the highest level.” 
    

    
      "Because of you two, my value as a Constellation has plummeted!"
    

    
      Still, it wasn’t my concern, nor was it Raviel’s. I shrugged. “Yes, I understand why you targeted me, but no one forced you to make the Skill. It’s all your doing.”
    

    
      “Don’t be ridiculous! I didn’t suggest making it, the princess did!”
    

    
      “I’m not being ridiculous. You two are the ones who added the trauma penalty. When you think about it, it’s thanks to the penalty that Raviel got 
      
        A Certain Returner’s Love. 
      
      I’m sorry, but it’s really all your fault.”
    

    
      “Fuck the Tower and the princess!” Mutia cursed.
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess has appeared.]
      
    

    
      “Did someone call me?”
    

    
      “No one did! Get out of here, you plaguing demon!”
    

    
      “That’s harsh!”
    

    
      
        [The Mirage-Walking Princess dips.]
      
    

    
      We all came to a silent agreement not to mention the princess’ head popping out of the ground for six seconds before it disappeared.
    

    
      I stared at the spot where the princess had just been. “Well, let’s say that was your reason for attacking me. What about Hishimit Kritz? Why was that Constellation so nervous that they allied with you?”
    

    
      Mutia turned her head away. “
      
        Hmph.
      
       Why don’t you ask the traitor yourself? Because of you, my power is in shreds. I can’t create new regressors. Even if I could, I’d need your consent. Because of that, I’m not even a proper Constellation anymore. How pathetic.”
    

    
      Some of the two hundred apostles who had regained their senses wept bitterly.
    

    
      “Lady Mutia!”
    

    
      “We have no one but you, Lady Mutia! We’ll never serve another Constellation!”
    

    
      “We will remain loyal until the end of time!”
    

    
      Mutia looked around at them and sighed deeply. “In any case, you’ll have to hear Hishimit Kritz’s reason directly from them. I have fulfilled my duty as the loser, so I’ll request that you refrain from further insulting me.” 
    

    
      I nodded. In the domain of regression, I had proved that I was stronger than Mutia through this duel. If the time flowing in this Tower were a history book, only my time and Raviel’s would be the official history. The timelines Mutia created would be demoted to the side. 
    

    
      
        I have obtained everything I could from Mutia. Now, it’s time to… 
      
    

    
      I looked up. The Primordial Staff, who had been watching the conversation between the victor and the loser, was still floating in the air.
    

    
      “Lady Pillar,” I said.
    

    
      “I am listening.”
    

    
      “Two senior Constellations conspired to ambush me. I received no warning beforehand. I even had to discover on my own that I’m now a Constellation. I could forget about the rest, but isn’t the last part a bit unfair?”
    

    
      The Primordial Staff shrugged. “The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye used their power and worked with the Ruin-Harvesting Cow. It’s their doing.” 
    

    
      “But that doesn’t change the fact that it’s unfair.”
    

    
      “Yes, and that is precisely why I have appeared as the judge.” She looked down, her pink eyes fixed on me. “If you want something, say it. If it’s reasonable, I’ll grant it.”
    

    
      “Yes, I’m a Constellation now, so I won’t act like a child. I’m currently on the sixty-second floor, correct?”
    

    
      “Yes, unless our memories are severely impaired.”
    

    
      I beamed. “The reward I want is very simple. Please put the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye in charge of the sixty-third floor.”
    

    
      The Primordial Staff tilted her head slightly. “That’s quite an interesting request. Why?”
    

    
      “It’s because they ran away during the battle.”
    

    
      “You could also call it a wise decision.”
    

    
      “Betraying a comrade you promised to fight alongside can’t be more pathetic.”
    

    
      “I still think there is room to see it as a wise move,” the Primordial Staff said. 
    

    
      “Above all, they challenged me to a fight, so I have the right to finish it. Good should be rewarded, and evil has to be punished. And the one who untied the knot should tie it again. On that note, you’ll have to accept my request.”
    

    
      The Primordial Staff stroked her staff. “If the universe followed moral principles, there would be no need for the Tower. But this is the Tower. Alright, I’ll give you the reward you asked for.”
    

    
      
        [The Constellation eavesdropping on the conversation has become horrified.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eyes protests the unfair decision!]
      
    

    
      Even though they had fled, they seemed to have been keeping an eye on this place. Their protest messages poured in, but the Primordial Staff didn’t even blink. She said, “It’s not that unfair.”
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye vehemently shouts that there is no way that the Primordial Staff can do this!]
      
    

    
      “I’m a Pillar. I can do this.”
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye will never forget this!]
      
    

    
      “It’s not that you won’t forget—it’s probably that you can’t forget.”
    

    
      
        Okay.
      
    

    
      I turned to my fox god. “My Constellation.”
    

    
      “
      
        Peep?
      
      ” 
    

    
      “Please declare that the floor has been cleared. Let’s go right away.”
    

    
      The fox, who was wrapped around my neck like a scarf, flicked their tail once.
    

    
      
        [The quest has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        [The sixty-second floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        [Following your request, you will be teleported to the sixty-third floor immediately.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye shouts that you can’t do that!]
      
    

    
      The message rang out almost like a scream. Of course, my reply was already decided.
    

    
      “I can.”
    

    
      A sandstorm engulfed me. 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 331: The Glass Palace (1)

    
      
        [You have entered the sixty-third floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has detected your presence and become enraged!]
      
    

    
      A sandstorm enveloped me before subsiding. It felt like a hand grasping me briefly before letting go. As I felt the scent of sun-dried, wind-polished sand grains, I said, “There’s no need to bother with messages now, is there, Mr. Snake?”
    

    
      I didn’t use Aura Telepathy. My opponent was a Constellation that controlled all mysteries and secrets. It would be easy for them to see the invisible and hear the inaudible. In short, the Constellation was an expert eavesdropper.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye’s scales tremble at your rudeness!]
      
    

    
      I winked. “Perhaps we can negotiate. I’m a surprisingly easy guy to talk to. Unless you want to spend eternity in hiding, let’s have a cup of tea and talk.”
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye snarls, not falling for your tricks!]
      
    

    
      
        I see. They have no intention of letting me hear their voice, even if they die. The Constellation is probably being careful not to reveal their location since they saw me bring Mutia to her knees.  They wouldn’t have the courage to show their face to me. Well, then… is it time for a hide-and-seek session?
      
    

    
      I looked around. High walls surrounded the labyrinth. In fact, I wasn’t sure if I could call them “walls.” At least, none of the walls I knew of seemed so high that they looked like they could reach the stratosphere with ease. The sky was closed off by a dome, resembling an eggshell that covered the ground. If I tried to climb the walls, I would probably be blocked by the dome.
    

    
      
        What about the ground?
      
    

    
      It was made of wood. A swirling pattern resembling snake scales covered the floor. I swung my sword at it to test its durability, but neither the wall nor the floor was damaged. Perhaps they were designed to be extremely durable. 
    

    
      “Is this whole floor a labyrinth?” I muttered. “This is troublesome. You’ll keep changing your location, won’t you? I don’t know my way around here, but I’m pretty sure you do. If you run away, I have no way of getting you.”
    

    
      “Don’t worry about that,” a voice came from behind me. 
    

    
      I didn’t reflexively raise my sword to attack because I recognized who the voice belonged to. “Lady Primordial Staff?”
    

    
      “Just call me mage since I am one,” the Primordial Staff said with a face that seemed to have never smiled. She stood about six meters away from me and yawned. “I’m not really significant. I was just the greatest mage in the world.”
    

    
      “I think that is a pretty impressive achievement…”
    

    
      “Not really. Before becoming a Pillar, I slew thirteen dragon emperors on my own, conquered seven dragon kingdoms, and was the first to reach the crack of the Absolute Point—the origin and starting point of the universe—and plant a flag there. But, that’s all I am: just a mage.”
    

    
      “Are you just trying to brag to me?”
    

    
      “Death King, do you know why very successful people are humble? The more humble they are, the more insignificant their opponents seem. They can make their opponents seem insignificant while remaining completely innocent. Only those in power can be truly humble. In that sense, it’s not surprising that successful people are humble. What do you think? Have I enlightened you?”
    

    
      “The only thing I’ve realized from what you just said is how bad-tempered you are, Lady Mage…”
    

    
      “Congratulations. You’ve already learned a lot. Clap, clap, clap.” The Primordial Staff literally said the word “clap” out loud.
    

    
      I sensed that the Pillar was also one hell of a wacko and sighed. “Let’s get back to the main point. Why don’t I need to worry?”
    

    
      The mage took out a piece of paper and wrote “main point” on it. She put the paper on the wall, took three steps back, then three steps forward, and said, “Ta-da. I’m back.”
    

    
      I calmly decided to ignore the fifteen seconds during which all this had happened. After all, when dealing with a weirdo, I needed to be armed with my own madness. 
    

    
      “Okay. Lady Crazy Mage, why don’t I need to worry?”
    

    
      “Constellations are unfair beings. They’re so powerful that ordinary humans can’t compete with them. They aren’t only physically strong, but their very existence is great,” the Primordial Staff said as if she were a normal individual. “But even in unfairness, there is still a shred of fairness.”
    

    
      “Fairness?”
    

    
      “Yes. No matter how difficult a riddle is, it’s still a riddle because it has an answer. No matter how difficult a labyrinth is, there is still an exit,” she said in a monotone voice. “A riddle with no answer is just a series of annoying sentences, and a labyrinth with no doors is just a series of boring paths. Then there is no difference between the lives of ‘ordinary humans’ that the Constellations look down on so much. Even if the answer or the exit is twisted and distorted, the Constellations’ role is to provide answers to a world without answers and doors to a house without any. Actually, that is the very meaning of their existence.”
    

    
      “Are you saying that the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye won’t run away?”
    

    
      “Every palace has a throne. A labyrinth is also a palace. The moment a ruler flees their throne, they cease to be one.”
    

    
      I glared at the walls around me.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye grits their teeth.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling has activated their power!]
      
    

    
      As if responding to my defiant gaze, the world suddenly changed.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The world was still made of walls. However, they were no longer blocking my view.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has invoked their vow with the Tower.]
      
    

    
      
        [Requesting holy ground designation.]
      
    

    
      
        [The request has been approved.]
      
    

    
      
        [As of this moment, the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye owns the area.]
      
    

    
      The outer layers of the walls melted. Stripped of their outer shells, the inner layers of the walls appeared to be made of glass, resembling transparent glass windows. No longer blocked by opaque walls, one could freely look inside. Whether intentionally or not, I looked at the glass and saw...
    

    
      “Mannequins? Figures?”
    

    
      Countless dolls were displayed inside the glass. I wasn’t exaggerating when I said “countless”. There were so many that the glass walls seemed endless. They were also so tall that they reached the dome in the sky. This was a labyrinth of glass. The dolls were densely packed in rows, layered upon layers, and stacked in piles, filling every window.
    

    
      
        [They cast the shadow and withdraw it at will. All hail.]
      
    

    
      
        Creak.
      
    

    
      A mannequin hanging in the nearest glass wall suddenly raised its head. Its mouth opened.
    

    
      “They cast the shadow and withdraw it at will. All hail.”
    

    
      The other motionless dolls to the left, right, and above the mannequin also opened their mouths.
    

    
      “They cast the shadow and withdraw it at will. All hail.”
    

    
      The mannequins lined up in a straight line on both sides of the passageway, the dead ends, and the corners. I could see tens, hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands of mannequins, but I was sure that there were countless more I couldn’t see. 
    

    
      Through the glass windows, they all opened their mouths.
    

    
      “If you intend to search for me, go ahead.”
    

    
      Thousands of voices played their own tune, creating a cacophony of sound.
    

    
      “My true self is among these.”
    

    
      In this place, where hundreds of millions—perhaps even more—of dolls were on display, the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye was hiding. 
    

    
      I smiled. “This game of hide-and-seek is too unfair to the seeker.”
    

    
      “This is quite fair, actually,” the doll displayed on the glass wall to my right said. “If you can’t find me, admit defeat and go down a floor. Or you’re welcome to wander my glass palace forever!”
    

    
      The dolls varied in their level of craftsmanship. There were a mixture of perfectly finished or unfinished products, the latter looking as if they had just been carved. Countless puppets hung from strings, each in a different pose. 
    

    
      Each doll had its own unique characteristics. Some were life-size and so intricate that they seemed alive. They also had faces and pupils, yet their expressions remained unchanged, as if time had frozen around them. Other dolls were simple mannequins or wooden puppets. They were faceless, expressionless marionettes with their joints exposed. 
    

    
      However, they all had one thing in common. Each doll held a piece of paper with a message written on it.
    

    
      —I am a murderer who killed my neighbor’s child. 
    

    
      —I deceived my best friend.
    

    
      —I had an affair with a priest at the shrine.
    

    
      —I plotted to poison the Monkey Grand Duke.
    

    
      —I killed my father.
    

    
      —I hate the noble who took me in.
    

    
      —I conspired with my ruler’s enemy and destroyed my family.
    

    
      That was the only thing they had in common.
    

    
      The dolls’ papers had different messages. Some were serious, others were trivial. I easily understood their meaning. 
    

    
      “They’re all secrets. Everyone has a secret that they don’t want others to know. That is what the messages are about, to infer about the identity of the dolls.”
    

    
      The puppet in front of me opened its mouth. The creaking sound it made was probably the mocking laugh intended by the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye.
    

    
      “You certainly catch up quickly. These are all those who have made wishes to me. They’ve relied on my power at least once. The domain of my power is so vast compared to yours. You just became a Constellation!”
    

    
      “I don’t really want to create this kind of world, though…”
    

    
      Hamustra had the great library. Mutia’s world was the sand temple, and it seemed that Hishimit Kritz had a glass exhibition hall as their world.
    

    
      “What kind of wishes do you usually grant?” I asked. 
    

    
      “‘Please tell me the weakness of that despicable bastard I hate,’ ‘make sure no one finds out about the things I’ve done,’ ‘please let me kill that person without anyone finding out,’ ‘even if they dig into my past, make sure they never discover what happened that summer,’ ‘please make me seem completely innocent.’”
    

    
      Seven mannequins let out a mocking laughter at the same time.
    

    
      “The wishes that everyone has prayed for deep in their hearts at least once reach my domain. You humans have many secrets you want to reveal, but you have even more secrets you want to hide!”
    

    
      Hishimit Kritz. The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye. Snake. Egg. Labyrinth. Secret. Riddle. Contradiction. Secret keeper. Lock and key. Exposure. Those were the words that described the Constellation. 
    

    
      “Of course, I keep secrets as humans desire. Under my power, they enjoy the blessing of never having their deepest secrets revealed. However, the secrets they hide are displayed here in all their raw truth!”
    

    
      I nodded. “So that’s why you included the trauma penalty in my Skill.”
    

    
      The seven mannequins tilted their heads. “Hm?”
    

    
      “A person’s past is the summary of their secrets. The past that holds the deepest wounds is the most exquisite key to understanding that person.” I took a deep breath. “The Tower master said that this power comes from her All Life. If I trace it back, I’d be able to reach her ancestor, who was Hamustra’s apostle. At the same time, the part about peeking into people’s past is your power’s influence.”
    

    
      The mannequins burst into laughter.
    

    
      “Ah, I see! Yes, that’s right! Yes, a person’s past is a memory and a story, but at the same time, it’s also a secret. You have exposed it brilliantly.”
    

    
      In the corner of my view, I saw a mannequin raising its hand. Its wooden fingers pointed in a certain direction. 
    

    
      “A smart exposé must be rewarded. Rejoice. I will give you a small gift.”
    

    
      “Is that a hint about where you are?”
    

    
      “You’ll see.”
    

    
      I went in the direction the mannequin’s finger pointed. There, I found another mannequin that was pointing somewhere else. After I repeated this sixteen times, I arrived at my destination.
    

    
      Through the thin glass, a marionette moved its lips. Its features were intricate. I knew its voice and face very well. 
    

    
      “How is it, young Constellation? Don’t you want to know this person’s secret?”
    

    
      There, a marionette identical to the Paladin was on display.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 332: The Glass Palace (2)

    
      I knew it.
    

    
      
        “It’s a shame.”
      
    

    
      I had known this for a very long time.
    

    
      
        “Think about it. Although we don’t know who built the Tower, they must have put in a tremendous amount of work for us, and that includes this message. But no one cares. It was supposed to be something people admired for a little longer. Actually, the Tower’s existence and the fact that we have our Skills are miracles in their own right… but we’ve already gotten too used to them on the tenth floor.”
      
    

    
      Always clad in armor, she almost always maintained a blank expression and wore a helmet to hide her face.
    

    
      
        “I was quite confident in my poker face. Mr. Kim, do you happen to have a mind-reading Skill?”
      
    

    
      Perhaps she had even stronger walls around her heart.
    

    
      
        “Fine. I guess there’s no other choice.”
      
    

    
      My comrade. Patricia. Our noble and virtuous Paladin.
    

    
      
        “As you can see, I have the ability to tell if a person is lying. I’m not exaggerating when I say this is the Skill that made me the assistant leader of the Watchmen League.”
      
    

    
      
        “Doubt is an insidious poison, and truth is its strongest antidote. It isn’t going to be enough to recover all the trust we’ve lost, but we’ll be able to cooperate on the twelfth floor.”
      
    

    
      Just before the battle with the Demon King of Autumn Rain, the Hunters, who had cleared the tenth floor after years of trying, were so excited that they easily played into their opponent’s hand. They did not consider that the quest itself could be a trap laid by the Demon King. When it was revealed that someone had betrayed them and sided with the Demon King, the leaders of the major guilds immediately began to suspect one another.
    

    
      
        The Black Witch glared at the crowd, her face twisted into a vicious rictus. “Well, one cannot talk sense into an idiot. Fine! As the leader of the Black Dragon Guild, I promise you that, although I may not know who dared to betray us yet, I promise I will bring them the most painful death imaginable.”
      
    

    
      Back then, no one trusted each other. The Inquisitor was interrogating people for heresy somewhere in the Pantheon’s underground floor. The assassins led by the Black Witch rampaged through Babylon’s streets in the night, and the Countess was busy secretly taking over other guilds with her money. Above all else…
    

    
      
        “Ah… fuck.” The Viper scratched the back of his head. “I remember. I remember it now. The tension. The atmosphere. This feels just like when we cleared the lower floors of the Tower… Yeah, I feel a chill running down my back. People are going to die today.”
      
    

    
      Everyone knew they were nothing but slaughterers. They knew it all too well.
    

    
      
        “Paladin! Use the Lie Detector to interrogate everyone immediately. Not a single person should be spared! If anyone fails to answer the Paladin’s questions or evades them, I will kill them right here and now!” the Black Witch yelled. 
      
    

    
      
        The Paladin nodded. “I was planning on it even if you didn’t ask. First of all, let me begin by saying that I’m not the traitor.”
      
    

    
      That was why I knew that someone like her would never forget who the slaughterers were. She couldn’t possibly understand, be persuaded by, or forgive them. If she didn’t have the power to punish the murderers at the moment, she would wait and endure until she did. Whether it took five years or ten, she would remain patient until an opportunity arose.
    

    
      
        “I was quite confident in my poker face.”
      
    

    
      The Paladin had let those around her think that she was a trustworthy person. Even if she missed an opportunity, she wouldn’t show any regret. When the opportunity finally came, she wouldn’t show her excitement and would do what she had to do.
    

    
      
        “Life is truly unpredictable,” the Paladin murmured.
      
    

    
      
        “I reconciled with the Black Dragon Master and the other guild leaders…” The Paladin smiled at me, but her gaze was somewhere in the distance. “After all that…”
      
    

    
      I believed that I had known what kind of person she was for a very long time. Therefore, when I came face-to-face with a marionette that looked exactly like the Paladin in a dead-end of the glass labyrinth on the sixty-third floor, I wasn’t surprised at all.
    

    
      Her sign was written in simple handwriting.
    

    
      —I have seventeen plans to assassinate all my comrades.
    

    
      That was exactly the Patricia I knew.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        Creak.
      
    

    
      “Are you surprised?” The mouth of the marionette, which looked exactly like the Paladin, moved.  Through the marionette, the serpent, revealing neither their true form nor their voice, whispered, “This human is my model follower. As a rule, the Constellations are forbidden to interfere with humans who are yet to reach the fiftieth floor. That’s why we use Skills and blessings to contact them indirectly.” 
    

    
      In the eyes of the Constellations, it seemed that Skills and blessings were a means to an end. There were far more worlds that were unable to reach the fiftieth floor than those that managed to do that. There had to be many.  
    

    
      The Constellations would find it to be a waste of potential Faith in those worlds. This was why they used their power to create and distribute Skills, spreading blessings such as the God of Serpents’ blessing that I had once obtained as a hidden stage reward.
    

    
      “But this human was desperate,” the marionette Paladin chirped while I was engraving this new fact in my mind. “I generally don’t give special treatment to anyone, but this human is indeed special. It’s been ages since I’ve seen someone beg so desperately! Over ten years ago, this human bit her lips until they bled while begging a god she didn’t even believe existed.”
    

    
      That was during the Great Purge in the Tower.
    

    
      “‘Grant me the power to eliminate evil without anyone knowing,’ she said. In other words, she wanted to become an assassin to carry out her planned murders! An executioner shrouded in mystery. Though I’m not the Constellation of death, my power extends to all ploys and assassinations, so I gladly lent her my power!”
    

    
      I bitterly muttered, “You’re the one who gave her the Lie Detector.”
    

    
      The marionette creaked as it grinned. “Yes, and that’s not all! Her Skills are a radiant list of my power. She can see the level of affection someone has for her as a number. When she reveals her abilities to others, she can distort and twist their descriptions as she pleases. Secret detection. Information distortion. Manipulation. Scheming. How beautiful! The people you call friends were planning your death!” 
    

    
      The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye, the God of Serpents, was mocking me.
    

    
      “Not a single person approached you with pure goodwill. How does that feel? Even before hearing your story, they planned your death, perfected the method of your murder, and only then smiled at you. Death King, this was happening before you even had a title! This is the true nature of the friendships you cherish so dearly!”
    

    
      Yes, no matter how worthless a dagger was, it could still cut flesh. I knew and accepted this before finding out the truth about Patricia. The snake’s claim was nothing more than provocation meant to shake me. It was my opponent’s only means to gain an advantage over me for now. I knew it all. 
    

    
      Still, a blade was a blade, and a wound was still a wound. It would be a lie to say it didn’t hurt. The question was if I could endure it. 
    

    
      “If you wish, I can keep the secrets those people hold and remain silent, but even if you don’t want me to, I can also reveal all their secrets right before you! Fear what you should fear. You humans would know that at least. Death King, you have been given a name that is too grand for your fate. Put down that sword—”
    

    
      “What do you know?”
    

    
      The marionette’s artificial eyes turned toward me. “What?”
    

    
      “I’m asking what you know so well about Patricia.” 
    

    
      I took the white handkerchief embroidered with silver threads from my pocket and smoothed it out. Feeling its soft texture under my fingertips, it calmed down the intensity of my emotions. 
    

    
      “I know Patricia much better than you think. A lot more.”
    

    
      “Ha! That’s funny! You don’t even know what kind of murder plan they hatched, do you?”
    

    
      “Patricia used Yoo Soo-Ha.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      I recalled a memory, which was so distant, it felt like I had kept it stored for a very long time. The Paladin had been there when I decided to undergo my regression of over four thousand days.
    

    
      
        “Those of you with water-type Skills, don’t use them on your own! Yes, use them together! That’s it!”
      
    

    
      The slums had been burning down in the fire set ablaze by Yoo Soo-Ha. Of the top-ranked Hunters, only the Paladin and the Master Alchemist had rushed to the scene of the fire. The Paladin didn’t know this, but that was actually the first time I had seen her. 
    

    
      
        The Master Alchemist looked around. “Strange. Why isn’t Miss Saintess here yet?”
      
    

    
      
        The Master Alchemist’s shoulders drooped. “I don’t like the Fire Emperor. Something doesn’t feel right about him… Although I know it’s impolite to talk badly of him, I still think Miss Saintess deserves someone better.”
      
    

    
      
        “Your standards are too high. The Fire Emperor is the Rank 1 Hunter, so if she has to find someone better, who’s she supposed to date? This is why you still haven’t found yourself a partner.”
      
    

    
      Of course, the two knew Yoo Soo-Ha, but the Paladin didn’t say a single bad word about him. She was supposed to hate someone like him more than anyone else. If someone in the universe had to hate him, she would be chosen without a doubt. Yet she hadn’t shown the slightest hint of contempt.
    

    
      
        “Welcome, Fire Emperor.” The Paladin nodded in acknowledgment.
      
    

    
      She was rather polite.
    

    
      
        “As you can see, a fire broke out in the old slum. Can you help us?” the Paladin politely asked.
      
    

    
      Very polite.
    

    
      
        “What do I get if I help you?”
      
    

    
      
        “The media around the globe will print front-page articles about you tomorrow. The headlines will read something like ’The Fire Emperor extinguished the fire, saving a lot of people.’ It’ll be a refreshing shock to people, and you’ll be able to improve your image.”
      
    

    
      Why? Why had she been like that? Was she not aware of what kind of person the Fire Emperor was? There was a time when I used to think that the Fire Emperor’s acting was so convincing that he had fooled the whole world, including Patricia. That was my belief that used to throw me in the depths of resentment.
    

    
      “When the Saintess tried to poison Yoo Soo-Ha, he died, but he immediately regressed and took revenge on her. At that time, Yoo Soo-Ha somehow thought that the one who ordered her to poison him was the Black Dragon Master,” I said. 
    

    
      “What? What the hell are you talking about?”
    

    
      “Who would have told him that? On that night, Yoo Soo-Ha told the Saintess, ‘Think carefully before you answer. I may not have Impervious Body, but I do have a lie-detecting Skill. I’ll cremate you right here if I catch you trying any fuckery with me.’ But Yoo Soo-Ha didn’t have the Lie Detector.”
    

    
      “So what are you trying to—” 
    

    
      “The one with that Skill was Patricia.”
    

    
      I no longer believed that Patricia had been deceived. I believed the opposite now. Patricia had deceived everyone.
    

    
      “In the world before my regression, Yoo Soo-Ha probably killed the Sword Star. Since the Sword Star is strong, it would have been difficult for Yoo Soo-Ha to defeat him alone, even with the regression Skill. Yet the Sword Star was declared missing. Rumors spread that he had vanished. 
    

    
      “Patricia knew the Sword Star well because she was his assistant leader when he was leading the Watchmen League. She knew his weaknesses, his schedule, and everything else about him. She was sharpening her blade against the Sword Star, who had participated in the Great Purge. It wouldn’t be surprising if she helped the Fire Emperor hunt down the Sword Star. Coincidentally, the Watchmen League, which has the authority to declare the deceased as just missing, happened to be Patricia’s guild.”
    

    
      Everyone had been deceived by Patricia.
    

    
      “In another world…” I trailed off.  
    

    
      In the what-if scenario that the Tower master had shown me, I ended up joining Yoo Soo-Ha’s guild and lived in the guild headquarters, where the Saintess attacked him with a spear.
    

    
      “For some reason, the Saintess knew that Yoo Soo-Ha was the murderer who killed her grandfather, the Sword Star.”
    

    
      
        “Yoo Soo-Ha, you murdered my one and only grandfather!”
      
    

    
      “Who told her?” I asked. 
    

    
      Someone wanted to use the Fire Emperor to eliminate the Sword Star, and the same person also wished to use the Fire Emperor to eliminate the Black Witch, too. They wanted to instill a desire for revenge in the Saintess, thereby irreparably burning the bridge between the Fire Emperor and the Black Witch.
    

    
      “Who could have told her?”
    

    
      In the what-if scenario, the Five Guilds collapsed. The Inquisitor was killed by terrorists who infiltrated the Pantheon, and the Black Witch was assassinated as well, even though the two of them were the most thorough people when it came to security.
    

    
      “The guild responsible for verifying the identities of those entering the Tower is the Watchmen League.”
    

    
      How could the terrorists and assassins not only enter the Tower but also infiltrate the major guilds’ cores?
    

    
      “There is only one person with the ability and influence to do that. Among the guild masters, there is only one person with a reasonable motive to do this.” 
    

    
      Trust was the ability to betray. The ability to verify meant being able to manipulate trust.
    

    
      “The Tower master showed me that world to prove that Yoo Soo-Ha can change, but even in that world, she couldn’t hide the destruction of the Tower and the Five Guilds. Why? Since she was the one showing me the world, she could have shown me a perfect world. Why did she show me a ruined one instead?”
    

    
      It was because the Tower master couldn’t ignore human desires. Even if it was a bloodstained grudge, Patricia’s heart wished to deliver proper revenge to the slaughterers. Ignoring that wish had been impossible for the Tower master.
    

    
      I felt like I had known shit already for a long time. 
    

    
      “Hishimit Kritz, you don’t understand anything I just said. You wanted to provoke me by implying that the trust I’ve built up over the years is nothing but a sandcastle. You wanted to expose my comrades’ secrets one by one and push me to the point where I could no longer trust anyone, not even myself. But I know more than you do about Patricia and my friends. I know the expressions they’ve made and the ones they’ve never made. I’ve seen and understood things about them that they don’t even know about themselves.”
    

    
      I didn’t reach out because I didn’t know. I didn’t trust them because I was in the dark about what they were like. 
    

    
      I gripped my sword. “It’s not that I didn’t trust them because I thought they were incapable of such evil deeds. They’re more than capable of that, so I’m by their side to prevent this from happening. And they trust me.”
    

    
      “You—”
    

    
      “There is no secret you can reveal that can destroy me.”
    

    
      “You brat!”
    

    
      “Humans aren’t dolls to be displayed in the glass garden you created.” I thrust my sword into the labyrinth floor with all my strength. “No one lives to be displayed to others, and no one has the right to display others.”
    

    
      
        Craaaaack—!
      
    

    
      “I’ll now make you fall.”
    

    
      The glass world was shattering, starting with the spot where I stabbed my sword.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 333: The Glass Palace (3)

    
      “You worthless vermin!” Hishimit Kritz shouted. “What do you think you’re doing?”
    

    
      The Constellation no longer spoke through Patricia’s marionette. Hundreds of dolls beyond the glass walls instead surrounded me and cried out in unison. Their shouts seemed to tear the sky apart.
    

    
      “Even if you destroy me with your strength, do you think my existence will fade? I’m the master of all secrets! I gave you the problem, and you accepted it! This is also a duel. A duel! Do you understand? Even if your pathetic sword shatters the glass and tears the ground, the problem will still remain unsolved! The Gordian knot approach will not be recognized! Never! Wait and see. The judge will ultimately declare my victo—”
    

    
      I turned my sword.“I’m not Alexander. But I do have a proper answer for your question.”
    

    
      The sword, already deeply embedded in the ground, let out a deafening sound.
    

    
      
        Craaaaaaack!
      
       
    

    
      Spiderweb-like cracks spread out, starting from the impact point. When I turned the sword slightly, cracks spread even further in the blink of an eye.
    

    
      “A-answer? What are you talking about? Stop! Stop it! What you’re using is violence! Violence! Do you hear me? Violence! You…!”
    

    
      “Fine. If you keep insisting, I’ll give you the answer we both know,” I replied.
    

    
      Finding Hishimit Kritz’s true form in the glass palace was my quest on the sixty-third floor. As soon as I heard what my task was—no, even before—I only had two things on my mind.
    

    
      “From the beginning, I thought it would be either the sky or the ground.”
    

    
      “What?” the Constellation asked. 
    

    
      “Simple. You’re controlling all these dolls, so the moment I’m killed by any one of them, I’m going to see your trauma, Hishimit Kritz.” A half-smile flickered over my face. “That’s what you really want, isn’t it? You claim to know all the secrets and be an expert in labyrinths, and you also designed my trauma penalty, too. I don’t know exactly how you did it, but one thing is certain: your trauma is an extremely difficult labyrinth to escape.”
    

    
      “
      
        Eeek! Eeek!
      
      ”
    

    
      Right. The dolls were all just bait. Logically speaking, it was impossible to find Hishimit Kritz’s true form among the countless dolls spread out on this entire floor. Only by using my illogical skill, the 
      
        Returner’s Clockwork, 
      
      could I find it. By entering the trauma and witnessing Hishimit Kritz’s past, I would naturally learn about the Constellation, understand their habits and tendencies, and intuitively locate where they were hiding. 
    

    
      “A pity,” I muttered. “I’m not stupid enough to challenge you in your domain!”
    

    
      Therefore, my trauma penalty was the fastest shortcut, the only key on this floor, and the most dangerous trap.
    

    
      “All the dolls are bait! The reason you exposed Patricia’s secret was to tempt me to get hotheaded and take the easiest shortcut! Had I not met my fox god on the sixty-first floor and fallen into three layers of dreams, I might have overlooked the danger of trauma!”
    

    
      I already knew how dangerous a Constellation’s trauma was since I had spent half of Raviel’s and Teacher’s lives. The gap between the sixty-first and sixty-third floors was too short to forget that lesson.
    

    
      “Bad timing, Snake God!”
    

    
      The cracks in the ground grew wider, widening into gaps, which soon split open into large crevices. If they widened just a little more, they would become fissures leading to an abyss. If a few more seconds passed, they would become cliffs overlooking a gorge. A tremor shook the ground like an earthquake.
    

    
      “And you were stupid!” I shouted. 
    

    
      “Didn’t you hear me when I told you to stop? You… You bastard! Even if a human is incapable of listening to other humans, you can’t ignore a Constellation’s words! Listen to me!”
    

    
      “You can control all the dolls and make their mouths move! No matter where you are or what kind of doll they are, you can control them all as you please. That means you’re either above, where all the dolls can see you, or below, where you support all the dolls!”
    

    
      The ground split open.
    

    
      “Listen to me!” the Constellation screamed. 
    

    
      “I’ll tell you the answer to your riddle! This ground on which this glass palace stands is your true form!” 
    

    
      The glass exhibition hall shattered.
    

    
      “The ground of this world is your hide! No, your skin!”
    

    
      As I felt the earthquake grow stronger, I recalled what I had noticed immediately after falling into the labyrinth.
    

    
      
        The ground was made of wood—a wooden floor with a swirling pattern resembling snake scales. 
      
    

    
      Every mystery came with a hint. The fact that the pattern of the ground I stood on happened to resemble snake scales could simply be seen as decoration befitting the world of a snake god. Or it could be interpreted as the old skin shed by a snake as vast as the world itself.
    

    
      “Acknowledge my answer, Constellation of Labyrinth!”
    

    
      The dolls displayed in the exhibition hall fell into the crevices, too. The aquariums and white glass shards fell like petals. Hundreds of thousands of wooden dolls rained down like tree branches.
    

    
      “I will expose your secret!” I shouted again.
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh!
      
      ”
    

    
      “‘I am here!’” I yelled.
    

    
      Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye, Hishmit Kritz—their true identity was Jormungandr. The Constellation was a monster so enormous that they could devour an entire world. They wrapped around the edges of the world and bit their own tail, forming an entire world.
    

    
      “I am the winner of this duel!”
    

    
      The Constellation kept groaning. The ground soon collapsed. The old skin, vast and thick enough to be mistaken for the ground itself, was being torn apart.
    

    
      “Y-you bast—”
    

    
      Under the torn skin, there was only endless darkness. It was a deep sea without water, so one could not swim in this universe where the laws of physics didn’t apply. The bottom of the inside of the eggshell, which was endlessly deep, was supposed to be hidden from sight for all eternity.
    

    
      “You! You! You, Death King! How… How dare you! I am Hishimit Kritz!”
    

    
      There was a snake there. They filled up the entire deep sea and covered the entire universe. When the snake opened their mouth, they revealed a hellish abyss.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has appeared.]
      
    

    
      Only two eyes could be seen. Glowing with crimson hatred, the eyes with dark sclerae were the only light illuminating the depths of the sea. 
    

    
      Using the skin they had shed long ago, they had created an outer layer and used it to form a wall of this circular world, where no light was allowed except for their own gaze. This was likely the deepest palace in the universe. It was also precisely the reason the Constellation was called the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye. 
    

    
      Anyone could build this palace in their mind and become the sole king reigning on their throne. This world was where the Constellation was the king but could rule only themself. The great monster roared like an old tyrant coiled up in a palace without subjects.
    

    
      The serpent struck me with their tail, which was immeasurably thick.
    

    
      “You’re just a human who rose to power by flattering Hamustra!” 
    

    
      However, the tail was probably physically nonexistent. This was the very depth of Hishimit Kritz’s palace and mind
      
        [1]
      
      , their core. In the world they had created, the Constellation was the only existence. The vastness of this abyss was not a terrifying majesty, but rather a core that had to be cut down. Therefore, I did what I had to do.
    

    
      “
      
        Ah!
      
       How light! The Viper’s sword swing was so small that it couldn’t take up more space than a line under the sky, but it was a thousand times stronger than your tail!”
    

    
      My one sword strike cut down Jormungandr’s tail. Their blood spattered and spread in an infinite red tide, enough to dye the whole world red. Though it lasted for only a second, a crimson sunset shone in the deep sea. Screams filled the blood-red waves.
    

    
      My fox god, wrapped around my neck, let out a small cry. “
      
        Peep.
      
      ” 
    

    
      
        [Your Exclusive Music Box has assigned you a quest.]
      
    

    
      As I fell down, Jormungandr stayed coiled at the bottom. Grains of sand formed letters.
    

    
      
        
          God of Exuviae
        
      
    

    
      
        Difficulty Level: S—
      
    

    
      
        Goal: Defeat Hishimit Kritz, the ruler of the sixty-third floor. The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has exposed your comrades and insulted your honor.
      
    

    
      
        ※ If Hishimit Kritz kills you even once, you will lose.
      
    

    
      “So that’s why serving a Constellation is convenient!” I laughed.
    

    
      “
      
        Peeeeep.
      
      ”
    

    
      “Why did I insist on not serving a Constellation?”
    

    
      
        Swooosh—!
      
    

    
      I continued to slice through the serpent’s attacks without even bothering to dodge their attacks. Even as Hishimit Kritz relentlessly shook their tail to strike, bite with their fangs, and spit poison from their mouth, I did not flinch and met every blow head-on.
    

    
      “
      
        Guh… Eeeek! Eeek! Aaaaaaah!
      
      ” 
    

    
      Their blood spurted out every time I swung my sword. The darkness of the deep sea absorbed the crimson sunset.
    

    
      “
      
        Aaah! Aaah! Aaaaaaah!
      
      ”
    

    
      In a world that should have been absolute, an echo of overlapping screams rang out endlessly, like waves crashing against a cliff by the sea.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      Like waves carving away at the surrounding rocks…
    

    
      
        Craaaack, crack!
      
    

    
      … the serpent’s screams caused small cracks to appear in the surrounding eggshell.
    

    
      “
      
        Aaaaaaah!
      
      ”
    

    
      Though the world was wide enough to hold one’s heart, it was far too weak to endure one’s own screams. 
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      After all, all palaces were destined for destruction, just as every dynasty was meant to end.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      The palace was built by the tyrant named Hishimit Kritz. The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye’s kingdom—surrounded by the walls of dolls and the pillars of human secrets—was now reaching its end.
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh… Uh...
      
      ” the serpent groaned softly. “Everything… I’ll expose everything…”
    

    
      This place was no longer an abyss that refused to have an end. Light seeped through cracks that split the place like wounds. Bathed in a light even more sinister than the shadows, Jormungandr shrank to the size of a somewhat big snake.
    

    
      “If you attack me again, I’ll reveal that you are a regressor… not only in the world you live in, but also to your comrades, your son, your daughter. That won’t be the end… Everywhere my Faith reaches! Every world will know! Yes, the entire Tower will know your secret! I’ll expose everything. The moment I am wounded any further will be the day you fall. Do you understand? You know what I’m talking about, don’t you? All of your successes will be dismissed as the result of regression. People will disregard every drop of the blood you’ve shed so far. No one will respect you. Your blood, your time, your dedication—everything will be treated as if it never existed. Do you know that?”
    

    
      The snake was tiny now. All they could do was inflict wounds with their words.
    

    
      “Are you really aware of my power’s true potential?” the Constellation screamed.
    

    
      A stone lying on the road. A knife that happened to be within reach. A piece of metal. The wounds were no different from those things that could inflict harm. They were still real wounds, but they would remain a piece of metal forever.
    

    
      “Do it. I have Raviel, my family, and my friends. Just as I’m staying by Patricia’s side even after learning her secret, she’ll do the same for me. While you played with eternity here, I gained people by shedding blood.”
    

    
      The amount of blood I had shed wasn’t little or thin. All the blood I had shed was a shade of true red. 
    

    
      “Hishimit Kritz,” I said.
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh... uhhh...
      
      ”
    

    
      “I’ll cut you down.” 
    

    
      I raised my sword without saying another word.
    

    
      As if they were already being torn apart, the snake screamed, “T-then, how about this! I’ll keep the secret about your regression Skill. No one, absolutely no one, will ever know it thanks to my power of secrecy! I will forever hide it deep within my skin. How about that? Isn’t it enough to satisfy—”
    

    
      I raised my sword higher.
    

    
      “I-is that not enough?” You, you…! When you entered Hamustra’s holy ground, you used my blessing, yes? How was it? Wasn’t it convenient? What if you can use this blessing limitlessly? How does that sound?!”
    

    
      I raised my sword all the way up.
    

    
      “That’s not all! My life is as long as my body! My power runs just as deep! I can give you more power. I can! I, Hishimit Kritz, can do exactly that!”
    

    
      I paused for a moment.
    

    
      “Let’s talk! Yeah, talk! Intelligent beings should settle things with words, not fists! Come on! Let’s come to an agreement and resolve this situation wisely. Come on, y-you rascal! Young Constellation—no, Great Constellation! Sir Gong-Ja, just listen to me for one goddamn mom—”
    

    
      I swung my sword. The next moment, the world split in two with a tearing scream.
    

    

    
      1. This is based on the sounds of Korean words. The depth of a place is called 심처(深處), and where one's mind rests can also be called 심처(心處). ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 334: The Constellation Auction (1)
Right after cutting down a Constellation, my mind wandered for a moment. I wasn’t sure if this was the right moment for this, but who cared? I had the right to do whatever I wanted.
Long, long ago, when dinosaurs roamed the earth, a cigarette business apparently thrived[1]. Anyway, back then, every stationery store had a one-hundred-won gacha machine. At that time, these gacha machines were all the rage among children. Of course, I wasn’t even born at the time, so I knew little about the gacha craze from the past. 
However, I did have a perfectly reasonable suspicion that the older generations had remained obsessed with those gacha machines. That was probably why, after some time had passed and the dinosaurs had finally gone extinct, they started playing gacha games on their phones. Why was I suddenly talking about gacha machines? Of course, I had a perfectly reasonable reason.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye’s existence has weakened.]
“Kieeeeeek!”
The moment I cut down the giant snake, a very small snake, as tiny as a worm, slithered out from inside the giant snake’s body with an actual pop. At that very moment, I was reminded of the contents of gacha capsules that popped out when the capsules were opened. Why was I reminded of this? No reason.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has appeared.]
The snake that crawled out of the serpent’s corpse was small enough to fit in my palm. I felt bad for continuing to compare them to a worm, but they looked like they would get bullied by a slightly larger worm. However, their scales resembled the waves of the ocean. Their eyes, with the colors of the sclerae and pupils reversed compared to a human’s, glowed vividly. 
In the end, I reached a reasonable conclusion and asked, “Umm... Is this your true form, Hishimit Kritz?”
“Kieeeeee—!” the worm-sized snake cried sadly.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye cannot help but cry in indignation.]
The snake bent down, repeatedly hitting my palm with their snout. It seemed they were trying to express their indignation with their utmost might. If I had been the only one witnessing this scene, I probably would have felt a touch of pity. However, sitting on my neck was a fox born with the innate ability to aggro the Constellations.
My fox god said, “What? Is this real? Is this worm really the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye? Wow. What should we do, Mr. Gong-Ja? If they walk out in front of their believers like this and shout, ‘I am the Constellation that controls all secrets! I am the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye!’, not only will no Faith gather, but all the Faith that they’ve gathered so far will fly away like birds.”
“You bastard!”
“Bastard? Is that what you called me? You haven’t come to your senses yet! Mr. Gong-Ja, we should probably summon their apostles and order them to tend to their Constellation’s well-being properly. Summoning their apostles shouldn’t be too difficult. Hmmmmm… If I press this, the alert system should activate and the communication line should open…”
The snake on my palm shed tears, looking quite distressed. “You! Don’t reveal this to my followers… Please, I beg you!”
I scratched my cheek. “Hmm.” 
—Hey, Kim Zombie. Calm down.”
What are you talking about? I’m acting like my normal self.
—Normal self, my ass. Your friend was insulted, so you’re boiling with rage. You have a better chance of lying to the ghosts than fooling me[2]. Well, I’m a ghost, after all.
The Guardian sighed.
—Gosh, there’s no one more emotional than you. Seriously. You just live and die by your emotions. 
I didn’t want to admit it, but the talk with the Guardian had an effect on me—a strong one.
“Hmm.”
I stroked my handkerchief once. The fire of emotions that the fight had stirred up, the desire for revenge, and various other ill feelings instantly subsided. Just like that, I was completely back to normal.
Thank you. I’m calm now. 
—Alright.
Yes. I’m really fine. Hmm. Let’s see.
[The Eternal Plains Warhorse peeks at the scene and bursts into laughter!]
[The Lonely Seeker is shocked by the scene before them and is pounding the desk in laughter.]
[The Incarnation of Love and Lust says that it has been ten years since she last laughed like this.]
I needed to deal with them first. I looked up and said, “I’m sorry, but I want to speak with Hishimit Kriz privately from now on. We may still discuss confidential secrets such as floor-clear strategies. I’m deeply grateful that all of you have shown up, but I respectfully request that you give us privacy for now.”
Fortunately, the Constellations immediately agreed to my polite request.
[The Eternal Plains Warhorse has left.]
[The Incarnation of Love and Lust requests before departing to take a picture of the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye.]
[The Lonely Seeker disappears, unable to stop laughing.]
Alright. The outsiders were dealt with. It was time to get down to business.
I could bow with genuine respect toward the small snake in my palm, my voice devoid of any emotion. “Hishimit Kritz.” 
The snake seemed a little taken aback by my actions. They almost seemed… embarrassed. 
The snake said, “Y-yes, I’m Hi-Hishimit Kritz… My power is all about secrecy and exposure. And I’m also the Constellation of labyrinths, Death King. I mean, Scream-Gathering Sky.”
“Yes. As you said, I’m Kim Gong-Ja, and I just became a Constellation. I have a few questions. Do you have some time?”
Hishimit Kritz cowered on the palm of my right hand, clearly tense. “Of course. Speak.” 
I sighed. “Why did you try to attack me? And why did you have to team up with Mutia and ambush me?”
“For the same reason as that bastard Mutia. Because of you, she can no longer grant humans their wishes for regression. Her power has been weakened so much that it’s laughable. She requires your permission for every use of her power. That’s not even a Constellation anymore.”
Of course, the serpent god’s sorrow was also directed at themselves. 
“The two wishes that my followers pray for the most to me are ‘Please let me know that bastard’s secret,’ and ‘Please don’t let anyone know my secret.’ From my perspective, both are equally important wishes. Ninety-nine percent of the reason my followers rely on me and send me their Faith has to do with these two wishes.”
“But there is a problem now?”
“Indeed, there is. It’s all because of you!” the snake screamed. 
I had said this before, but the snake was the size of a worm. Their screams had no power whatsoever, producing nothing more than a gentle breeze that brushed against my hair.
Realizing this, the snake looked sad and quietly muttered, “Ugh. I provided the best security for my followers. Except for me, Hishimit Kritz, no one else could access their secrets, but…”
“Ah. The trauma penalty? Is that why you have a breach in your security?” 
The snake buried their head in my palm. “Eeek… Yes… That’s right...” 
The Constellation wasn’t apologizing to me, but punishing themselves for their foolish decision.
“Because of it, you can now uncover the past of virtually everyone! For you, no secret is more than a treasure chest that requires a little effort to open. And you have the golden key that can open any chest!”
“I see,” I said.
“I can no longer guarantee perfect secrecy... While my apostle was on the fiftieth floor, having her entire past exposed to you, the mental security barriers and systems I had put in place didn’t work at all. They were completely useless!”
I nodded. “It’s an irreversible damage to your power.”
“Yes! I said it before, but this is all your doing!”
“I said the same thing to Mutia, but you were the ones who designed the Returner’s Clockwork like this from the start. You two lightheartedly thought it would be fun, didn’t you? ”
The snake groaned. 
“This is karma. You two were arrogant and careless, living without realizing how your actions would come back to haunt you. The arrow has come back and pierced the back of your heads now.“
It was an ancient cliche.
I shrugged. “A divine cliche got you, so you should be relieved, actually. This was always meant to be your destiny.“
They gasped for air. 
As I was stroking the Constellation with my fingers, the Primordial Staff appeared. 
“Have you guys wrapped things up? It’s been quite some time since I last saw the God of Serpents’ egg. The inside of it, to be exact. So the inside of the completely sealed Exuviae Gu is like this now, huh?”
I turned my head toward her. “Lady Mage.” 
“Yes. As the judge of this duel, it’s my duty to determine the winner and loser. Congratulations! The winner is the Death King, and the loser is the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye. The result is irreversible and has been engraved in the Tower’s record. I, as one of the Pillars, will vouch for the outcome of the battle between you two.” The Primordial Staff closed one eye. “But I’m also the Pillar responsible for the floors up to the seventieth floor. Until then, I have some freedom in arranging the floors.”
I had a slightly ominous feeling. “Wait. If you have freedom in arranging floors, then…”
“It’s simple. The tenants can leave with the deposit or without paying an extra fee, and the landlord won’t stop them from leaving or force them to stay.”
Tap. 
The Primordial Staff struck the air with her staff, and a hologram unfolded, showcasing a cartoonish map of the sixty-first to the seventieth floors. My face was drawn on the sixty-first, sixty-second, and sixty-third floors.
As a bonus, the fox god wrapped around my neck was also present. Our faces were depicted in a slightly comical caricature style. The sixty-fourth, sixty-fifth, sixty-sixth, sixty-seventh, sixty-eighth, sixty-ninth, and seventieth floors were all different. Faces of people I had never seen before were reigning the floors.
The Primordial Staff’s shoulders moved as if she were dancing. She hummed. “Alright. From now on, free trade is permitted from the sixty-fourth to the seventieth floors for exactly six minutes~”
Her voice was tinged with a hint of playfulness. The emotion was filtered through an emotionless message and echoed throughout the Tower.
[Free trade is now available from the sixty-fourth floor to the seventieth floor.]
[Remaining time: 00:06:00]
[The tenants and prospective tenants are free to conduct transactions.]
What in the world was going on? Unable to comprehend the situation, I simply stared at the hologram. 
[The sixty-fourth floor is up for sale.]
[The Fair and Square Nine-Tailed Fox, the manager of the sixty-fourth floor, promises to transfer the floor management right to anyone who desires it, without requiring a deposit or monthly rent!]
I didn’t know how transactions between Constellations worked, but even from my perspective, that was an utterly unreasonable offer. However, the very next moment, I realized the cause of this anomaly.
[The Fair and Square Honest Nine-Tailed Fox freaks out, saying that they’re willing to give away the floor management right to escape from the Death King’s path!]
[The sixty-fifth floor is listed for sale.]
[Goose Flipped Backward Is Esoog, the manager of the sixty-fifth floor, flies away!]
[The sixty-sixth and sixty-seventh floors are up for sale.]
[The Ruling Rubber Duck of the Great Ocean, the manager of the sixty-sixth and sixty-seventh floors, has deflated and sunk deep into the ocean!]
The cause of this unprecedented estate auction race was none other than me, Kim Gong-Ja.

1. It's an old Korean joke originating from the expression 호랑이 담배피던 시절 (the time when a tiger used to smoke). It just means that it happened such a long time ago that fantasy-like elements were possible. ☜


2. It is usually said in Korea that you can't fool a ghost because ghosts are always around and can see everything. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 335: The Constellation Auction (2)

    
      
        [The sixty-eighth floor is listed for sale.]
      
    

    
      
        [The sixty-ninth floor is listed for sale.]
      
    

    
      I heard these messages ringing repeatedly in my head. I was so stunned that I was sure I resembled a goldfish or a fish-shaped bun. Yes, the joke was lame, I know. I had a feeling that it was better to not intervene and just keep watching.
    

    
      
        [The seventieth floor is listed for sale.]
      
    

    
      Finally, the last floor became available for auction. The Primordial Staff, the Pillar of the Tower, swung her staff. 
    

    
      “That’ll be enough. Beyond that floor isn’t territory I control. If those of you beyond want to escape the Death King, find another Pillar. There may be Constellations who don’t know who I am or have never heard of the Pillars, but consider this a special case…”
    

    
      The messages were cut off, and silence fell, but not for long.
    

    
      “Now that the listings are up, shall we find someone to buy the floors? Let me explain the main point of the auction.” With a sharp tap, the Primordial Staff pointed the tip of her staff at the air. “As you know, the Death King is a Hunter, a challenger climbing the Tower toward the hundredth floor, the Absolute Heavenly Peak. Though not yet fully bloomed, he’s also a Constellation named the Scream-Gathering Sky.”
    

    
      It seemed that within the Tower, a Hunter universally referred to someone climbing the Tower.
    

    
      “So, from this point onward, it’s no longer a battle of wits between teacher and student, but rather, an equal duel between warriors.”
    

    
      The Primordial Staff’s voice was quiet and cold, like the soft sound of an outdoor piano performance on a winter day. Countless Constellations atop the Tower became an audience, listening intently to her words. Her eyes, the color of an iron sword, were on me.
    

    
      “I believe all warriors have the right to flee from a duel. A sword should only be used by those who wish to fight. So, who is willing to fight the Death King? Among the countless Constellations, which beast hasn’t forgotten the joy of victory? Which serpent, even after ascending to the heavens, cannot abandon the pleasure of their scales scraping the ground? What light does the Star Signs, even after being embraced by the Tower master, want to scatter now?” The Primordial Staff clicked her tongue. “I commence the auction for the sixty-fourth floor.”
    

    
      As soon as she finished speaking, a message was sent.
    

    
      
        [The Fire-Burning Bird has made a bid.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Fire-Burning Bird warns everyone not to bid higher unless they have a death wish.]
      
    

    
      The Primordial Staff tilted her head. “Hmm. Using that kind of language will only make others more eager to attack.”
    

    
      
        [The Fire-Burning Bird advises everyone not to participate in the auction if they don’t want to perish.]
      
    

    
      She nodded. “Alright. That’s much better.” 
    

    
      I couldn’t discern the difference between the two sentences, but the Primordial Staff seemed to have noticed a significant change. The Constellation, a complete stranger to me, sent a series of messages.
    

    
      
        [The Fire-Burning Bird suggests a different auction method.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Fire-Burning Bird says it’s better to put the next floor up for auction each time the Death King clears a floor, rather than deciding on the managers for up to the seventieth floor at once.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Fire-Burning Bird puts up a logical argument that if the Death King loses on the sixty-fourth floor, the Constellation that bid on the sixty-fifth floor would get nothing.]
      
    

    
      “Hm…” The Primordial Staff closed her left eye. “You have a point.”
    

    
      
        [The Fire-Burning Bird reminds the Primordial Staff that they always speak the truth.]
      
    

    
      “Let’s say you do for now, but the most important part is still left.” She looked up at the sky. “What’s your bidding price? How much are you willing to pay for the manager’s position?”
    

    
      
        [The Fire-Burning Bird replies that they bid everything they have.]
      
    

    
      “I have no reason to say no to that. I’ll change the sixty-fourth floor manager from the Fair and Square Nine-Tailed Fox to the Fire-Burning Bird.” She nodded. That was the end of it. She turned her head to look at me. “Death King, step onto the next floor.”
    

    
      “Peep,” my fox god said softly, asking for my consent.
    

    
      “Yes, I have no reason to refuse.” I slipped the tiny snake—Hishimit Kritz—into my pocket. Lightheartedly ignoring their shrieking, I added. “To be honest, this snake wasn’t very satisfying to cut down. My Constellation, please.”
    

    
      “Peep.” 
    

    
      My fox god immediately gave out the declaration.
    

    
      
        [The quest has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        [The sixty-third floor has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Exclusive Music Box has assigned you the same quest from the sixty-fourth to the sixty-ninth floors.]
      
    

    
      
        [Following your request, you are going to be immediately teleported to the sixty-fourth floor.]
      
    

    
      A sandstorm swirled around me.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      As the scent of the desert filled my nostrils and spread within me, the Guardian broke his silence.
    

    
      
        —Zombie, I’ve been to the ninety-ninth floor, but I didn’t know anything about the Pillars. Now that I think about it, I probably did encounter them before, but I just forgot. Those Pillar guys must have the power to erase memories related to them.
      
    

    
      I was sure that the Guardian was right.
    

    
      
        —Maybe when this is all over and you reach the seventieth floor, all your memories will disappear.
      
    

    
      That was entirely possible.
    

    
      
        —But the chances are low. You met the Tower master. No matter how powerful the Pillars are, they can’t erase the time the Tower master has granted meaning to. 
      
    

    
      His voice was calm yet tinged with regret.
    

    
      
        —You and I have walked different paths. Keep following this path.
      
    

    
      As his voice echoed, the sandstorm enveloped me.
    

    
      —No one can call you weak now!
    

    
      He laughed. I opened my eyes.
    

    
      
        [You have entered the sixty-fourth floor.]
      
    

    
      The world before me was gray. Only ash-colored land stretched endlessly to the horizon.
    

    
      
        [The Fire-Burning Bird has appeared!]
      
    

    
      In the center of the landscape, a burning phoenix was flapping their vast wings.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “It was tragic.”
    

    
      A strong burning smell clung to my nose. The bird, engulfed in fire, was able to cover the world with their wings, sweeping through the space between heaven and earth and making it impossible to distinguish up from down. Wherever I looked, all I could see was ash.
    

    
      “When the Sword Emperor marched his way up the Tower, I ignored and disregarded him. That is why I lost the opportunity to compete with the warrior who had reached the highest floor since the Tower was built. How tragic.”
    

    
      I grabbed my sword hilt. “I understand why you participated in the auction.”
    

    
      The phoenix looked down at me. Actually, I wasn’t sure if they had eyes. The phoenix burned incessantly, and there was no part of them that the fire didn’t consume. Perhaps the phoenix was glaring at me not with physical eyes, but with the eyes of their soul.
    

    
      “I hear you’re the Sword Emperor’s heir. Is that true?”
    

    
      I scoffed. “So you can still hear even with your ears set on fire?” 
    

    
      “Very well. This is a good opportunity. I cannot allow myself to suffer tragedy twice.” 
    

    
      The phoenix flapped their wings. The ashes that had settled over the entire world were stirred and swept away. Gray snowflakes scattered and brushed against my cheeks.
    

    
      “I’m the fire that burns fire, the omen, and bird of doom. I am the fire that desires to be the last in the universe.”
    

    
      “I’m the Death King.” I wiped the ash from my cheeks. More ash coated my throat, so my mouth felt dry. I willingly chewed and swallowed the remnants of the fire as I paid my respects to the duel. “I’m the sword that desires to break other swords.”
    

    
      Further conversation was pointless. The judge, the Primordial Staff, stood between us and raised her long staff, giving one light tap to the ground. 
    

    
      Taking that as my cue, I charged forward and stepped on the ash. “Hishimit Kritz, fulfill your promise.”
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has activated their power.]
      
    

    
      The loser from the previous floor responded to my command. The thin snake crawled out of my chest pocket and wrapped around my wrist like a bracelet. They had sworn to help me clear the Tower, and this was their fulfillment of that oath.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye exposes the enemy’s information.]
      
    

    
      With my aura, the flow of time slowed down, and letters sluggishly etched themselves in the space before my eyes, revealing the enemy’s true name to me.
    

    
      —Title: Fire-Burning Bird.
    

    
      —Real Name: Taotie.
    

    
      The origin of the phoenix soon followed, embroidered in space. Hishimit Kritz’s handwriting, written in one stroke, was as twisted as their own body yet as clear as their glowing eyes, making it easy to read. 
    

    
      —Taotie is fire. If water is the right path that flows downward, then fire is the rebellion that goes upstream. Taotie’s fire represents emotion. Their fire consumes others and nourishes itself. It has no eyes to see the world.
    

    
      —Taotie is the Constellation of the blindest emotions: hatred, disgust, and, above all, pleasure that melts one’s mind away in the act of self-flaunting. They scream as if they’re about to die, but they never do. In fact, they only kill others.
    

    
      —While I’m addicted to the pleasure of observing others, Taotie is addicted to flaunting themselves. They demand to be looked at, yet they can’t burn on their own if there is nothing around them to consume. Their other names are the Fire-Burning Fire, Self-Eating Self, and Blindness. Taotie is nothing but a blind fire.
    

    
      In an instant, I saw through the phoenix’s true nature. “You aren’t bitter about missing the fight against the Sword Emperor.”
    

    
      The Constellation’s wings flapped. In other words, their nonexistent eyes widened. Though their appearance was far from that of a human, I was more confident than anyone else in reading the expression of fire. I saw the angle at which the flames surrounding the Constellation bent, the crackles in the conflagration, and the embers burning. Those told me everything I needed to know about their nature.
    

    
      I used Aura Transmission to communicate.
    

    
      “You’re just frustrated that you can’t flex about fighting the Sword Emperor when he was around. You couldn’t care less about a duel between warriors. Still, you want to be known for having fought the Sword Emperor and that you exchanged swords with the man known as the Death King. You envy the Constellations who were fortunate enough to have experienced that, as well as the Constellations that I’ve defeated. You just want to look like the Constellations who had a true duel with me. That is all there is to it right now.”
    

    
      I swung my sword. 
    

    
      
        “Right now, you’re not thinking about how to defeat me, but how to put on the most outstanding show possible to impress the other Constellations.”
      
    

    
      The phoenix couldn’t refute me, but that was because they had no time, not because they had nothing to say. I slowed down time even more using my aura, so the Constellation couldn’t keep up with me at all. 
    

    
      By the time the Constellation tried to say one word, I had already said twelve. The Constellation didn’t have a chance to respond. If that was the case with words, it was needless to say what was going on in terms of swords.
    

    
      I said, “I guess you were the Constellation who gave Yoo Soo-Ha his fire Skill.” 
    

    
      The Sword Emperor had said that Estelle, the Demon King of Autumn Rain, was a Class D Constellation. Even considering only pure power, this phoenix’s class was no more than that of a D+ to C.
    

    
      “I have no time to waste on someone who doesn’t even think of challenging me sincerely. Get lost.” 
    

    
      With this in mind, I cut down the Constellation that could have become Yoo Soo-Ha’s god. Screams echoed. It had taken years to cut down the Demon King of Autumn Rain, but this time, it took not even a few seconds.
    

    
      Amidst the ash flying like dust, the Primordial Staff declared, “The duel for the sixty-fourth floor is over. The winner is the Death King. Let’s start the auction for the sixty-fifth floor right away.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 336: The Constellation Auction (3)
I had a lot of Constellations helping me. With a few adjustments, this could be the title of a novel. Something like My Infinite Constellations or I have 999,999,999 Constellations by my side. That was how many Constellations I had.
“Peep.”
First, my fox god—Your Exclusive Music Box—coiled around my neck. Instead of controlling the world’s time, the god had a grasp on my own time. As if they wanted to prove that, my fox god always wrapped their tail around my neck, gently constricting my breath. Their power was immunity to any temporal interference. No one could deny or distort my time. That was it, but because of that, I now had immunity to abilities like causal alteration.
“Kiee… Kiiii…”
On my wrist was a thin snake; the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye hung there like a bracelet. The snake was now out of the egg they had created and had to gaze out at the outside world. The season when they had to experience the world, not just learn about it, had arrived for them. Their only silver lining was their extensive knowledge—perhaps they had the most comprehensive knowledge out there. 
Their power was the complete revelation of secrets. No enemy could hide anything from them and I. The enemies’ birth, origin, strengths, and weaknesses would always be exposed. Some enemies could have insufficient information for us, but everybody had something.
—Maaaaan. Kim Zombie, you now have a debuff immunity item, as well as a monster guidebook that you can read in real time.
[The Goddess of Protection feels like it’s time to set order in the house. ]
[The Goddess of Protection points out that everything in the world has a hierarchical order. The first Constellation to join the hero’s side was her. Well, at least the Constellation that joined the hero’s side through the most orthodox route is her, so the fox and the snake should address her as Senior.]
[The Goddess of Protection does not hide the fact that she is lenient and generous toward humans but strict toward Constellations.]
Shiny was… what? What was she truly like? How had she managed to hide her madness when she was with Kim Yul? Or did her madness bloom after she met me?
—Zombie, people say that a sword resembles its owner. When she was the Constellation Murderer’s sword, she was as serious as him, but after she became your sword, she became as light as rabbit fur. Whose fault do you think that is?
I had no idea. It was a real mystery.
“No bids?” the Primordial Staff said from a distance. “Did I talk too quietly? Let me repeat. The sixty-fourth floor has been cleared, so now it’s time for the sixty-fifth floor. If any Constellations wish to bid on the floor, please do so right now. I can’t wait forever.” 
Right. I had a good reason for doing my Constellation introduction: no one was participating in the auction. I felt like the sixty-fifth floor was an item that was too expensive to be sold. 
Three minutes passed without any bids. Disappointed, the Primordial Staff sighed. “Hmph… All of you are terrified and chickening out. The Death King knocked the phoenix out in one blow, so you’re all scared. That’s why it’s said that Constellations these days are weak-hearted. Back in my day—”
While she rambled, the war of hierarchy between the fox, the snake, and Shiny intensified.
[Your Exclusive Music Box politely asks for the well-being of their brain to be kept in mind because the third-rate Constellations don’t seem to know their places.]
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye points out that the Death King defeated them, not the lowly Constellations known as Your Exclusive Music Box and the Goddess of Protection.]
[The Goddess of Protection says that she would like to present the Earth’s manhwas as evidence to show how third-rates can become the best.]
[Your Exclusive Music Box scoffs, telling her not to use the manhwas on hiatus as evidence.]
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye threatens to expose the other Constellations’ ages.]
[The Goddess of Protection says that the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is welcome to do so since it will only reveal that the Constellation is the youngest one here.]
“Peep?”
“Kieee?”
Shiny could only vibrate.
These guys were so loud! With three Constellations gathered in one place, there was never a moment for silence!
[The Goddess of Protection suggests a wise plan to the hero.]
“What is it?”
[The Goddess of Protection mentions the obvious fact that she is also a Constellation.]
“Yeah… so?”
[The Goddess of Protection proposes that she should bid in the auction and win the floor.]
I blinked. “Huh? Wait, is that even possible?”
[The Goddess of Protection vibrates, proudly stating that this doesn’t violate the rules.]
“Ah, don’t do that. You cut me. I’m bleeding now… Well, never mind.”
As my mind raced, I fiddled with the sword, calculating everything.
“To win the auction, you need to pay a price, like Faith. I heard that’s a kind of currency for the Constellations. Do you have any money?”
[The Goddess of Protection smiles triumphantly.]
According to Shiny’s explanation, she used to be a fairly high-ranking Constellation of protection and immortality. During that time, the Constellation Murderer had founded the Aegim Empire, where she became the official guardian goddess of the empire. In other words, she had secured a lifetime Faith pension.
However, right after that, Kim Yul sealed her away. Despite her followers constantly sending Faith, she had no opportunity to use it due to the seal. It was like a savings account where deposits could be made but withdrawals were impossible—Faith had accumulated without purpose. 
After a long time, I broke her seal. That was when she checked her savings account and ta-da.
[The Goddess of Protection confidently declares that no other Constellation has more money than she does.]
Shiny shone brightly. In short, she was sparkling with wealth.
“I see… In a way, being sealed away was a blessing in disguise.”
[The Goddess of Protection declares that she will show her true class.]
I thought it was more of a display of wealth than class, but I couldn’t bring myself to point that out. Anyhow, Shiny did what she could and wanted to do.
[The Goddess of Protection has made a bid.]
The Primordial Staff, who had been urging the other Constellations to join the auction, turned to look at us. Even the mage, who always seemed so calm, showed a hint of shock in her eyes, as if asking me “Really? Are you really going to play that dirty?”
“Death King, are you really going to play that dirty?”
My facial expression translation skills were still sharp after all.
“No, not me. My sword, however…”
“Pickpockets also say that the real culprits are the hands that stole people’s wallets.”
“No, this is different. Although I’m her master, that doesn’t mean she has no free will. She says she wants to do it, so how am I supposed to stop her?”
The Primordial Staff grumbled. “Still, there is business etiquette that they should—” 
The fox growled.
[Your Exclusive Music Box took out everything from their savings account.]
[Your Exclusive Music Box has made a bid.]
The Primordial Staff fell silent. 
“It wasn’t me. My scarf did it,” I protested. 
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is bidding.]
“My bracelet…”
“Freaking hell.” The Primordial Staff pressed a palm on her forehead. “You balshitty[1] rascals. Well, when has life ever gone according to plan anyway? There’s no rule against this, so do as you please.”
[The Goddess of Protection doesn’t care and wants to know who is the highest bidder.]
The Primordial Staff sighed. “I’ll change the sixty-fifth floor manager to the Goddess of Protection.”
[Your Exclusive Music Box protests that this can’t be possible!]
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is horrified and wonders how much was spent.]
Even though I didn’t move, the holy sword in the scabbard rattled. The expected chaos ensued.
[The Goddess of Protection gives a pitying glance to her juniors and their small wallets.]
[The quest has been cleared.]
[The sixty-fourth floor has been cleared.]
[The manager of the sixty-fifth floor has assigned you a quest.]
Hero’s Sword Arts.
Difficulty Level: B
Goal: Hwia, the Goddess of protection who rules the sixty-fifth floor, requests you to take your heroic pose with your sword.
※If she is not satisfied, you will have to pose again.
Hmm. 
I held the sword at an angle. It was like a transforming robot drawing its sword and aiming it at an enemy in an animation movie. 
As expected, a flash of light immediately erupted from the sword.
[The quest has been cleared.]
[The sixty-fifth floor has been cleared.]
A chill went down my spine. “That’s incredible. It’s like you’re cheating…”
“You’re the one who’s cheating,” the Primordial Staff grumbled. 
The humiliating parade of cheating didn’t end there. As if refusing to acknowledge what just happened, my fox god let out a shrill cry, and the snake whined too.
[The Goddess of Protection demands that her juniors call her Senior.]
[Your Exclusive Music Box has joined the auction on the sixty-sixth floor!]
[Your Exclusive Music Box has made a bid.]
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has made a bid.]
[The Goddess of Protection gives them a pitying glance with a sigh.]
[The Goddess of Protection has made a bid.]
What was this? What in the world were they doing? 
The Guardian cackled, looking exactly like a neighborhood bully enjoying the fight.
—A mascot selection battle is always intense. Leave them be. They’re just sorting out their ranks among themselves. Think of it as a kind of loyalty competition.
“I never asked for that kind of loyalty…” I muttered. 
—They’re offering to clear the floors on your behalf, so what else can this be? Just sit back and enjoy it.
It was subtly unsettling to just relax, especially as the chaos intensified.
[Your Exclusive Music Box has bid all their fortune!]
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has revealed their hidden secret account!]
[The Goddess of Protection has doubled her bid!]
The Primordial Staff pressed another palm on her forehead. “I’ll change the manager of the sixty-sixth floor to the Goddess of Protection.”
For a moment, one fox and one snake cried as if the sky were torn apart.
Sword Dance
Difficulty Level: B
Goal: Hwia, the Goddess of Protection who rules the sixty-sixth floor, requests you to perform a sword dance.
※ If she is not satisfied, you have to perform it again.
The sixty-sixth floor was a desolate plain. It was nighttime, with a lone moon hanging in the sky. On this unexpected moonlit night, I danced with my sword. Even I felt like a complete wacko…
[The quest has been cleared.]
[The sixty-sixth floor has been cleared.]
Amazing.
“Congratulations, Death King. You’re the first hunter to clear stages in this way since the tower was built.”
“I hope I’m also the last.”
The Primordial Staff sighed in exasperation. “We’ll see that after the next floor auction. All right, let’s begin the sixty-seventh floor auction.”
[Your Exclusive Music Box has made a bid!]
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has made a bid!]
[The Goddess of Protection has made a bid!]
[The Reddest Sommelier has made a bid.]
A new challenger finally appeared. The mage’s eyes gleamed sharply, and she raised her staff high. “Sold! The manager of the sixty-seventh floor is now the Reddest Sommelier!”
“Peeeeep?”
“Kieeeee! Kieeee!”
“I don’t take objections. I’m both the auctioneer and the judge. The bid price is confidential, so I can’t tell you. That’s the rule I just made.” The Primordial Staff turned and shouted, “Hey, Death King! Hurry up and go up before he changes his mind!”
I did as I was told.
[You have entered the sixty-seventh floor.]
[The Reddest Sommelier has appeared.]
Many people had probably heard of the term “crocodile tears.” Crocodiles shed tears when they devoured their prey, so that expression was commonly used as a metaphor for false tears. Killing was one thing, and sadness was another thing. There was no point in crying after killing everyone.
However, the crocodile’s tears seemed a bit too real.
“Oooooooooh… Oh… Oooooooooh…”
It was a crocodile wearing a cloak. He looked as if he walked on two legs instead of four. He was also wearing an elegant suit, not just a cloak, so if his head hadn’t been that of a crocodile, he would have looked like a respectable gentleman.
He was pounding the ground with his front paws. 
“Why me? Why is this happening to me?!” he wailed. “You’re nasty, Death King! Nasty! How can you play this dirty? Why didn’t you wait for the other Constellations to go up for auction? You could have waited another one or two hundred years! Why couldn’t you wait instead of hogging the floors?”
“That’s evil… That was your tactic?”
“You’re despicable! I’ve never seen someone act this cheap and unfair!”
“It wasn’t exactly my idea,” I said sourly.

1. The raw is “you balsamic sauces.” It's from ssibal(씨발). When something has the ‘ss’ sound, some people use it as a softer insult. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 337: Blood And Liquor (1)

    
      I waved my holy sword. “So, what are you going to do?” 
    

    
      The crocodile gentleman, already in tears, saw the tip of my sword and stifled a scream. “W-what do you mean? What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “Regardless of the circumstances, you won the bid, so we have to determine who is worthy of becoming a Constellation one way or another. Isn’t that why you appeared before me? Because you don’t want to lose your Faith?”
    

    
      The crocodile gentleman stared at my sword. His immensely thick neck, covered in scaly skin, quivered.
    

    
      “A duel? One-on-one? A fair fight? Deal?” I asked.
    

    
      “W-wait a moment! I didn’t come here to duel you. I’m a gentleman, after all.”
    

    
      “Huh? Then why are you here?”
    

    
      “Even if I’m going to surrender, we should talk first. Get to know each other before deciding on anything. Don’t you think so?”
    

    
      I narrowed my eyes. “Hm.”
    

    
      “You don’t know this because you bulldozed your way here from the fiftieth floor, but the Constellations on the upper floors are connected. They live similarly to humans, just in different forms and degrees. It’s similar! The Ruin-Harvesting Cow and Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye also worked together to attack you, right?” 
    

    
      The crocodile gentleman took a handkerchief from his front pocket and repeatedly wiped his forehead. However, crocodiles don’t sweat.
    

    
      “In short, you’re afraid to fight me,” I summarized. 
    

    
      “That’s not… Yes, damn it! I’m scared! Terrified! Are you satisfied now? Where did a guy like you come from all of a sudden?”
    

    
      Why was he getting angry at me?
    

    
      “Let’s talk it out if possible. Alright? Do you know how many abilities you’ve acquired? Greed will come back to bite you, young man. Mutia’s regression, Hishimit Kritz’s information… What else? And… and… I have no idea who they are, but you also have some other Constellations by your side.”
    

    
      “I feel like taking one more won’t make much of a difference.”
    

    
      “Fuck, that’s true…” The crocodile shed tears. He was an honest gentleman. “B-but you’re so nice. At least you’re trying to be, so wouldn’t it be better to try resolving this by talking first, like the nice guy that you are?”
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye cautiously nudges you.]
      
    

    
      I looked down at my wrist, where the thin snake was coiled like a wristwatch.
    

    
      “Kieeeee.” The snake raised their tiny head, hesitating as if afraid I was going to hit them. It was quite cute, even though the snake was the villain of the century who used to have dolls and mannequins of countless people on display. 
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is cautious because it may be none of their business, but…]
      
    

    
      —Why? What is it?
    

    
      The snake tightened around my wrist. 
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye secretly whispers that everything the crocodile gentleman has said so far is a lie.]
      
    

    
      I slowly turned my gaze. In front of me, the crocodile was still wiping his sweat-free skin with a handkerchief. The snake and I stared at him.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is assessing.]
      
    

    
      The crocodile gentleman said, “Of course, I don’t expect us to understand each other through conversation from the start. True understanding isn’t achieved simply by exchanging words. Understanding each other is a great achievement. Isn’t that right?”
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has assessed this to be a lie.]
      
    

    
      “Perhaps the essence of conversation is spending time with each other. Yes, time. Giving each other time. Even if you talk for thirty minutes, that doesn’t mean much to someone who has lived thirty years without another soul by their side, but what about a year later?”
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has assessed this to be a lie.]
      
    

    
      “Talk to them a year after you had your first conversation. Do that every year! After a decade or two, you’ll realize you have spent a lot of your lifetime with them. That’s a new life that can be compared to the previous thirty years of their life!” 
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has assessed this to be a lie.]
      
    

    
      “I don’t believe I can earn your trust from the start, but I want to be a Constellation that’s worth your time and patience. What do you say, Death King?” The crocodile blinked. “Will you grant me the opportunity to talk with you?”
    

    
      The snake also blinked.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has assessed this to be a lie.]
      
    

    
      I offered a smile and gently stroked the snake’s trembling head with my index finger. They whimpered softly, as if they would collapse onto the ground at any moment.
    

    
      
        —Interesting. Even the last words are a lie. There’s nothing more to think about. Everything he says is a lie, isn’t it?
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye answers that you are correct.]
      
    

    
      —He’s asking for an opportunity to kill me, not talk to me.
    

    
      [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye believes that you are probably right.]
    

    
      He really was the definition of crocodile tears. 
    

    
      As soon as I smiled, the gentleman’s eyes lit up.
    

    
      “Okay. Let’s talk.” 
    

    
      ***
    

    
      As it turned out, the talk the crocodile gentleman had mentioned wasn’t one-on-one. It was a gathering of Constellations whose power I threatened and whose domains overlapped with mine. In short, other Constellations whose asses were on fire had come to talk to me.
    

    
      
        [The Reddest Sommelier has won the bid for the manager position of the sixty-seventh floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Twins of Eternal Round Dance have won the manager position of the sixty-eighth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Dry Handprint Magnifico has won the bidding for the manager position of the sixty-ninth floor.]
      
    

    
      Several Constellations sat at a long table waiting for me. It wasn’t just long; it seemed endless. The space set aside for conversation stretched out endlessly along the table as well. We could sit facing each other, but that was it. To get to the other side, we had to climb over the table. Mere words could never solve the differences between us.
    

    
      “Please, sit down! Death King, welcome!” the crocodile gentleman said cheerfully. “We are all here to talk to you. We may look intimidating, but we’re all very shy. We only came here because I went ahead and gathered everyone. Heh, heh. People are shy by nature, whether they are big or small.”
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has assessed this to be a lie.]
      
    

    
      I already knew that. I kept on smiling and looked around at the people the crocodile gentleman gestured toward.
    

    
      “First, it’s my honor to introduce you to the Twins of Eternal Round Dance. These are very unique circumstances for Constellations, but they’re twins.”
    

    
      The twins sitting across the table nodded at the same time and angle.
    

    
      “Nice to meet you,” they both said. 
    

    
      Even their words were in perfect sync. One spoke in a high-pitched voice while the other spoke in a low voice, yet their voices somehow harmonized, creating a strange melody even though they were simply speaking normally. The twins held hands tightly, their faces expressionless.
    

    
      The crocodile gentleman laughed. “They’re unique, aren’t they? It’s not that they’re two separate Constellations, but rather, they can only be a Constellation when they are together. Maybe they’re actually one person who just appears to be two. Who knows? Now, next is—”
    

    
      “I’m Dry Handprint Magnifico, kid,” the Constellation in the flashy clothes interrupted. They glared at me with hatred, their eyebrows furrowed. The corners of their mouth were contorted. “I want nothing from you.”
    

    
      They probably didn’t hate me in particular. Their anger seemed to have solidified at some point and become part of them. Their hatred was directed at something, rather than someone. From their face, I could only deduce that the reason they were so hateful had to do with their life.
    

    
      The magnifico glared at me. “I only want one thing. For you to understand me.”
    

    
      “Hey, hey! We can talk about that later!” The crocodile gentleman clapped. His arms were short, so his clapping looked awkward. “Let’s first celebrate the fact that this meeting took place without a hitch! Let’s have a toast!”
    

    
      As the sound of clapping echoed through the room, a door opened, and butlers dressed in formal attire walked in one after another, carrying what seemed to be wine bottles. 
    

    
      The crocodile gentleman licked his lips. “This is a very precious wine. As my title suggests, I’m quite picky about wine. I craft human emotions into wine. That is my blessed power.”
    

    
      The butlers seemed perfect in every way, but there was one thing missing. Their hearts. They reminded me of Swiss cheese from a famous cartoon about a mouse being chased by a cat. Each of them had a hole in the middle of their chests.
    

    
      “The more intense the emotions, the more life is smeared on these emotions. That’s how the wine becomes fragrant and rich in flavor.” 
    

    
      No blood dripped from the holes in the butlers’ chests, nor were their innards visible. The cuts were as clean as in a cartoon show. One of the butlers approached me and tilted the bottle toward me.
    

    
      The crocodile gentleman grinned. “I’ve always sought the concentrated emotions of humans, what is often called sincerity, so perhaps you could call me the Constellation of Sincerity. What do you think, Death King?” 
    

    
      Red liquid filled my wine glass.
    

    
      “Don’t you have a similar side? Cheers!” 
    

    
      The crocodile gentleman opened his mouth wide. His short arms couldn’t grab the glass, so the butler poured the wine directly into his mouth. His thick crocodile skin moved as the red wine went down his throat. The red wine also seeped through his teeth, staining his neck and shirt.
    

    
      “Delicious!”
    

    
      At least that one word was true.
    

    
      The magnifico tilted their glass elegantly with a scowl. “Hmph. It smells disgusting.” 
    

    
      The twins didn’t drink from the butler’s hand or lift the glasses to their lips. Instead, they took a sip of wine and let the other taste it on their lips. Their fingers were intertwined. Not a drop of red wine was spilled. The time it took for them to swallow the wine and the interval between the swallows were identical. Perhaps even the timing of their breathing was identical. They weren’t drinking; they were simply trying not to let go of each other.
    

    
      I had a feeling that they were like that in everything they did, not just now. Everything that passed before them was merely a white backdrop. The only thing they sought to prove was that they would never let go of each other, so… 
    

    
      “I see.” I put down my glass and looked at the Constellations sitting across the table. “You all are certainly like me.”
    

    
      The gentleman dressed in a suit, the Reddest Sommelier, took the hearts of others and was intoxicated by their emotions.
    

    
      “I understand that as my position as a Constellation becomes more secure, things will become more difficult for you.”
    

    
      The noble dressed in splendid attire, the Dry Handprint Magnifico, fed on hatred and made anger define their life.
    

    
      “That’s why I’m happy,” I continued.
    

    
      The two people with their hands clasped together, the Twins of Eternal Round Dance, only needed each other’s recognition.
    

    
      “That I’m the one who will bring about your downfall.” 
    

    
      The Constellations froze. The magnifico stared silently at me, their lips touching the rim of their wine glass. The twins kept their lips pressed against one another, their eyes darting back and forth as they stole glances at me. 
    

    
      The crocodile gentleman slowly closed his mouth, wiping the wine flowing between his teeth with a handkerchief. He carried the handkerchief to wipe away the blood of another, not for the product of his own body heat.
    

    
      The crocodile looked at me with a gentle expression that was slowly cracking. “Hm. Why is that? If you were going to antagonize us from the start, there was no need to accept our invitation to come here and risk fighting three Constellations at once.”
    

    
      The butlers moved away from the table. Well, far away from my seat, actually. They took out weapons like swords and surrounded me.
    

    
      “Why would you choose to reveal your hostility at this moment?”
    

    
      “We didn’t gather here to talk anyway, right?” 
    

    
      I splashed the wine from my glass onto the other side of the table. Red danced beneath the chandelier. However, the wine didn’t fly over to the other side of the table and drench the crocodile’s head. It flowed down an invisible wall between us. A barrier of some sort was draped over the table.
    

    
      “I intended to fight from the start. That’s probably why the Primordial Staff allowed your bid. If I’m going to fight anyway, I would rather fight more of you at once, so I lured you all here.”
    

    
      “Hmm.” The crocodile gentleman blinked. “This is troublesome. This is just a device we made in case of a contingency… Death King, you’re misunderstanding something here.”
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has assessed this to be a lie.]
      
    

    
      I could already see that without the snake telling me.
    

    
      “However, if that’s what you think, it confuses me even more. You knew this was a trap, yet you accepted my invitation and came here anyway?”
    

    
      I shrugged. “I wanted to see what tricks you used and what schemes you devised. Above all, I want to see what you all look like and hear what kind of stories you tell. I wanted to see it without hurrying.”
    

    
      “And you did. What do you think?”
    

    
      I grabbed my sword. “There’s a reason the Sword Emperor treats the Constellations as neat punching bags. Come at me all at once.”
    

    
      “You’re underestimating us.” The crocodile’s gaze hardened. His eyes, slitted like a cat’s, locked onto mine. “Mutia only allied with Hishimit Kritz. The two of them never attacked you at the same time. You don’t understand what it means to take on three Constellations at once. You’ll pay the price for this.”
    

    
      I tightened the grip on my sword. “Unfortunately for you, those words will be proven false, too.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
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      Just before the crocodile gentleman lunged at me, he opened his long mouth and shouted, “Tower! Fulfill your promise!”
    

    
      Behind him, dozens of butlers stood in line. 
    

    
      
        Crash!
      
    

    
      The wine bottles the butlers were holding fell to the ground. 
    

    
      
        Crash!
      
    

    
      Broken glass scattered everywhere. Dyed red by the wine, the shards bloomed like azalea petals.
    

    
      
        [The Reddest Sommelier has invoked the vow with the Tower.]
      
    

    
      
        [Requesting holy ground designation.]
      
    

    
      
        [The request has been approved.]
      
    

    
      The crocodile gentleman’s power was activated.
    

    
      
        [As of now, the Reddest Sommelier owns the area.]
      
    

    
      
        [He shall drink your blood and spit it out. All hail.]
      
    

    
      A thick fog enveloped the area. Glass shards glittered and scattered in all directions. Crimson mist lingered where they had passed. A red haze bloomed across the world.
    

    
      “I’m strong against the weak.” The crocodile bellowed. “And I am even stronger against the strong!”
    

    
      The crocodile’s staff and my holy sword clashed. I had intended to cut him down in one blow using my aura, but the crocodile seemed unharmed while shrouded in red mist.
    

    
      “
      
        Hm.
      
      ” I furrowed my brow. “You didn’t seem to be a combat-type Constellation.”
    

    
      “To be honest, you don’t look like one either, young man! You’d make a better butler than a swordsman. How about it? I’m hiring butlers. Want to change jobs?”
    

    
      “I’ve already promised my soul to the House of Ivansia.”
    

    
      “That’s a shame! I’ll build you a new house on your grave!”
    

    
      I moved a little quicker and slashed my sword in three directions. Surprisingly, the crocodile gentleman kept up with me. He adjusted his tie with one hand and blocked my sword with the cane in his other hand. I was honestly surprised. 
    

    
      
        What? Was he actually skilled enough to attack me? His martial prowess looked so poor.
      
    

    
      I wondered if I had misjudged my opponent’s abilities. The snake wrapped around my wrist cried quietly.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has activated their power of exposure.]
      
    

    
      
        [Revealing your opponent’s power.]
      
    

    
      Hishimit Kritz. The Constellation of information, Jormungandr, was now my subordinate and was capable of exposing my enemy’s nature. Words appeared before my eyes, crawling like snakes.
    

    
      —Skill Name: Malice Parasite On Goodwill 
    

    
      —Owner: The Reddest Sommelier.
    

    
      —Effect: The power of a vampire who transformed into a crocodile. This simple yet annoying ability allows him to absorb his opponent’s power when they use it. He collects his opponent’s life, extracts their emotions, and exploits their soul. If you feel that you truly connected with him and that you are equals, it’s nothing but a delusion. He’ll merely savor the gaze of your deluded gaze. 
    

    
      —The Reddest Sommelier is just a parasite, the ultimate parasite; no one can stand against his power alone.
    

    
      I laughed. “So he isn’t skilled in martial arts?”
    

    
      “
      
        Hm? 
      
      Ah, Hishimit Kritz, is it?” The crocodile clicked his tongue disapprovingly. “I see. Not only is he captured, but he’s also giving information to you, young man! You’re supposed to be the greatest serpent! Don’t you feel ashamed? I’ve always respected you. Instead of getting revenge against the man who brought you down, you surrendered to him! How disappointing!”
    

    
      The snake screeched sharply.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has assessed this to be a lie.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye grits their teeth, saying that “I’ve always respected you” is the biggest lie in that statement.]
      
    

    
      There was a good reason Constellations found it difficult to cooperate with each other.
    

    
      “Twins! What are you doing? It’s your turn!” the crocodile shouted. 
    

    
      That difficult cooperation was at least being achieved between these guys.
    

    
      “Don’t.”
    

    
      “Order us around.”
    

    
      Behind him, the twins pressed their lips together. The angles of their heads were identical. As a result, their small noses were also pressed slightly. Without paying any attention to others, the twins slowly parted their lips and gazed into each other’s eyes as they separated.
    

    
      “Tower.”
    

    
      “Promise.”
    

    
      For the first time since they arrived, the twins let go of each other’s hands.
    

    
      
        [The Twins of the Eternal Round Dance have invoked the vow with the Tower.]
      
    

    
      
        Swoosh. 
      
    

    
      The twins’ gray hair changed color. One turned pure white, and the other pitch black, providing a stark contrast between them. It seemed as though the world itself had split in two between them.
    

    
      
        [Requesting holy ground designation.]
      
    

    
      
        [The request has been approved.]
      
    

    
      Someone moved; it was the crocodile. He leaped backward in an instant. I launched a strike in pursuit, but the crocodile flailed his staff and blocked it.
    

    
      He laughed. “Nice! But that’s useless, Death King! Your realm of martial prowess is now mine! As the master of this place, I graciously allow the twins to intervene!”
    

    
      The crocodile stepped back, and one of the twins rushed and took his spot. The white twin swung their fist at me, expressionless.
    

    
      
        [As of now, the Twin of Eternal Round Dance owns the area.]
      
    

    
      
        [Joint ownership has been acknowledged.]
      
    

    
      
        [They wound and are wounded. All hail.]
      
    

    
      I thrust my sword forward, stabbing the white twin in the shoulder.
    

    
      “
      
        Ah! Ah, aaaaaah!
      
      ” the white twin screamed, clutching their wound.
    

    
      Unlike the crocodile, the twin didn’t have the ability to block my attacks easily. Half of the Constellation writhed in pain and shed tears. Why did the white twin rush in so recklessly? Just as I was wondering that, the black twin, standing quietly far beyond the table, smiled brightly. Their jet-black hair was so dark that it seemed to suck in a person’s gaze. 
    

    
      The black twin whispered, “It’s okay. You’re not hurt.”
    

    
      The white twin’s eyes turned bloodshot. “I’m not hurt!” 
    

    
      Their madness was deeper than pain. The white twin swung their fist as if they had forgotten their shoulder was pierced. In response, I parried the blow and severed their arm.
    

    
      “
      
        Ah! Huh? Ugh, uhh, aaaah!
      
      ” the white twin screamed. 
    

    
      “You’re okay,” the black twin whispered. 
    

    
      Immediately after severing the arm, I realized that the wound I had inflicted on their shoulder had already healed completely.
    

    
      “You’re not hurt,” the black twin said again. 
    

    
      I unleashed a flurry of sword strikes—left, right, up—too fast for the enemy to keep up with. The enemy’s limbs were torn apart. Every time the white twin screamed, the black twin whispered from afar, “You’re unharmed. Isn’t that right?”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh!
      
       Yes!”
    

    
      Where one arm had been severed, another sprouted in its place. The white twin’s shattered knees mended as they stood up. I cut off my opponent’s head without hesitation, but it was useless. Even their head grew back.
    

    
      The black twin chuckled. “You’re a great being. No one can harm you.”
    

    
      “Except you!”
    

    
      “Ah, that’s right. Except me.”
    

    
      The sounds of white screams and black whispers mixed together, clouding the air.
    

    
      “Because we are perfect.”
    

    
      I narrowed my eyes. 
    

    
      
        How tricky.
      
    

    
      Even if the wounds were fatal, they were meaningless. Even now, the white twin swung their fists with their battered body. I battered them a little more, but the enemy recovered instantly.
    

    
      The white twin charged forward relentlessly, their eyes filled with madness. “It doesn’t hurt! You’re nothing! You’re nothing!” 
    

    
      As I wondered what strategy to use, new letters appeared before my eyes. 
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has activated their power of exposure.]
      
    

    
      
        [Revealing your opponent’s power.]
      
    

    
      —Skill Name: Two-Men Alliance
    

    
      —Owner: The Twins of the Eternal Round Dance.
    

    
      —Effect: The power to complete the world. If they interpret the world as each other sees it, then the world becomes complete. It’s a spell that seals the world. While I collect everything to match my size to that of the world, the twins match the world to their size by collecting nothing.”
    

    
      —If you attack one twin while the other remains unharmed, the attack is nullified. This applies to both physical and mental attacks.
    

    
      In short, the crocodile vampire parasitized on people, while the twins coexisted symbiotically. The former was a damage dealer while the latter was a tank.
    

    
      “I guess I have no other choice,” I muttered. 
    

    
      I just had to attack the twins simultaneously. Immediately, I extended the shadow of the holy sword. The four-layered swords were the Goddess of Protection’s abilities—her sister swords. 
    

    
      
        Whoosh! 
      
    

    
      While handling the white twin, I casually sent the remaining swords flying toward the black twin with Sword Telekinesis.
    

    
      The white twin’s eyes widened. “
      
        Ah!
      
      ” 
    

    
      Even though their wounds were nullified, the white twin’s martial prowess was nothing special. They couldn’t stop my shadow swords from slicing through the air.
    

    
      “No!”
    

    
      Despite seeing the four swords rushing toward them, the black twin didn’t even flinch. They just smiled and watched calmly. It turned out that they had a good reason for that. 
    

    
      The last remaining enemy—the Dry Handprint Magnifico—folded their fan. Their aura-filled voice echoed all around. “Tower, keep your promise.”
    

    
      
        [The Dry Handprint Magnifico has invoked the vow with the Tower.]
      
    

    
      
        [Requesting holy ground designation.]
      
    

    
      
        [The request has been approved.]
      
    

    
      
        [As of now, the Dry Handprint Magnifico owns the area.]
      
    

    
      Using Aura Transmission, the crocodile gentleman shouted, 
      
        “I have no objection!”
      
    

    
      
        [Joint ownership has been recognized.]
      
    

    
      The barrier on the table blocked my attack.
    

    
      
        Claaaang! 
      
    

    
      One of the four swords flew away. Three remained. They flew into the hole created by their sister, but the magnifico activated their power.
    

    
      
        [They are the pool where people pour their resentment and contempt. All hail.]
      
    

    
      My swords sliced through the black twin, but it wasn’t them who let out a scream.
    

    
      “
      
        Haaah? Ugh,aaah—! Aaah, ugh… Aaah…”
      
       
    

    
      It was the white twin. They had been swinging their fist in front of my face, but suddenly dropped to their knees and wrapped their arms around their torso.
    

    
      
        Drip.
      
    

    
      They bled even though I hadn’t cut them. Those wounds should have been the black twin’s. I took a step back. 
    

    
      “I see. I feel like I don’t need Hishimit Kritz to figure this out.” I raised my hands and retrieved the sister swords. “Is it damage transfer?”
    

    
      The magnifico unfolded their fan. “Yes. I can transfer the wounds of one person to another if it’s justified.”
    

    
      “That’s interesting, but there is no way that transferring wounds can be justified.”
    

    
      The magnifico glared at the white twin, who was still groaning and clutching their wounds. “I see it differently.” 
    

    
      However, the magnifico’s eyes were filled with nothing but hatred, just as they had been when they looked at me. With their eyes on the white twin, the magnifico said, “It’s your fault. All your fault.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “If you had stopped the Death King, the sword wouldn’t have flown at your other half. Your other half wouldn’t have been in danger. All of this happened because you’re powerless and weak. You’re bad and worthless. You were born lacking, so it’s all your fault. If blood must be shed here, it must be yours.”
    

    
      These words stabbed the white twin like a knife. They looked up with a blank expression and turned to look at their other half.
    

    
      The black twin offered a gentle smile. “It’s okay. It’s not your fault.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah...
      
      ”
    

    
      “It’s all his fault. The Death King attacked us. You were just trying to protect me. Protect us. You are not at fault.”
    

    
      The black twin’s words healed the wounds. New flesh grew and absorbed the blood. The white twin stood up as if they had never fallen, their eyes filled with quiet hostility. 
    

    
      I looked around. The Reddest Sommelier, the perfect damage dealer; the Twin of Eternal Round Dance, the perfect tanks; and the Dry Handprint Magnifico, the perfect support.
    

    
      The crocodile spun his staff like a clown on stage. “I told you, young man. You’ll come to understand what it means to face three Constellations at once. Do you remember I said that? You may have realized it now, but it’s already too late. Just slip down from the night sky and hate your foolish past self.”
    

    
      I nodded. “It’s certainly not easy to handle determined Constellations attacking me together. I’m a little impressed.”
    

    
      “That’s a relief! Losing with admiration is better than succumbing to despair as you get defeated.”
    

    
      “But you’re wrong about there being only three Constellations here.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hm?
      
      ” The crocodile blinked. “What do you mean?”
    

    
      “You don’t know me, do you? Sommelier, my specialty has never been duels.” I grabbed the holy sword tighter. “Since I slayed the Demon King, I’ve specialized in ganging up on my enemies.”
    

    
      Light flowed up from my sword.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection has invoked the vow with the Tower.]
      
    

    
      The crocodile opened his mouth in surprise, but his gasp was useless in stopping me. Well, it would be more accurate to say that it was useless in stopping 
      
        us.
      
    

    
      
        [Requesting holy ground designation.]
      
    

    
      
        [The request has been approved.]
      
    

    
      
        [As of now, the Goddess of Protection owns the area.]
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      The Goddess of Protection was made up of five fragments. Those fragments now shone around me.
    

    
      
        [She is worshiped.]
      
    

    
      Idol was always revered by people. Carrying the burden of fulfilling expectations, she should hold her head high until the end of time because that was what being a ruler was about.
    

    
      
        [She sympathizes.]
      
    

    
      Sympathy always understood people’s wounds and transferred them to herself. Even if her flesh remained unharmed, her heart bore scars from wounds transferred from others, and she held nameless cries deep within her heart because that was what being a ruler was about. 
    

    
      
        [She is a test.]
      
    

    
      Prayer always passed judgment. She sifted through those who pleaded with her, testing whether their prayers were genuine or if they were merely whispering lies to deceive her. She ensured that false accusations never buried genuine pleas because that was what being a ruler was about.
    

    
      
        [She is a sacrifice.]
      
    

    
      Sacrifice always suffered of her own volition. As her time was eaten away, the time of others blossomed. The more her pain deepened, the more vibrant the lives of others became. Meaningless suffering wasn’t allowed for her because that was what being a ruler was about. 
    

    
      
        [She shall bring you salvation.]
      
    

    
      Salvation always saved others at the cost of herself. She placed the parts of herself that she wanted to protect—her tastes, pleasures, likes, dislikes, and aesthetics—on cold scales. On the other side of the scales were people. To elevate the other side of the scale, she constantly had to lower her side.
    

    
      Therefore, she was the ruler. 
    

    
      
        [All hail.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection has appeared.]
      
    

    
      My sword shone brightly. 
    

    
      “Five? She has more than four Maxims of Promise?” the crocodile shouted, staring at me with wide eyes. “That’s impossible! It doesn’t make sense! The Goddess of Protection… Hwia was the first Constellation that the Constellation Murderer tore apart! She should have been divided into five pieces!”
    

    
      A gasp of horror leaked out from between the crocodile’s large teeth. “Even if you gathered the pieces and assembled them, the last fragment is still missing! The final piece is still in the Constellation Murderer’s possession! How in the world did you get his sword?!”
    

    
      Kim Yul had already kneeled before me long ago, but it looked like the crocodile was unaware of that. Perhaps that was to be expected. Only two Constellations could have known this: the Ruin-Harvesting Cow, who had seen through my past, and the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye, who had read my information.
    

    
      “Deception! Yes! It’s deception! Death King, you aren’t only the king of death, but also of deception! Yet you cannot deceive us with such a cheap trick.”
    

    
      A voice cut off the crocodile’s words. It was not my voice. “I have never played tricks when it comes to my existence, nor have I ever allowed them. Long time no see, everyone.”
    

    
      The light emanating from my holy sword intertwined and formed a brilliant shape. For some reason, the light wasn’t blinding, so it felt like I could watch it forever. 
    

    
      The light grew stronger. The holy sword I held, as well as the four shadow swords—Sympathy, Prayer, Sacrifice, and Salvation—were shattered and sucked into the light, from which five enormous pairs of wings spread out. 
    

    
      “It has been a long time since I appeared in my complete form.”
    

    
      One pair of wings spread open and knocked the table away with a loud clatter. 
    

    
      Booooom! 
    

    
      When the second pair of wings spread, the walls of the room collapsed. The third pair split the ceiling in two. The fourth unleashed a gale, and the fifth and final pair covered the sky of this world.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection has activated her power.]
      
    

    
      The angel blocked out the sun, casting five pairs of shadow strands across the land.
    

    
      “Death King, my hero. I’ll fight alongside you.”
    

    
      Those shadows were the goddess’ power and her territory. The sun was replaced, and the sky was struck down. She brought a world of shadows where her white wings reigned as the sole source of light.
    

    
      “I refuse!” the crocodile screamed. “Hwia, the shadow that became light! The owner of the sixty-seventh floor isn’t you! It’s me! Us! The Twins of the Eternal Round Dance, the Dry Handprint Magnifico, and the Reddest Sommelier! We’re the true masters of this place! Your holy ground will lose its light here!”
    

    
      The crocodile’s cry wasn’t in vain.
    

    
      
        [The manager has refused to recognize joint ownership.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection does not own the area.]
      
    

    
      The sky turned blood red. The sun, illuminating the world from the sixty-sixth floor, mutated from its familiar form. The white orb suddenly turned pitch black. Like a child drawing with crayons, black lines appeared one by one.
    

    
      
        [The Reddest Sommelier has activated their power.]
      
    

    
      A pitch-black abyss appeared where the sun once stood. 
    

    
      “Flow forth!”
    

    
      From the enormous, well-like hole, liquid thicker than water and stickier than wine gushed out. It was blood, flowing endlessly from the well in the sky. 
    

    
      “Look! Every drop of that blood torrent is a soul I have collected! They’re my beloved followers!” The crocodile raised his arms. The blood poured down from the sky and pooled in his small palms, overflowing between his thick, webbed fingers. “This is my temple! My holy ground! No one can deny my presence!”
    

    
      “I see.” The Goddess of Protection folded her wings and spread them out again. Light burst forth. Her white wings spread like a sword hilt as she stood tall, casting a shadow that also resembled a sword. The flickering sword said, “If so, I shall cut you down.”
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection has activated her power.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection is the manager of the sixty-fifth and sixty-sixth floors.]
      
    

    
      Hwia extended her hand. Her fingers, curled like hooks, pointed toward the crocodile.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection has invaded the sixty-seventh floor!]
      
    

    
      Five beams of light erupted from her fingertips and struck the crocodile.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        [The Lion Realm isn’t under beginner protection.]
      
    

    
      
        [A floor conquest battle has begun.]
      
    

    
      
        [The floor conquest battle is taking place between the Lion Realm, the Silverwhite Realm, the Moonlit Realm, the Banquet Realm, the Taiji Realm, and the Demonic Realm.]
      
    

    
      “Aaaaaaaah!” the crocodile screamed. 
    

    
      The five beams of light etched into him, squeezing out crimson wine from him. Cracks appeared in his skin and blood trickled out like lava spewing through the earth’s shell.
    

    
      “These souls are dense,” the Goddess of Protection said. “Only an existence capable of drinking a heart’s essence without hesitation could produce such blood. Even a carnivorous beast would have mercy on furless newborns, and even a beast with scales would stop hunting once its belly is full.”
    

    
      
        [The Reddest Sommelier’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      She frowned. “You aren’t even a beast. You are nothing but an insect.” 
    

    
      
        [The Reddest Sommelier’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      The crocodile shouted, “Damn it! Damn it! You’re worthless trash who was betrayed and torn apart by the very human you chose! You couldn’t even face a lowly Constellation we had never heard of!”
    

    
      “Yes, I was like that,” Hwia answered calmly, not denying the crocodile’s screams, but also brushing them off like a master swordswoman deflecting an opponent’s sword strikes. “But before that, I was the founding monarch who established an empire.”
    

    
      The sword that parried the strikes swirled like a butterfly, striking the crocodile’s shoulder three times.
    

    
      “Aaaaaaah!”
    

    
      
        [The Reddest Sommelier’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Reddest Sommelier’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      The Reddest Sommelier’s allies, frozen in place by the sudden turn of events, stepped forward.
    

    
      “Stop!” the Dry Handprint Magnifico shouted, turning toward the twins. “It’s your fault! What are you standing there for? If you had done your job properly, the Reddest Sommelier wouldn’t have been injured—”
    

    
      Of course, the Goddess of Protection also had allies. 
    

    
      “Is that really so?” I asked. “Skills that require a target to activate have an obvious weakness.”
    

    
      With their eyes widened, the Constellations blinked. In that sole blink of an eye, my fist sped through the air.
    

    
      “Go ahead. Try to scoop up the rainwater with your hands.”
    

    
      My fist struck the crocodile’s belly. The impact pierced him and spread through the air with a shockwave. A few drops of blood mixed into the invisible wave.
    

    
      “Ugh, huff…”
    

    
      “You have quite a tough belly. I didn’t get to leave a hole.” I swung my fist again. “This won’t do. It’s embarrassing.”
    

    
      
        Thump!
      
    

    
      The same blood that had been flying around was now on my hands. “As Hwia’s master, I should at least be able to do as much as she does.”
    

    
      I struck with my fist once more.
    

    
      “Guh, ugh!” 
    

    
      A hole was left in the crocodile’s belly. Thus, even if the Dry Handprint Magnifico transferred the damage from Hwia’s sword strike to the twins, the amount of wine gushing out from the crocodile didn’t decrease.
    

    
      
        [The Reddest Sommelier’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Reddest Sommelier’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Reddest Sommelier’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      “Ah.”
    

    
      The sky split open. As the wine gushed out of the crocodile’s belly, more blood spurted from the hole in the sky. Like a broken sewer during the rainy season, the blood seemed to flow endlessly.
    

    
      
        [The Reddest Sommelier is no longer able to maintain authorization level.]
      
    

    
      The crimson flood swept away a baby crocodile, probably what the Constellation became after their fall.
    

    
      
        [Adjusting authorization level.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Reddest Sommelier’s title has been revoked.]
      
    

    
      
        [The sixty-seventh floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        [The floor conquest battle result has been updated.]
      
    

    
      
        [The sixty-seventh floor is now under the Goddess of Protection’s management!]
      
    

    
      Good. I turned my head toward her, and we exchanged glances across the remains of the fallen crocodile.
    

    
      “Hwia.”
    

    
      “Yes, Hero.”
    

    
      That was the end of our conversation. I dashed to the left, and Hwia flew to the right. Only the crocodile’s remains were left and were swallowed by the blood-red flood, which swept them away.
    

    
      “Ah!”
    

    
      The white twin stood in the direction Hwia headed, while the black twin stood at the end of my path.
    

    
      I extended my fist toward the black twin. “If striking just one of you is meaningless…” 
    

    
      Hwia swung her wings at the white twin. “Attacking both of you simultaneously will suffice.”
    

    
      
        [The Dry Handprint Magnifico has activated their power!]
      
    

    
      The magnifico tried to block the simultaneous attacks by transferring damage, but…
    

    
      
        [The manager has refused to recognize joint ownership.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Dry Handprint Magnifico does not own this area.]
      
    

    
      Like the crocodile had done before, the Goddess of Protection, who was now the manager of this floor, deflected the power.
    

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    
      
        [The Dry Handprint Magnifico is trying to invade the sixty-seventh floor.]
      
    

    
      “Too late,” Hwia said.
    

    
      A clash erupted on both sides of the battlefield. This battle had been disadvantageous to the twins from the start. They were merely fulfilling their role as tanks, so their martial arts skills were unimpressive. On the opposite side from me, Hwia swung all her wings, striking down and shattering the white twin’s limbs.
    

    
      “It’s okay,” the black twin told the white twin. “You’re okay.”
    

    
      Even as I closed in, the black twin didn’t resist. Perhaps they lacked the strength to do so. Their focus was solely on their other half.
    

    
      “You’re okay. As long as I’m here, you—”
    

    
      “Yes.” I swung my fist. “As long as you’re here.”
    

    
      A storm of blows washed over the black twin. They couldn’t even finish what they were saying before I struck them in the shoulders and jaw. With the black twin being rendered unable to speak, no one was left to negate the white twin’s damage.
    

    
      “Aaaah!!!!!”
    

    
      The white twin was the first to fall. With wounds that could no longer be ignored and damage that kept adding up, they finally succumbed. 
    

    
      
        Splash! 
      
    

    
      The white twin powerlessly fell into the pool of blood that now stretched all the way to the horizon. The black twin’s fate was no different. They collapsed onto a rock, their body tattered by my blows.
    

    
      “Ah...”
    

    
      I looked down at the black twin. “Getting back up after enduring pain is an incredible deed.” 
    

    
      The black twin’s gaze, however, wasn’t on me. It was fixed on the white twin, who was mostly submerged in the blood under Hwia’s fluttering wings.
    

    
      “If you had become stronger, I wouldn’t have won today, but you two spat out the pain instead of swallowing it. That’s all,” I said.
    

    
      Finally, the black twin turned their head and looked up at me with pupil-less eyes that held nothing but darkness. “There are people in this world who cannot become strong.”
    

    
      I nodded. “But you guys could have.” 
    

    
      A moment later, the corners of the black twin’s mouth curled into a smile. “I hope all of you die.”
    

    
      That was the curse the twins left behind.
    

    
      
        [The Twins of Eternal Round Dance’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Adjusting authorization level.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Twins of Eternal Round Dance’s title has been revoked.]
      
    

    
      The twins’ bodies simultaneously disintegrated into specks of ash and scattered. On the rock where the black twin had lain, a one-winged parrot raised their head.
    

    
      
        [The sixty-eighth floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        [Updating the floor conquest battle results…]
      
    

    
      I turned to look at the last remaining Constellation.
    

    
      “You bastards!” the Dry Handprint Magnifico raged. 
    

    
      However, it was a meaningless outburst. As proven in video games, the only thing a lone support player could do in such circumstances was quietly leave the game. If they refused to do so, they would have to bear the shame of seeing their poor performance on the scoreboard at the end of the game. The magnifico most likely understood that fate as well, but they still glared at me with burning hatred.
    

    
      
        Splash, splash.
      
    

    
      I approached, blood splattering around me with every step taken. Hwia flew after me. The magnifico seemed to find everything reflected in their eyes hateful.
    

    
      I said, “Now you have no Constellation to pass the damage on to.” 
    

    
      The magnifico looked at Hwia.
    

    
      
        [The Dry Handprint Magnifico has activated their power.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection has refused.]
      
    

    
      
        [The power activation has been canceled.]
      
    

    
      Perhaps the magnifico had intended to transfer the damage they were about to receive to Hwia, but this would require the other party’s consent. Naturally, Hwia refused. The magnifico glared at me.
    

    
      
        [The Dry Handprint Magnifico has activated their power.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Dry Handprint Magnifico has chosen you to take the damage they will receive.]
      
    

    
      
        [Do you accept?]
      
    

    
      I shook my head.
    

    
      
        [The power activation has been nullified.]
      
    

    
      The magnifico gritted their teeth. “You must understand me. It’s not my fault, it’s yours. Everything is your fault and the Tower’s wrongdoing. Therefore, you must understand me.”
    

    
      I reached out my hand. Slowly, Hwia crumbled. Her five pairs of wings fell apart and turned into five swords. The swords overlapped, forming a single, holy sword.
    

    
      I gripped the hilt of the holy sword. “No, the fact that you’re in the Tower is proof that you received the Tower master’s understanding.”
    

    
      “I—”
    

    
      “She understands you more than enough.”
    

    
      My sword drew an arc. The Constellation’s head fell into the crimson water with a splash.
    

    
      
        [The Dry Handprint Magnifico’s presence has weakened.]
      
    

    
      
        [Adjusting authorization level.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Dry Handprint Magnifico’s title has been revoked.]
      
    

    
      A chicken with a red crest flapped their wings on the surface of the water. It swam past my feet, its white feathers stained red. 
    

    
      The alliance of the three Constellations had crumbled under my sword.
    

    
      
        [The sixty-ninth floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      
        [Updating the result of the floor conquest battle…]
      
    

    
      
        [You can now challenge the seventieth floor.]
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 340: Absolute Music (1)
[Following your request, you will be immediately teleported to the seventieth floor.]
Without wasting a second, a sandstorm swallowed me.
[You have entered the seventieth floor.]
The smell of sand became more intense under the sunlight. When I used to play outside in the yard as a child, I would sometimes look at my palm and catch a faint, soft scent of sand. My body and mind, which had grown heated from the hard fight a moment before, were washed away by a wave of tranquility. 
[The Mirage-Walking Princess blesses your climb.]
That was a message I hadn’t heard in a long time. Had she been watching me fight from afar? For some reason, I could imagine the princess on a couch, eating potato chips as she watched the battles, so I smiled. 
In front of me stood another Pillar—the Primordial Staff. 
“You look calm. Your attitude alone is already different from others. It’s been a while since a challenger has come to the lobby I run. When your Guardian, the Sword Emperor, first came here, he was calm, just like you…” The Primordial Staff knitted her brows. “Actually, he looked far more relaxed than you. Perhaps only people like you and him can reach the top of the Tower.”
“I’m curious. What was he like?”
“He gave me a look as if asking me why I didn’t serve alcohol to guests who made it this far. Actually, he said that out loud, using some innovative curses, but I’ll leave that to your imagination.”
I clicked my tongue and looked back at the Guardian, who gave me a look of “So what?”
—There were only dust bunnies here when I arrived, but I never said that.
“He won’t be able to remember anyway,” the Primordial Staff said as if she heard his complaint. 
She couldn’t have heard him, she was just smart enough to predict what she couldn’t hear, as if that were a perfectly normal thing to do. 
“The Sword Emperor isn’t the only one who had his memories erased. Everyone who meets the Pillars loses their memories. Even the memories of the Constellations who took part in the floor auction are fading away quickly. Yes, Death King, you’re the exception.” 
The Primordial Staff leaned her long staff on her shoulder. The seventieth floor was a white space with no mountains, rivers, or trees, but it wasn’t like the white waiting room where the princess had stayed before. 
Swish…
Big and small cubes spun together to form one big Rubik’s Cube. Some were as big as the moon while others were smaller than a fist.
Swish.
The cubes moved like gears, meshing and turning as they merged with the white background, popped out again, formed sharp angles, and faded back into white. That was it. They only became sharp for a moment before returning to normal. This loop made up the celestial bodies on this floor, the only existences of this world.
“What do you want from me?” I asked.
The Primordial Staff didn’t offer a straight answer. “The one who wanted things this way is the Tower master. Amethyst wants the Tower to be yours. At least, she wants you to think so. The less the Pillars are seen, the better. That’s what she thinks.”
“But each time we go up a floor, she sends us blessings.”
The Primordial Staff smiled bitterly. The cubes moved slowly behind her back. “Selfish, isn’t it? The duchess can’t refrain from telling you that someone is by your side. That’s how a goddess who only wants to exist when you need her is like. I can’t save the Tower master. Neither can the other Pillars. For the Tower master, we’re what the Constellation Murderer is to you. We owe her our lives. All we can do is help her. All born in Zrakua, the world where the Tower master was born, are bound by this curse. But—”
She looked at me. I could guess what the Primordial Staff was going to say. 
“It’s not the same for the people outside your world. Like the Sword Emperor and I.”
Her silver eyes turned dark. “Exactly. Death King, it’s not that I’m choosing not to erase your memories. My hands are simply bound. You earned your position and power on your own. If we wait a thousand years, or ten thousand, or a million years, or even ten million, a human will eventually reach the ninety-ninth floor. It’ll happen. Someday, someone will also reach the hundredth floor. Many will, but we the Pillars may never be allowed to meet someone like you again.
“You’re a miracle. The princess made the gap that Mutia and Hishimit Kritz widened. When Hamustra poured rain in that gap, you bloomed. You found and exploited the weak spot in the spiderweb that the Tower master weaved. I won’t wait for this miracle of life to appear in the universe a second time.”
Again, I asked, “What do you want from me?”
“I only want the same thing you want.” The Pillar raised her staff and tapped the edge of the cube that popped out of thin air. “So far, you’ve been fighting using your specialty.”
The cube became soaked in yellow as its sharp corners melted. It looked like paint flowing out of a pierced balloon, but unlike a balloon, the flow of the melted cube was endless.
She continued, “From now on, you should strive in areas that aren’t your specialty. These are the areas you’ve never paid much attention to.”
The yellow paint dripped on the floor, first soaking her feet, then my shadow and eventually the horizon. The ground under my feet turned bright yellow. The color was gentler than gold and as soft as a wheat field.
The Primordial Staff stepped on the wheat-colored floor, keeping her gaze down. “Just because one is a Constellation of martial arts, that doesn’t mean only warriors serve them. Even a merchant whose life has nothing to do with fighting may fight a thief in a dark alley one day. A musician could end up in a duel with their rival who courts their beloved. Music, medicine, magic, study, farming, trade, sailing…”
Human figures appeared from the yellow waves. Some hit the ground with pickaxes, while others steered boats toward the unknown sea. A man plucked the strings of a violin-like instrument.
“If you want to be a Constellation, you should know these things in order to reach out to them. Well, that’s a grand way to put it, but I’m saying that you’ll also need to improve in areas where you’re not very skilled.”
The corners of her mouth twitched like sleepy grass[1]. I belatedly realized that was an attempt at a smile.
“We’ll need to call an expert to judge whether or not you’ve cleared a stage.” 
The Primordial Staff tapped the floor with her staff.
Whoosh!
Light burst forth, and a faint shape of a person emerged from it. Perhaps they had been in the middle of a meal because they seemed to be sitting down. With a thud, they fell to the ground.
“Hm? Huh? What? This is bad! Black Dragon Master? Or is that you, Inquisitor? Calling someone without letting them know in advance isn’t very nice.”
What impressed me was how safe the fall looked. Though they were summoned out of the blue, the person rolled the floor and got up immediately. Our eyes met.
“Oh?”
“Eh?”
We both knew each other well.
“What is this, Gong-Ja? You’re the one who called me? I didn’t know you knew summoning magic.”
Her bright armor shone. As far as I knew, only one of my friends wore armor every day. 
“Patricia?” 
“Yes, it’s me. I see. I was worrying about nothing. I thought a crisis had arisen and that I had been summoned out of the blue, so I was tense. Kim Gong-Ja, you’re the only friend who hasn’t made a Patrasche joke even after learning my real name.”
“I don’t know if this is the right moment to ask, but I’ll do it anyway. What is Patrasche?”
The Paladin looked shocked. “What? You don’t know Patrasche? Are you okay in the head?”
“I don’t get why I’m treated like this…”
“This is a grave sign that the world will end soon. Gong-Ja, what do you know? Why were you born? Did you ever try to learn anything about the world? Can you really call yourself a Hunter representing our Tower? I recommend that you reflect deeply on your life. When you’re done, read The Dog of Flanders and cry. You have tear ducts for a reason.”
“Okay, I now know for sure that this isn’t the conversation to have right now.”
One thing was clear. Though we hadn’t met in a long time, we didn’t ask each other “what’s up.” Instead, we were discussing each other’s sanity. Our friendship was peculiar like that. We were both equally crazy, so this was considered normal between us.
The two of us looked back at the Primordial Staff. She said, “Death King, I’ll tell you the quest you need to complete, starting from the seventieth floor. Make that person your follower. From the seventy-first to the seventy-ninth floor, get one follower per stage. That’s at least nine followers. That is your first task as a Constellation.” 
With a real smile, she added, “A Constellation can’t exist without followers, after all.”
***
The Paladin, the Primordial Staff and I fell quiet. However, a certain ghost was pretty loud.
—I see. I see! I now understand everything perfectly. I never understood why the Sword Emperor Church was founded, you know. If a religion that worships me as a god appeared, I would have been the first to end it. Why put a living person on an altar and turn them into a ghost?
But you are an actual ghost.
The Guardian scoffed.
—No, I’m not. I wasn’t back then. Something felt wrong. I somehow thought I was so skilled that people praised me even if I did nothing, but… Tsk. I guess I was also doing this quest from the seventieth to the eightieth floors.
Huh?
—Yeah, yeah. That Pillar or something said that memories get erased. After clearing the floors, my memories were distorted. Still, I ended up with followers, and the Sword Emperor Church was founded, but I somehow forgot how I did it.
That sounded plausible. 
The Primordial Staff said, “Normally, clearing the seventieth to eightieth floors is very difficult. Unless there’s a special case, Hunters from the same Tower as the challenger are picked as the examiners, but the challenger often doesn’t get along with those Hunters. They’re usually hellbent on making the challenger fail.”
“Oh…”
“Even the best Hunters often fail or roam these floors for hundreds of years, but maybe things will be different for you, Death King.” 
The Primordial Staff also explained to the Paladin how the floors worked. At first, the Paladin was confused, but she soon understood.
“So, if I worship Kim Gong-Ja as a god, the seventieth floor will be cleared.”
The Primordial Staff nodded. “That’s right, child.”
“Are there any special conditions to serve a Constellation? Does one need to bow with a full heart or give their soul? Must these needs be met before one can say they serve the Constellation?”
“No. When the Death King struggles his ass off on the seventy-first floor and you say ‘enough,’ the floor will be cleared.”
“Alright.” The Paladin turned to me. “Gong-Ja.”
“Yes.”
“Look at me closely.” 
As usual, she looked grave. 
“My name is Patricia. I’m… the person who will make you a god. Be grateful.”
What?
“I don’t want anything from you. Go to the seventy-first floor and live as you wish. Just breathe. Anyone can breathe. It’s fine. I’ll make you a god.”
Her expression and tone were so serious, but somehow I wanted to aggressively poke her shoulder and start a fistfight. 
“Even if you do something stupid, I’ll accept you as a god since gods are also stupid at times.”
“You and I have become really close, haven’t we?” I asked, dumbstruck. 
My first follower candidate was far from ordinary.

1. Mimosa Pudica is the academic name. It shakes like crazy if you grab it by the stem. ☜
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    Chapter 341: Absolute Music (2)

    
      A staff came between the Paladin and me. I turned to see the Primordial Staff staring at me. “Alright, that’s enough chitchat. Listen to the rest of the explanation before you leave for the seventy-first floor.”
    

    
      “Yes, ma’am,” I answered quickly.
    

    
      “Death King, the other Constellations are already ruling the worlds you’ll enter, but the worlds aren’t like any you have seen before. You won’t need to fight the Constellations.”
    

    
      I tilted my head. “Why not? Are they good Constellations?”
    

    
      “Well, to be exact, they have no means to fight you. Until now, you’ve only met Constellations with personalities. However, the seventy-first to seventy-ninth floors are ruled by Constellations without minds.”
    

    
      “So are they like tools or plants?”
    

    
      “Something like that. You can say they’re the laws of the world. The important part is that you can’t fight those Constellations unless you have reached the level where you can kill with only your mind, but you haven’t. The reason I called her among your peers is simple. The seventy-first floor is a world ruled by music. It’s called the Musical Heaven Realm.
    

    
      Patricia was the first to react to the word “music.” She said, “Oh, then I’m indeed the best choice. I don’t mean to brag, but I’m one of the best musicians in our Tower. The tickets to my recent show were sold out. Choosing me was very wise.” 
    

    
      She crossed her arms and looked at the Primordial Staff with confidence. As to why she looked very confident, I didn’t know. Since she had started playing jazz again, she became much freer.
    

    
      The Primordial Staff shrugged. “I don’t know why you’re bragging to me. Anyhow, yes. Death King, you’ll live as a musician in the Musical Heaven Realm.”
    

    
      “Must I be a musician?”
    

    
      “There’s no freedom of occupation in that realm. There, everyone is a musician. Please don’t think all the realms are as free and lively as yours.”
    

    
      What a harsh world.
    

    
      “Though I did learn to play the piano a little from Patricia, I’m still a beginner…” I grumbled.
    

    
      “That’s true for most Hunters. Outside their specialties, they’re all amateurs.” The Primordial Staff looked puzzled, not understanding what the problem was. “That’s why many Hunters fail these floors.”
    

    
      “That makes sense.”
    

    
      Patricia patted me on the shoulder. “Don’t worry, Kim Gong-Ja. I told you, no matter how stupid you look, I’ll give you a pass no matter what. Unless it’s a Cavefire play, you can’t impress me with just music. Relax.”
    

    
      “That sounds rude.”
    

    
      “People should be humble about their skills. For example, Gong-Ja, you should be arrested by the fashion police. Your leather fixation is so bad that it’s almost a fetish.”
    

    
      “I don’t want to hear that from someone who wears armor all year round! Besides, this is the style Anastasha chose for me! Don’t complain to me about it!” 
    

    
      The Primordial Staff nodded. “I see. Death King, you’re the type who will talk endlessly if left alone with a friend. I’ll have to send you in by force.” 
    

    
      The ground under my feet turned squishy and gave way. I looked down and saw my feet sink into the floor sloshing with yellow paint and squealed.  
    

    
      
        [The Primordial Staff is teleporting you away.]
      
    

    
      “Hurry up and leave.”
    

    
      Suddenly, I was buried in the floor all the way to my waist. Just before I sank completely, Patricia shouted, “Kim Gong-Ja! Even if your fashion sense sucks, that’s fine by me!”
    

    
      “Patricia…”
    

    
      “Because you also lack a face card, it perfectly matches your fashion sense.”
    

    
      I frowned. “Let’s talk after I clear the seventy-first floor.” 
    

    
      “Be safe.”
    

    
      I sank all the way down.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        [You have entered the seventy-first floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [You aren’t allowed here.]
      
    

    
      
        [A small penalty has been given.]
      
    

    
      I opened my eyes to see a town which resembled an elf kingdom from a fairy tale painted in watercolors, the sort of place one imagined when thinking of a fantasy paradise. However, it was deathly quiet. 
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has activated their power.]
      
    

    
      
        [Revealing basic information about the floor.]
      
    

    
      Even though this was my first time in this world, I had no problem finding information about it. One of the high-level Constellations—Hishimit Kritz—had already pledged their loyalty to me. Before I could take a deep breath, words appeared before me.
    

    
      —Musical Heaven Realm.
    

    
      —Floor: 71
    

    
      —Constellation: Heaven-Singing Conductor
    

    
      —Difficulty Level: B~A+
    

    
      —Information (Lv. 1): This is a world where everything functions based on music. If you want to buy something, you must play a tune for the seller. Fine music earns a high price, while poor music earns lowly. The sole food the residents here consume is music. When they wake up in the morning, listening to music refills their energy. If they go a week without music, they’ll starve to death. Think of this as a world where everything—currency, food, power— is music.
    

    
      
        It’s much easier now to process information.
      
    

    
      Since I accepted Hishimit Kritz as my subordinate, I didn’t have any trouble gathering data. Was this why the Constellations feared losing their power? Even I, a newbie among them, was becoming stronger very quickly. 
    

    
      
        Now, how should I proceed? Hmm?
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has activated their power of exposure.]
      
    

    
      Another message arrived, a slightly different one. 
    

    
      
        [You do not meet the prerequisites to get hidden information.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has fulfilled the prerequisites by force!]
      
    

    
      
        [Revealing the hidden information!]
      
    

    
      The letters that floated before my eyes soon fell apart before reassembling, writhing like black worms until they changed into new words.
    

    
      —Musical Heaven Realm
    

    
      —Floor: 71
    

    
      —Constellation: Heaven-Singing Conductor.
    

    
      —Explanation (Lv. 2): Not all Hunters live for hundreds of years. Many of them die. Have you ever wondered where the souls of those who die in the Tower go? This is the underworld of the Tower where the souls arrive after death.
    

    
      I blinked. 
    

    
      
        What? The underworld?
      
    

    
      A gasp of horror rose to my lips, but my tongue was frozen. Despite my shock, Hishimit Kritz kept embroidering words in the air. The snake wrapped around my wrist and wagged their tail. The flow of information did not stop.
    

    
      —There are nine floors of the underworld in the Tower, earning the name of Nine Heavens.  When the humans of the Tower die, they may choose to linger behind rather than just disappear. For those who roam the Nine Heavens, the heaven they roam is based on the Hunter’s last wish. This is the seventy-first floor, the first of the Nine Heavens, known as the Musical Heaven Realm. 
    

    
      “■■■■!”
    

    
      The letters started shaking. The snake flicked their tongue, looked up and stared into the void. Hishimit Kritz looked stressed. I wondered why they were suddenly trying to bite off the empty air, but the reason was soon revealed.
    

    
      
        [You do not meet the prerequisites to get hidden information.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has fulfilled the prerequisites by force!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has fulfilled the prerequisites by force!]
      
    

    
      I understood what was going on. An unseen force was blocking Hishimit Kritz’s power. I didn’t know if the system or the Constellation that ruled this floor was the cause, but that didn’t discourage me.
    

    
      “■■! ■■!” The snake bared their teeth and threatened the foreign power.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has fulfilled the prerequisites by force!]
      
    

    
      
        [You have won the right to see the hidden information.]
      
    

    
      
        [Revealing the hidden information!]
      
    

    
      At last, the letters’ turmoil ended. Hishimit Kritz scoffed, as if asking “How dare you try to stop me?” Then they wrote more letters, as if they were trying to prove that they were much more valuable than the Goddess of Protection.
    

    
      —Name: Musical Heaven Realm
    

    
      —Floor: 71
    

    
      —Constellation: Heaven-Singing Conductor.
    

    
      —Difficulty Level: B
    

    
      —Information (Level 3): Musical Heaven. Here, souls tired of life and words come. They no longer trust words shared between them, nor do they try to get near anyone. If they do, it’s only through music. 
    

    
      —All the lives here have a soul. The dandelions span across the sky, the narcissus have their heads bowed, and the minnows bathe their feet in the shade of the stream’s rocks. All that lives here is made out of reincarnated souls who have forgotten their past lives. At times—or maybe at all times—when they dream, old memories rise like thin mist, and the souls swim in those memories. In the sky, where the music echoes, tired souls will rest. Forever, if they so desire.
    

    
      I looked around. It was oddly quiet. Under the calm sky, birds didn’t form flocks, but flew alone, each in its own way. According to the information from the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye, they were also reincarnated souls. My head hurt.
    

    
      
        The Tower also made an afterlife for its people?
      
    

    
      I saw reincarnated souls everywhere. Flowers lay on both sides of the dirt path to the town. Bright white hydrangeas and snowball tree flowers bloomed in lines, quietly chanting mantras.
    

    
      
        The Tower master isn’t going to leave even one person ignored. Not a single person.
      
    

    
      There were many white flowers. White didn’t discriminate by seasons. Snowball tree flowers folded their petals in prayer, and acacia trees bowed behind them. White lilies reached to the sky. Cherry blossom trees scattered their petals in the air. Everything that wished to lose their color had erased its past lives.
    

    
      I calmed my beating heart and thought of something else.
    

    
      
        But I can’t hear any music. Isn’t it too quiet?
      
    

    
      I hadn’t heard a single sound since I came to the seventy-first floor. It was oddly quiet. Even when Hishimit Kritz screamed earlier, I only felt a soft vibration.
    

    
      The Guardian tilted his head.
    

    
      
        —Huh? Quiet? What are you talking about? I feel like my eardrums are going to burst.
      
    

    
      
        What?
      
    

    
      I stepped onto the dirt path. The world was quiet, but I knew where I had to go. On the other side of the path, a tree as tall as the sky stood in the center of a dim town. It resembled a world tree from the stories. Villages clung to its big trunk, looking like layers of lingzhi mushrooms growing on each other.
    

    
      After sharpening my vision with aura, I could see people walking up and down a big wooden staircase around the tree. Not only people, but also animals, like deer and giraffes walked with ease. Not all souls had been reborn as plants.
    

    
      
        —The birds’ chirping is one thing, but even the flowers are singing here.
      
    

    
      
        What?
      
    

    
      —Now that I pay closer attention, even the bugs are humming softly. I admit that they make a great choir. I feel relaxed if I listen to them, but this type of challenge is really… not my style. Wait, Kim Zombie, can you not hear anything at all?
    

    
      I opened my mouth and tried to sing a high note. I heard nothing. I used my aura to boost my hearing. I wrapped my ears in aura again, making sure to leave no gaps. I then tried to make a sound. Still, I heard nothing. My hearing wasn’t broken; it was as if the sense itself had been erased.
    

    
      
        Shit.
      
    

    
      When I had arrived at the seventy-first floor, a message had popped up, saying that a small penalty had been given to me. There was a good reason Hishimit Kritz’s shout sounded like ■ to me. I now understood it all. 
    

    
      
        I can’t hear anything!
      
    

    
      This world was made of music, and Patricia, the examiner, was a musician. I had to win her heart to make her my follower. Clearing this world without being able to hear anything was my penalty. 
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 342: Absolute Music (3)

    
      The Guardian clicked his tongue.
    

    
      
        —It’s an incredible stroke of genius. Think about it. If you didn’t manage your social connections properly and you were on bad terms with the Paladin, then you would have been utterly fucked on this floor. How are you supposed to clear a music world if you can’t hear?
      
    

    
      
        You can say that again… 
      
    

    
      I walked slowly toward the World Tree Town. The town was pretty. Even to me, someone who had seen many worlds and sights, the town built around the World Tree felt mythical, like it belonged in a fairy tale.
    

    
      “■? ■■ ■ ■■■■■?”
    

    
      On the way, I met a resident who waved and smiled at me. Though I had never met him, I felt no hostility. Maybe the concept of hostility didn’t exist in this paradise.
    

    
      
        Uh… Um…
      
    

    
      The problem was that I couldn’t understand a word he said. 
    

    
      I said, “H-hello?”
    

    
      The resident tilted his head. “■■■■ ■■■■■■. ■■ ■■■■ ■ ■■■■?” 
    

    
      What the heck was he saying? I strained my eyes to try to read his lips. It seemed like the resident was saying, “Your voice sounds weird. Are you okay?” His pronunciation was a bit odd, so I wasn’t exactly sure what he said.
    

    
      “I’m sorry. I can’t hear you well…”
    

    
      The resident stared at me for a bit before leaving without a word. Why?
    

    
      Only the Guardian was having the time of his life.
    

    
      
        —Hahahahahaha!
      
    

    
      I frowned. 
    

    
      
        What’s so funny? Are you discriminating against deaf people? Huh? You are a rotten-tempered guy who only knows how to swing a sword.
      
    

    
      
        —I guess you don’t know this because you can’t hear, but the resident who just greeted you was singing as he talked to you, like he was in a musical.
      
    

    
      So that was why his pronunciation was odd.
    

    
      
        —But you tried hard to speak plainly, stammering all the time, while he kept talking to you in a tenor tone. Gosh, I’ll have so much fun watching you this time. 
      
    

    
      
        It still doesn’t change the fact that you have an awful temper. I’ll ignore you from now on.
      
    

    
      The world was a wide musical stage. The dandelions sang, the white horses sang, and all the residents I met sang. Most important of all, at the center of this grand chorus was the World Tree. 
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection is amazed by the World Tree’s song.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Exclusive Music Box admits that this is quite a sight.]
      
    

    
      The Constellations told me that each leaf of the World Tree hummed. The green leaves sang baritone, while the white flowers sang soprano. Many leaves and flowers of the tree joined to add a small chord. More branches joined to form a big chord. Like a choir of many voices, the whole World Tree sang, sometimes softly, other times loudly.
    

    
      I had no means to enjoy the majestic fairy tale.
    

    
      
        I’m the only one who can’t hear it. If people talk to me, I can at least try to read their lips, but that’s it. What a shame.
      
    

    
      —Well, there is nothing you can do about it. What are you going to do now, Zombie? Your friend said that she’ll give you a pass no matter what you do.
    

    
      
        Yes, so I just have to do something.
      
    

    
      The snake squirmed around my wrist.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye says that the only kind of meaningful acts in the Musical Heaven Realm are related to music.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye says that anything musical you do will be justification for the examiner to give you a pass.]
      
    

    
      It all came down to music. 
    

    
      
        Hm.
      
    

    
      I looked around. The town of the Musical Heaven was sloped like the slum where I had lived. Clinging to the World Tree, the slope became higher along a wide staircase that also served as a plaza.
    

    
      “■■ ■■■■.”
    

    
      “■■■■. ■■ ■■■ ■■ ■ ■■■ ■ ■■?”
    

    
      “■■■ ■■■ ■■■ ■■■■■.”
    

    
      The people went up and down the staircase. Their chatter would have the rhythm of melodies. Instruments were installed everywhere on the staircase, seemingly for those who found the real-time musical odd or just didn’t like to chat. 
    

    
      
        If any act is okay…
      
    

    
      I climbed the big staircase and checked each instrument. Most were foreign to me as they originated from worlds and civilizations I was not familiar with, probably played by the reincarnated souls before they died.
    

    
      
        Would it be okay to play a short song?
      
    

    
      Luckily, I found a piano after searching briefly. The instruments had no owners. Anyone could sit down and play. A child was playing the piano. Some even younger kids stood near and clapped.
    

    
      “■■■■■?”
    

    
      The kid looked at me and asked, “Would you like to sit down?” Well, that was what I thought she said, at least.
    

    
      “■■■ ■■ ■ ■ ■■ ■■■■.”
    

    
      I felt like the child spoke Spanish or French. She may have used an entirely different language, but I had a feeling that it wasn’t from outside my world. The child had died in a Tower where a piano existed, so she was probably from my world, though her soul had forgotten her past life. This place drew those who wished to abandon everything—their views and possessions of their old lives—except the instruments.
    

    
      “Thank you for letting me use it,” I said.
    

    
      The kids buzzed when they heard me.
    

    
      “■?”
    

    
      “■■■■ ■■■.”
    

    
      “■■■ ■■■.”
    

    
      “■■■■? ■■■ ■■■ ■■■ ■■■ ■■■.”
    

    
      “■■■…”
    

    
      Here, my voice sounded really odd. How strange… Raviel said she liked my voice… 
    

    
      
        Oh yeah. It’s been too long since I saw Raviel. I’ll play a tune about longing.
      
    

    
      I sat down and decided not to bother tuning the piano since I couldn’t hear anything anyway.
    

    
      
        Well, this is literally the heaven of music, so the world will take care of the tuning. 
      
    

    
      The six kids sat on the stairs and looked at me with sparkling eyes. After my Cavefire play days, this was my first concert, and those kids were my first audience in a while. 
    

    
      I pressed the mi note.
    

    
      
        Mr. Sword Emperor, can you hear that mi?
      
    

    
      
        —Huh? Why are you asking me that?
      
    

    
      
        I was an idiot to expect anything from you…
      
    

    
      The Guardian didn’t seem to plan to be my ears on this floor. Maybe I had to clear this kind of floor on my own. Slowly, I started to play the piano.
    

    
      “■? ■■■ ■■■.”
    

    
      “■■.”
    

    
      “■■■.”
    

    
      The kids blinked. I was too busy playing the piano to read their lips, but I could tell what they thought from their moods. Their reactions were probably “He’s good,” “Not bad,” or something like that. They were good reactions, but not as good as I wanted them to be.
    

    
      I felt like a knight who went into battle with no armor.
    

    
      
        Hmm, it’s hard because I can’t control the sound with my aura. In the past, when I felt that my voice was weak, I would use my aura to boost it. When I wanted to sound more emotional, I would grab and shake the sound with aura, but now I can’t hear anything. Well, I brought this upon myself, I guess.
      
    

    
      What I had been playing so far wasn’t really music; it was just a form of sound art. The Guardian had said that if one slacked off in mastering basic swordsmanship and focused on aura mastery, it would all come back to bite them. My piano skills were exactly like that. I was like a mercenary who knew tricks but lacked actual skill.
    

    
      “■■■■!”
    

    
      “■■■, ■■■ ■■!”
    

    
      “■■■■ ■■■ ■■■■■.”
    

    
      When the short song ended, the kids clapped. Judging from their mood, it was like they had come to a diner not expecting much, but they had a pretty good lunch that lifted their mood.
    

    
      It’s a humble debut stage. 
    

    
      I flashed a sad smile. The kids had grown used to hearing the World Tree’s choir all day, so they probably had high standards. Getting a pretty good assessment from them was still a big win. 
    

    
      
        [You have done a valid act in this world.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your examiner has given you a pass!]
      
    

    
      Patricia didn’t seem to expect more either. She was probably watching me from the seventieth floor lobby because she gave me a pass right away.
    

    
      
        [You can clear the stage now.]
      
    

    
      The seventy-first floor was cleared with ease, though it had been known as a difficult trial for most top Hunters.
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection says that the path the hero has walked so far led to today’s win.]
      
    

    
      
        Hmm. I guess so. 
      
    

    
      From what I had heard so far, top Hunters rarely got along. A few were friends, but all top ten Hunters trusting each other was unprecedented. Our tower would be the first to set this example.
    

    
      
        So these quests are difficult for the majority of Hunters.
      
    

    
      Otherwise, there were normally a mix of bitter grudges, obsessive jealousy, envy, and contempt that got in the way of climbing the tower. It was like how the Black Witch and the Sword Star had been before I came in.
    

    
      
        —Yeah, I also can’t keep track of ranks below second place. Why waste my brainpower on that? Who cares if one ranks third or fourth? I’m the best.
      
    

    
      
        Yes, you’ll be the first and last of your kind… 
      
    

    
      
        [Do you want to clear the stage now?]
      
    

    
      “■ ■ ■ ■■! ■■■!”
    

    
      “■■ ■ ■■■■ ■■ ■■■ ■■!”
    

    
      “■■! ■■! ■■!”
    

    
      As I was about to nod and say yes, the kids clapped and chanted something. It was rather hard to understand what they were doing. 
    

    
      Wait. They were shouting encore. 
    

    
      I offered an awkward smile. 
    

    
      
        Well, one more song won’t hurt anyone. 
      
    

    
      There was no need to rush to the next floor. I cleared this floor, which was supposed to be inconquerable, in less than half a day, so I had lots of time. Instead of rushing, I chose to stay with the souls who had died in the same Tower as me. I didn’t know why they had died, but I wanted to stay with the kids who had thought in their last moments that if music had truly been taken away from them, then they no longer wanted to hear or say anything. 
    

    
      I kept on playing the piano. 
    

    
      “■■…”
    

    
      “■ ■. ■■■■ ■■■?”
    

    
      “■■■, ■■■ ■■ ■■ ■■.”
    

    
      I couldn’t hear what I was playing. Even though I tried hard to boost my hearing with aura, it seemed that the Tower’s system was interfering with my efforts. Perhaps the Constellation of this world was using their power in some way, so I had no way of knowing if my piano-playing skills were good or bad, let alone how the song sounded.
    

    
      “■■.”
    

    
      “■. ■■.”
    

    
      “■■■…”
    

    
      “■■■.”
    

    
      While playing the piano, I watched the children’s faces, my only clue to how I was doing. When they shut their eyes and tilted their heads from side to side, it meant I was playing without a hitch. They sometimes looked confused and blinked rapidly at me, so I probably played a slightly off-key note. At some point, instead of thinking of the notes in my head, I watched the children’s faces as I played. 
    

    
      The children laughed.
    

    
      “■■■!”
    

    
      “■■, ■■! ■■ ■■!”
    

    
      It meant I made a funny mistake, though I didn’t know what I did exactly. Maybe my off-key notes were funny. When I saw the kids laugh, I laughed too. To see if I was doing a good job, I continued staring into the kids’ eyes. 
    

    
      That was when I realized something.
    

    
      
        Yeah, I’ve always been like this.
      
    

    
      It was a simple realization. Immediately, I understood everything. The performance I was putting on and what I had done so far were somehow related even though that didn’t seem to be the case at first.
    

    
      
        I didn’t learn swordsmanship because I was charmed by it. When I swing my sword, people react and that makes me feel accepted. That’s why I took swordsmanship more seriously over time.
      
    

    
      Even now, I was playing the piano although I couldn’t hear anything for the same reason I practiced swordsmanship. I wasn’t charmed by the piano, nor did I have a perfect score in mind to play. Other people would have pursued that, but not me. 
    

    
      I judged whether I was doing well or not by the kids’ giggles, the small movement of their brows, and the way the corners of their mouths curled. I simply stretched this method to the extreme and steered aura through my entire body.
    

    
      It doesn’t matter if I can’t hear the notes. I’m used to this anyway. 
    

    
      Though I was unleashing my aura, I didn’t focus it on me like I had done on a Cavefire play. I did the opposite, enveloping the children with it. 
    

    
      “■?”
    

    
      “■■, ■■■■.”
    

    
      The kids felt ticklish. The aura didn’t hurt them. I let it seep into them so I could sense their physical states.
    

    
      
        Hmm.
      
    

    
      Where were they looking? At my fingers on the keys, or around the area to see if it was okay to chat with a nearby child? They trembled slightly at my song. The children’s heartbeats and their bloodflow reacted differently as my melody went on. Those reactions were minuscule, but the aura’s touch was more intricate. 
    

    
      The children’s faces weren’t my only guide. Everything had an expression. The question was whether I had the ability and the experience to read and understand those expressions.
    

    
      
        This is what I’ve always wanted to do.
      
    

    
      I could do it. 
    

    
      
        Let’s try it.
      
    

    
      I saw which notes made the children stare at my fingers and which ones made their hearts beat the hardest. The kids couldn’t hide their reactions. Not that they tried hiding them in the first place.
    

    
      “■…”
    

    
      “■■…”
    

    
      The children’s whispers faded away. At first, it was difficult to tell how well I was doing because each child reacted to a different note, but it was fine now. The children had one thing in common, something that was stronger than their differences. These kids had left their previous world and sought the same paradise. Therefore, even though I still couldn’t hear anything, I could press the keys that made the hearts of the kids beat the loudest. 
    

    
      In that moment, the children’s hearts beat as one.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 343: Absolute Music (4)
Time passed. I felt the kids’ heartbeats slowing as I moved my fingers across the keys more quickly.
Why is this fun? I can’t hear anything, so why am I fascinated by these kids’ reactions?
In this world, breath was limited. The musician and their audience shared an already limited amount of air. As my hands moved more quickly, the kids’ breath became slower. When my hands moved slowly, the kids finally let out the breaths they had been holding.
How far…?
I kept on pressing the piano keys. 
“■■…”
“■■■? ■■■?”
A couple passersby paused as they climbed the big staircase, so I spread more of my aura around. I felt not only the six kids’ heartbeats, but also the pulse of the young man who paused next to me and that of the woman with the dark bags under her eyes.
How far can I go?
My thoughts soon faded away as I inhaled the World Tree’s scent. Though I could not hear, my nose, sharper than usual due to my aura, caught the faintest and foulest smells. The greenery seeped into my nostrils and drenched them. 
The smell of animals… 
It wasn’t just humans who paused on the big staircase to hear my play. Animals were here too. Owls. Thrushes. Sparrows. All sorts of birds. Some of them had ears as long as goblins, lips as thick as hippos, or front legs atrophied like those of dinosaurs. Birds whose names I didn’t know craned their necks and looked down from the low branches of the World Tree as I continued playing.
The scent of life.
It wasn’t just the animals from the World Tree that blinked at me and watched me play piano. The flowers were doing it too. Azaleas, hydrangeas, lilies, mountain hydrangeas, lotus flowers, cherry blossoms, pear blossoms—their white petals stared like unblinking eyes. Like children who had carved their fingernails into petals, they curled their fingers to hold a handful of sky. The souls who had lost everything but their color were looking down at me.
The scent of aura.
This place was a paradise. Not even a petal that could hear had aura. Who had given them this gift? In the Musical Heaven Realm, the flowers knew how to hear sounds using aura, just like they knew how to drink rain without someone else telling them.
[Activating A Torn Goddess’s Salvation.]
I used the Skill without even realizing it. The Skill briefly boosted my aura at the cost of my memories. I never intended to use it lightly, but I couldn’t help doing that right now.
More.
Even after becoming a Constellation, my aura wasn’t enough to sense all the kids, passersby, and flowers under the World Tree. I just wanted to hear the hearts of everyone who was listening to my music.
More.
By giving up the memories of the last three seconds, I played on for three more minutes. Aura was a power with endless possibilities. The more parts of myself I gave up, the more my aura grew.
[A Torn Goddess’s Salvation is active.]
Even if I were a deaf musician, a colorblind painter, or an ignorant poet who didn’t know what a verse was, I would have still read the emotions on these people’s faces to perform songs I couldn’t hear, draw paintings I couldn’t see, and write poems I didn’t understand. That was how I would have lived. 
Alright.
Perhaps it was a pathetic life compared to those who were born being able to hear, who knew what harmony and music were, and who could just write tunes that were very familiar to them. However, this was the only way I knew how to live.
I was glad to be alive.
Yes, okay. Everyone… is beautiful.
That was what I had learned after giving up my life over four thousand times. Yes, I loved living. Even if I were a stone meant only to crack, or a white flower that had to let go of the white petals I had grown since spring when winter arrived, I would gladly enjoy the moment of my end.
[The Heaven-Singing Conductor opened their eyes.]
[The Heaven-Singing Conductor looks down at you.]
The wind blew. It wasn't a naturally created wind. The twigs shook a bit, and many leaves fell like feathers. The World Tree, the one covering the sky, was moving. As it nodded, a soft wind blew.
[The Heaven-Singing Conductor listens to your melody.]
The wind blowing through the tree’s boughs was their heartbeat, the sound of leaves rustling against each other was their breath, and the blooming flowers were the tree’s eyes.
[The Heaven-Singing Conductor sings along to your melody.]
A flower petal whiter than the piano keys fell near my hand from very high in the sky. The World Tree shook their branches, dropping flowers on the piano keys. With sky-blue speed and the green-earth gravity[1], the white flower petals fell and pressed on the keys. Each time a flower fell, it tapped on a key. My performance became a joint concert. 
When I leaned left and played the left side of the piano, the flowers fell to the right, sliding across the keys like rain and blooming on the white keys. When I pressed certain keys, I ended up crushing some white flowers. 
As I played the piano, my fingerprints remained on the petals. Crushed, the petals wilted a bit, moisture staining my fingers. 
A faint smell hung in the air. A very, very faint scent—the tree’s tears. When I looked around, I saw a heap of blooming flowers around me. Before they were pressed, the petals had no idea how to shed water. Even after they learned, they gave off no bad smell, only a sweet one. 
This was the power of this heavenly tree.
How beautiful.
Someone had to have planted this tree. What did they think about as they did that?
“■■■…”
“■■…”
The kids, passersby, and animals opened their mouths. Maybe they were chanting alongside the flowers. Sadly, I couldn’t hear the world’s chorus, but it didn’t matter. It really didn’t matter.
[The Heaven-Singing Conductor blesses you.]
[The hidden stage has been cleared.]
[The Heaven-Singing Conductor says you shouldn’t stay here long.]
[Teleporting you to the seventieth floor.]
[The Heaven-Singing Conductor sends you off.]
[May luck be with you.]
Drenched in a rain of falling flowers, I closed my eyes.
***
I woke up in the seventieth-floor lobby to see Patricia staring at me. She kept opening and closing her mouth, unsure of what to say. 
After a long pause, she said, “Um, Gong-Ja.”
“Yes?”
“I won’t accept it since using aura is cheating.”
“Why the heck did you pause for so long if that’s what you wanted to say?” I asked in disbelief. 
“I don’t know, but praising makes me feel shy. Do I need to bear that embarrassment just to praise you? That’s selfish and arrogant.”
“I didn’t say anything!”
Patricia sighed. “You didn’t need to try so hard. I told you. Even if you hadn’t done anything, I would have given you a pass. As a matter of fact, when you failed your first try, I gave you a pass immediately.”
“You really don’t care if you’re harsh…”
“Your performance… How should I put it?” Patricia pondered for a bit before nodding slowly. “I’ve always thought that it was good to have you by my side. But when I heard this performance, I thought it might be okay to die with you.”
“Uh…”
Wasn’t that more embarrassing to say out loud? Like, by an overwhelming amount? I couldn’t understand my friend’s odd feelings and had no idea what to say in response to that.
The Primordial Staff chimed in. “Yes, this was a good start. You did a great job even though music isn’t your specialty. Congrats on gaining your first follower since becoming a Constellation.”
[You have gained a follower!]
[The Paladin is now your follower.]
[You have no blessings to grant to your follower.]
[You have no authority to grant to your follower.]
These messages came one after another, but they still didn’t feel real. Blessings? Authorities? Only after reaching the seventy-ninth floor and securing my position as a Constellation could I have access to those features. Even then, I didn’t plan to act like a god around Patricia, nor did I want to be treated like one.
“Good luck, Gong-Ja. Stay strong.”
White light enveloped Patricia’s ankles. Her role as the examiner had ended, so she was being sent back to the first floor. Upon a closer look, I could see a bitter smile on her face.
“The pillar explained that I won’t remember any of this. Memory is an island inhabited by our lone selves. It feels uneasy to leave you on a lone island, but I trust you’ll swim through the sea and travel as you wish.”
“Patricia.”
“Yeah?”
“Seventeen plans won’t be enough to kill me,” I said.
Patricia looked like she was caught off guard. In under a second, she realized that she had lost control of her facial expressions, but it took her a quick moment to choose what to do. It was only a flash, yet her eyes showed her conflict. 
She then chose to leave her expression as it was. “I see. Are you disappointed?”
“No, I knew you were like that. I just know you a little better now.”
“I’m sorry, but I’ve seen people change. I’ve lived through it. The Sword Star, the Black Dragon Master, and many old Hunters who are now dead… I don’t believe a person will forever stay the same, so just in case—”
I smiled. “Yes, I know what you meant when you said it might be okay to die with me. I feel honored.”
Patricia let out a hollow laugh. “There is just no winning with you.”  
Splash!
The ground under Patricia’s feet turned squishy and gave way, swallowing her. The Primordial Staff sent her back to Babylon. In a room with spinning cubes, only the Pillar and I remained. 
“Okay, do you want to go to the next floor right away? Or do you need time to rest?” she asked. 
“Either is fine with me.” 
“Then let’s proceed.” She tapped the white floor with her thin staff. “You had a bit of an advantage in the Musical Heaven Realm. Music may not be your specialty, but it’s not like you knew nothing about it. I wonder how things will turn out this time.”
A flash of light burst forth where Patricia had stood. Past the bright column of light, a person’s shadow emerged.
The Pillar said, “The next place you must go is the world of money. And the top expert on money in your Tower seems to be this person.”
I also knew this person. The new examiner summoned to the seventieth floor blinked, confused. This Hunter had a deep connection to Patricia, who had just left.
“Hm? Huh. What’s happening? This is odd. Can you tell me where I am, Death King?”
This Hunter was none other than the MA Master, the Countess.

1. From what I can tell, since Gong-Ja can’t hear anything, he’s more focused on what he can see and feel, hence the author’s decision to use these colorful (hah, get it?) metaphors. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 344: Full Moon Voyage (1)

    
      After hearing why she was called here, the Countess nodded. “I see. So I just say you passed and that’s all? It’s simpler than adding a slice of cheese to a burger.”
    

    
      “Why did you use a burger as a comparison?”
    

    
      “Because I’m on a diet…” 
    

    
      The Countess looked sad, resembling a hamster who just learned that nibbling sunflower seeds was now illegal. I had never been on a diet, so I couldn’t really tell how difficult it was to not stray from it. Still, she seemed to be having a very hard time.
    

    
      “Why not burn the fat with your aura?” I asked. 
    

    
      “That’s what an aura psycho genius like you does, Death King. I would like you to remember that not all Hunters use their aura like you do. No one wants to accidentally burn their organs while burning their fat.”
    

    
      “It’s not that hard…”
    

    
      “Mock the peasants on your alone time. Anyhow, I have no reason not to give you a pass. You passed. Please send me to the first floor.” The Countess sneered. “That’s it, right?”
    

    
      The Primordial Staff shook her head. “I’m sorry, but things don’t work like that. As an examiner, you have to watch the Death King.”
    

    
      “If I must name the most shitty word I’ve heard, it’d be ‘duty.’ It’s somehow forced on the receiving end of exercised power. The biggest fraud isn’t a merchant like me, but speech itself.”
    

    
      “You have a point. I’ll rephrase. Watch the Death King’s quest. You have no other choice but to listen to me.”
    

    
      “Fuck.” 
    

    
      The Countess took out her fan and tapped the air twice. Strangely, a soft couch popped out with a thud.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye says that this is the God of Trade’s power.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye says that with enough cash, one can buy nearly everything from the God of Trade.]
      
    

    
      Similarly to how Patricia’s Skills came from Hishimit Kritz, did the Countess get her Skills from this mysterious God of Trade?
    

    
      “Alright, alright. Being forced by another is 
      
        so
      
       thrilling that I can’t help but be happy. I at least want to do my duty comfortably. Would that be a problem?” the Countess asked sarcastically. 
    

    
      “You have the freedom to do whatever you want.” 
    

    
      The Countess lay on the couch, resting her chin on her palm. When she opened her fan, a soft pillow, a cat doll, a cylinder of potato chips, wet wipes, and a cup of cola appeared next to the sofa. The potato chip cylinder was already open, and the cup even had a straw in it. She munched on her chips and looked at me. “What are you waiting for? Hurry and go finish your quest. I’ll just think of it as watching a film.”
    

    
      Incredible…
    

    
      “Can’t you use that Skill for your diet?”
    

    
      “Would you believe me if I said I could buy a hair loss cure at the same price?”
    

    
      I frowned. “
      
        Uh
      
      , I feel like there is something seriously wrong with the price.” 
    

    
      “That’s how my Skill works. Sometimes prices are bullcrap. I once bought an item called ‘World Peace’ because it only cost one hundred gold. And I got a message ‘The world has always been peaceful. Knowing this, you are a better person than you were yesterday!’”
    

    
      “Wow.”
    

    
      “If I weren’t a rational person, I’d have torn the Skill Card by now.”
    

    
      I could now tell that the God of Trade didn’t exactly have a great personality.
    

    
      The Countess said, “
      
        Oh
      
      , yeah. I have a question before you go.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “I’m the examiner for the seventy-second floor. That means someone else was the examiner for the seventy-first floor. Who was my predecessor?”
    

    
      “Patricia.”
    

    
      “Hmm… I see. ” The Countess picked up a chip from the cylinder famous for its mustache mister logo and took a bite. Her expression didn’t really change. “I’m also asking this out of sheer curiosity. What happens if the examiner doesn’t give you a pass?”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm
      
      .” I turned to the Primordial Staff. “What happens then, Lady Mage?”
    

    
      “It’s simple. You keep wandering that floor for eternity,” the Primordial Staff replied. “So many Hunters give up on climbing higher and just stay on the previous floor. To be honest, Death King, you’re the weird one to try the next floors with no fear.”
    

    
      The Countess wiped the crumbs from her fingers with a wet wipe. “
      
        Hm…
      
       What about the examiner? I get that the challenger will be stuck on the floor, but what about the examiner who has to watch them?”
    

    
      “It’s the same. The examiner will also be stuck here.”
    

    
      “Even if decades pass?”
    

    
      “That’s right. Still, time flows differently for the two of them. While it remains unaltered for the challenger, the examiner can speed up time as much as they want. If the challenger is a filmmaker, the examiner is a critic. A critic doesn’t need to spend as much time as it takes to make a film to enjoy it.”
    

    
      The Countess kept on munching on her chips. “So the examiner can enjoy their time spent here. I see. I understand the rules now. With rules, things work out somehow. You said the world he’s going to is related to money?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Then it’s set. Relax, Death King, and go already. If you get a part-time job and earn a month—no, a week’s pay, you’ll get your pass.”
    

    
      I had an impression that the Countess wasn’t lying.
    

    
      
        [The Primordial Staff is teleporting you to the seventy-second floor.]
      
    

    
      The white floor turned squishy under my feet and swallowed me. The Countess watched me until only my head peeked through the floor.
    

    
      A soft curve formed on the Countess’s lips. “You’re a good friend, Death King.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        [You have entered the seventy-second floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [You aren’t allowed here.]
      
    

    
      
        [A small penalty has been given to you.]
      
    

    
      I opened my eyes. The city where I arrived looked like one from those typical desktop wallpapers you’d see on office computers
      
        [1]
      
      . It looked like a typical Mediterranean seaside city with blue and white buildings. If I didn’t know any better, I would have assumed that someone had used the color picker feature in a drawing program and manually painted the buildings the same color as the clouds and their roof the same shade as the sky. It looked peaceful…
    

    
      “Orangeapples for sale! Fresh orangeapples!”
    

    
      “Taste this sweet potato wine from Bastia Island!” 
    

    
      “Have you ever tried the double-chinned pig barbecue? It’s super good.”
    

    
      Okay. A monster roast was on sale. It looked so wicked and ugly that I wondered how this creature was even allowed to exist. The moment I laid my eye on it, I could feel my sanity slowly chipping away. The urge to take it down, slit its abdomen, and rip out its organs surged within me. 
    

    
      Something was seriously wrong with this world. I had to escape from here.
    

    
      
        [You haven’t cleared the quest.]
      
    

    
      
        [You can’t leave this floor on your own.]
      
    

    
      
        Shit!
      
    

    
      “Snakey snake, come on. Tell me what the heck is going on,” I said. 
    

    
      “
      
        Kiee…
      
      ” 
    

    
      The snake waved their tail.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has activated their power.]
      
    

    
      
        [Revealing general information about this floor.]
      
    

    
      On the busy street of the port city, the vendors shouted their offers. Words moved before my eyes. I started reading the note before me, desperately hoping it would offer some valuable information about the odd food at the stalls.
    

    
      —Golden Heaven Realm
    

    
      —Floor: 72
    

    
      —Constellation: Goldcoin-Biting Cat
    

    
      —Difficulty Level: B+ ~ A+
    

    
      —Information (Lv. 1): This is a world where everything works based on bargaining. No prices are fixed. If you want to buy something, you have to bargain with the seller. The satisfaction you gain from bargaining keeps you alive.
    

    
      —The people in this realm feed on the satisfaction they gain from trades. Successful bargaining, the thrill of sucking others dry, and the sense of fulfillment from giving a life lesson to an idiot fill their bellies. At the same time, the frustration from getting tricked, lied to, or betrayed leaves you hungry. No price is fixed. The bad one is the one who gets deceived. Bargaining truly is everything in this world!
    

    
      What was this? Was I in hell? Wasn’t this supposed to be heaven?
    

    
      “Have a bite of this orangeapple. Orangeapples! Take a bite! It’s so juicy that your mouth will never go dry—”
    

    
      “Those of you who think wine should rightfully cling sweetly to the tip of your tongue, try sweet potato wine. It’s perfect for you! Mister, you over there, give it a try—no, please give it a try, sir—”
    

    
      “Double-chinned pig! Come get your double-chinned pig!”
    

    
      I realized that the vendors’ eyes were bloodshot. Their eyes were those of the soldiers who had fled the war and gone two days without food. They didn’t care one bit about anything else except survival. It was scary.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has activated their power of exposure.]
      
    

    
      
        [You do not meet the prerequisites to get hidden information.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has fulfilled the prerequisites by force!]
      
    

    
      
        [Revealing the hidden information!]
      
    

    
      However, fear came from ignorance. Right from the beginning of the stage, Hishimit Kritz revealed information that a normal Hunter would never have access to.
    

    
      —Golden Heaven Realm
    

    
      —Floor: 72
    

    
      —Constellation: Goldcoin-Biting Cat.
    

    
      —Difficulty Level: B+ ~ A
    

    
      —Information (Lv. 2): This is one of the Nine Heavens, a level of the Tower’s underworld. 
    

    
      —Information (Lv. 3): Some people think cash is all that matters in the universe. If they don’t make enough money, they believe they aren’t living their lives right. In fear of their lives being proved wrong, they may hope to buy a place in the afterlife. The Golden Heaven is the place for such people.
    

    
      —They don’t need to think about life. All is clear. They don’t need to be harsh people to deny morals or ethics. There is no reason to be criticized for refusing to understand others. According to their wish, money is all that matters in this world. 
    

    
      —Like all heavens, the Golden Heaven greets you. Don’t agonize. Live in the underworld as you did in your life. You have that right. You’ll trade to fill your belly. The one thing you need to care about is your hunger. You may grow tired of the repetitive work, but if there is no other world past this one, then there is no reason to grow tired.
    

    
      —May eternal labor comfort your soul.
    

    
      For a brief moment, I felt a chill down my spine.
    

    
      
        What is heaven to some is hell to others. It’s the exact opposite here.
      
    

    
      I wasn’t shocked that some people saw this place as heaven. The reason I got a chill had to do with the fact that a floor of the underworld had been made for those who saw this place as heaven.
    

    
      
        Tower master…
      
    

    
      She wouldn’t let one soul go unnoticed. I could feel her resolve, which resembled an obsession more than anything else. What other heavens had been built on the remaining seven floors? 
    

    
      I shook my head to clear my thoughts.
      
         
      
    

    
      
        Focus. I need the Countess’s approval. 
      
    

    
      The Countess would let me pass if I made money even if I only got a part-time job. Any job would do. I was looking for work when a seller who had just spread his goods spoke to me.
    

    
      
        “Hey, you over there…”
      
    

    
      The Aura Transmission reached my ears. It was very clear and intricate that it was impossible to think that the transmission was intended for someone else.
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      
        “By the looks of it, you’re a challenger, aren’t you? I’m right, aren’t I? Your eyes are so clear. You aren’t someone who forgot their past life.” 
      
    

    
      The man’s face was hidden under a hood. He drew a shaky breath and added, 
      
        “I’m a challenger like you. How about it? Would you heed the advice of one who was cast into this cursed world three hundred years before you for a few coins?”
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      I blinked. “You got here three hundred years ago?”
    

    
      The man nodded, his face still hidden under the hood. “That’s right, Junior…” 
    

    
      Before I knew it, he had become the senior and I had become the junior, but I didn’t care about that right now. What the hooded man had said was more important. 
    

    
      
        It doesn’t matter if I’m on the Musical Heaven Realm or the Golden Heaven Realm. All the residents forget their past lives. The fact that he guessed I’m a challenger means he’s most likely a Hunter.
      
    

    
      Besides, the Primordial Staff had also said that, without the examiner’s pass, the challenger would stay and wander on the floor for eternity. Maybe the hooded man before me had been struggling to finish the quest for three hundred years.
    

    
      “I-I’m a failure… ” the hooded man muttered. “I’m stuck here, unable to do much, just wasting my days. I can just think that I met the highest wall of my life, but Junior, I want to stop other challengers from ending up like me.”
    

    
      The hooded man’s voice grew louder. “How is it? Would you like to hear my advice? My life is so pathetic… Still, if the words of a failure can help you, then…”
    

    
      “No, no, please don’t say that. I’m just grateful for your offer.”
    

    
      “Haha, you’re a good young man. If you buy me an orangeapple, I’ll gladly be of help to your future, Junior.” 
    

    
      The hooded extended a hand, palm facing skyward.
    

    
      
        [The other party has asked for a trade.]
      
    

    
      
        [Would you buy the item the other party offers for one orangeapple?]
      
    

    
      It seemed easy. I went to the vendor and bought a fruit that was an exact half-and-half mix of an apple and an orange. The left side was an apple, and the right side was an orange. What the heck was this?
    

    
      “Welcome! You’re one handsome young man!” 
    

    
      Believing I was an easy target, the vendor asked me for three gold coins. It was a rip-off. However, I had quite a lot of gold in my pocket. Besides, it was worth the cost to hear advice from a senior who had been here three hundred years before me.
    

    
      
        [Bargaining has ended.]
      
    

    
      
        [The trade has been made.]
      
    

    
      
        [The other party is happy with the trade.]
      
    

    
      
        [You are happy with the trade.]
      
    

    
      
        [Both sides are happy with the trade!]
      
    

    
      That was easy.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye cautiously exposes the fact that the fruit vendor thinks you are the pushover of the century…]
      
    

    
      —I know that! I just didn’t want the hassle, so I ended the trade quickly!
    

    
      I quickly gave the orangeapple to the hooded man. “Here you are, Senior.” 
    

    
      The man took the fruit with shaking hands. “Oh, you’re such a kind young man…”
    

    
      
        [The trade has been made.]
      
    

    
      
        [Bargaining has ended.]
      
    

    
      The hooded man sprang to his feet. 
    

    
      “Woohoo!”
    

    
      As if he hadn’t been shaking at all, he took off his hood. The change was so drastic that I stumbled backward without even realizing it.
    

    
      “W-what?” I asked. 
    

    
      “What do you mean what? I’m a fisher of Laventa Port City! Your face screamed that you’re a pushover, so I tried baiting you. And ta-da! I hit a jackpot! Hahahaha! Thank you for this ripe, in-season fruit, young man!” The man dropped his hood and took a gluttonous bite of the orangeapple. “Ah! It’s so sweet! The taste of backstabbing the weak and pure is a real treat!”
    

    
      I just stood there, shocked. “Wait, you said you were a challenger. How could you be a resident and pull off something like that?”
    

    
      “I don’t know what you’re talking about. I just quoted the words of a fool I ripped off long ago, about three hundred years ago. At times, kids who believe this kind of nonsense show up in this place.”
    

    
      “The hell?”
    

    
      The man guffawed. “That’s the face I wanted to see!” 
    

    
      A somewhat exaggeratedly dramatic sound rang in my head. 
    

    
      
        [The other party is very happy with this trade.]
      
    

    
      
        [You are very unhappy with the trade.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have sustained a loss.]
      
    

    
      “Huh? What?” I muttered in disbelief. 
    

    
      Right after the end of the messages, a very sharp hunger struck me. It was unlike anything I had ever felt before. I felt as if I had been backstabbed. I had starved myself many times while training in the Demonic Heaven Arts, but this was the first time I had suddenly felt such sharp hunger.
    

    
      “W-wait, what?”
    

    
      The hooded man’s face glowed, unlike mine. “Mmmm, tasty… Thank you for the meal, Junior. Don’t be too sad. Because of me, you learned an important lesson, didn’t you? I’m too kind to give such a life lesson with just one orangeapple. How can I live in this harsh world since I am such a nice guy?”
    

    
      I scowled. “Hey.” 
    

    
      The hooded man’s expression had great power. Even I, one who rarely got angry, felt rage rise in me when I saw his face.
    

    
      
        [You have become unhappier with this trade.]
      
    

    
      
        [The other party has become happier with this trade!]
      
    

    
      
        [You have sustained another loss.]
      
    

    
      I soon realized that his expression was also a calculated ragebait.
    

    
      “Oh, good. Great! It’s like the juicy meat of a fine double-chinned pork steak melting in your mouth. You’re such a treat, young man. Such a treat…” the man exclaimed as if he were enjoying a good dish. “Now that I think about it, it’s sad that so many people in the city will come for you. You’re a treat that I want to enjoy alone.”
    

    
      I did my best to suppress my anger. I now felt it to my bones how everything in the Golden Heaven Realm worked on bargaining. If I went on with my rage, I would be the only one who would suffer.
    

    
      “But that’s not possible…” The man smiled and pulled his hood low before elegantly turning his back to me. “I’m too nice to keep the best goods to myself. Adieu.”
    

    
      The hooded man walked off with slow, heavy steps, resembling a gunman leaving the set of a Western film. A thought struck me. If a person managed to remain calm after this exchange, then the person was Buddha, not human.
    

    
      
        [You have become unhappier with this trade.]
      
    

    
      
        [The other party has become happier with this trade!]
      
    

    
      
        [You have sustained another loss.]
      
    

    
      Fuck.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye says that the hooded man sees you as the biggest fool in the universe…]
      
    

    
      
        —Shut up, Kritz.
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection glances at you with pity.]
      
    

    
      
        Where are your eyes supposed to be? You are a sword.
      
    

    
      
        [Your Exclusive Music Box says nothing, just looks at you with a kind gaze.]
      
    

    
      
        My fox god, not you too…
      
    

    
      —Hahahahahahahahaha! Oh, my god. I’m going to die! I’m going to die laughing! I’m the Sword Emperor who reached the ninety-ninth floor, but you’re going to be the death of me, Gong-Ja.
    

    
      
        You…. Forget it. Don’t talk. Pleeeease stop talking.
      
    

    
      It wasn’t just the Constellations who were watching me. The people at the market were whispering and staring at me. They looked ravenous, reminding me of a panda cub that hadn’t eaten in three days and finally saw a bamboo leaf fall in front of it. How did I know what a ravenous panda cub looked like? I should stop talking.
    

    
      “That young man is great to rip-off.”
    

    
      “I heard he’s a real treat.”
    

    
      “Young man! Young maaan, do you remember me? I sold you that orangeapple earlier. Young man, let’s trade again. We’ve already shown that we can be trusted as a seller and buyer.”
    

    
      “Why don’t you try sweet potato wine? Just one sip, no more, no less. I’ll make sure you’ll have enough to drink until you get sick of it! This is a brand new world!”
    

    
      “Double-chinned pig barbecue!”
    

    
      Vendors rushed forward with sparkly eyes. They were like waves on the shore; each crash was more powerful than the one before. The pebbles on the beach had no choice but sustain constant damage from the waves. It was a very shitty situation. 
    

    
      “Just one sip!”
    

    
      “A treat!”
    

    
      “Barbecue. Try it.”
    

    
      It was time to run away. What else could I do?
    

    
      “The treat is running away!”
    

    
      I sprinted with all my might using my Lightness Art, holding my stomach with my left hand as I ran. I was so hungry that I felt I was losing my mind. My stomach hurt so much.
    

    
      “Get him!”
    

    
      “It’s been ages since a treat like him walked in here!”
    

    
      “Don’t let him go!”
    

    
      At last, I had to run. My insides felt twisted, so my back was hunched as I escaped. If Teacher saw me now, she would cry, saying that she had never seen such a pathetic performance of her Lightness Art.
    

    
      I still made it to a dark alley. No matter how hungry I was, I could still run from angry pandas. 
    

    
      I staggered as if I was an actor in the first scene of a classic movie.“I’m hungry. Urgh, I’m so hungry, so, so hungry… How can a person become this hungry in a matter of seconds?” 
    

    
      I was just a poor kid wandering the alleys. The problem was that those kids usually had a trash bin to search, but here, there wasn’t even a single one. What would have happened if I hadn’t learned Starvation Death of the Demonic Heaven Arts? I would have likely gone mad by now. The hunger no ordinary Hunter could bear was hurting me. If I hadn’t been me, I would have fainted and writhed on the ground long ago. 
    

    
      
        —Gong-Ja. 
      
    

    
      “Yes?”
    

    
      —There’s something I really want to tell you.
    

    
      I tried to turn toward the Guardian, who was looking down at me with a very serious look. It seemed that he was about to say something very important.
    

    
      
        —Adieu.
      
    

    
      I was at a loss for words. 
    

    
      
        —Hahahahahahahaha!
      
    

    
      Alright. Fine. If that was how he was going to play…
    

    
      “Okay…” I slowly straightened my back, firmly planting my feet on the ground. Though sharp hunger made the scene before me flicker gray, my mind was oddly clear. “If the world treats me this way, I have no other choice.”
    

    
      —Huh? What? What is the walking treat saying?
    

    
      “You’re all dead meat.”
    

    
      My mind felt clear, likely because something snapped in my brain. When a fuse snapped and power went out, all fell still.
    

    
      Seeing my face, the Guardian’s expression changed.
    

    
      —Uh… Zombie? Hey, Mr. Kim Gong-Ja? Heeeey, can you hear me?
    

    
      “Yes, I hear you loud and clear, as if you’re speaking from a very expensive microphone. Mr. Sword Emperor, is there something you want to tell me?”
    

    
      The Guardian stumbled back. 
    

    
      
        —I just said adieu. I didn’t do anything wrong.
      
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection says she did nothing wrong!]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Exclusive Music Box reminds you that they have been innocent from the start.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye says that they were just stating facts!]
      
    

    
      I drew my holy sword and held it tight in my right hand.
    

    
      “What’s wrong? I’m not angry. I’m just thinking… Don’t you think it’s wrong to mess with someone else when they’re starving? It’s rude. It’s not polite at all… This city has no manners.” I smiled from ear to ear. “Let’s teach these people some manners.”
    

    
      I didn’t care what the heck this place was anymore. I was going to bring a reckoning to this port city.
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The plan was set in motion.
“Hello, brother. Do you have a moment to talk about our lord and savior?”
People wondered what the heck I was saying, but any nonsense sounded somewhat legitimate when one said it confidently. On top of that, I was the one who said it, making it all the more plausible.
The shopkeeper frowned. “Huh? What are you talking about, stranger?” 
I was inside quite a big antique shop in the port city. Even at noon, there were many guests around. A regular was playing chess with the old shopkeeper, who put down his chess piece and pushed up his monocle.
“I don’t believe in small fry gods. You look like a fine young man, but you’re just spouting nonsense. There’s nothing here for you, so leave.”
“I feel like you could know more about our lord and savior, sir. Have you heard of the god called the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye?” I asked with a smile. 
“Why do you sound like a meowing dog or a barking cat?”
I wondered what that meant, but I had other questions I wanted to find an answer to. I nudged the snake on my wrist. 
—Hey, tell me the secrets of the shopkeeper and his regular. Any secret will do if it’s deadly.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye cries plaintively, not knowing how they have sunk so low after once being regarded as one of the Twelve Zodiacs.]
I scoffed. 
—Your life is already sad. Shall I make it sadder?
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is activating their power…]
While the snake did their part, the old shopkeeper turned to look at the chessboard, but his regular stared at me and tilted his head. He said, “Hmmm. I feel like this young man is the treat that people talked about in the port earlier.”
“Treat? What treat?”
“You’ve been cooped up in the shop too long, haven’t you? It was quite a ruckus. A young man just arrived. Apparently, he’s the idiot of the century, but he’s also said to have a tasty soul. Everyone wants to rip him off.”
“That feeble-looking man? Are you sure?” the shopkeeper asked. 
“They say he’s the treat of the century.”
The old shopkeeper and the regular looked at me with greedy eyes. They looked like hyenas staring at a double-chinned pig as they gave me once-overs.
However, we would soon see who the actual hyena was.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is using their power of exposure, revealing a secret.]
—Name: Servados Zenyamilia
—Past World: Nameless Tower. 
—Afterlife World: Levanta Port City in the Golden Heaven Realm.
—Secret: An antique shopkeeper. His regular customer, now playing chess with him, has a boil on his butt, caused by the tea that Servados keeps serving. Anyone who drinks this tea will get a boil on their left buttock. Because of this, the regular always buys medicine to treat the boil. Conveniently enough, the one who sells the medicine is also Servados.
—Thoughts: Even if I lose at chess, I win in trade. I may lose in a fight, but I am winning the war! My own skills frighten me…
I beamed and turned to the regular, saying, “You have a boil on your left buttock due to the tea you drink. The shopkeeper keeps making you drink the tea and play chess with you just so you’ll continue buying the medicine he sells.”
The regular jumped up and grabbed the shopkeeper by the collar. “Servadoooooooooos! I knew something weird was going on! Why would an antique shop owner always have a butt ointment in stock? It was your scheme all along!”
“H-hold on! This is a misunderstanding! A misunderstanding, I’m telling you! Do you think I would do something like that to you? Are you saying you trust a random person more than your friend of over fifty years?”
“Of course! Everyone who owns an actual shop in Laventa is a fraud!”
“Even if everyone else lies, I am your one true friend!” the shopkeeper shouted desperately. 
A fight broke out in the shop. People who had been looking at the shelves stared in confusion, but this was only the beginning. I looked at the regular. 
—Snakey, next.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is using their power of exposure, revealing the secret…]
—Name: Shackspinner Williamtel 
—Past World: Ring Realm
—Afterlife World: Levanta Port City in the Golden Heaven Realm.
—Secret: A regular at the store. This person has known all along that the shopkeeper is giving him poisoned tea, but he made this into a deal of some sort. Whenever he drinks the tea, he makes his acquaintance steal from the shop. Even at this moment, the red-haired man on the left is secretly stealing antiques.
—Thoughts: I’m sorry, my friend. I’m simply holding back my tears so you will one day realize that there is always someone better than you...
I told the shopkeeper, “This guy knew you were doing this to him, so he decided to use it to his advantage. Turn around. You’ll see a red-haired man steal antiques. He’s been doing it every time you make this guy drink the tea.”
The shop owner jumped and grabbed the regular by the collar. “Shackspineeeeeeeer!! I knew something was weird because every time you visit, something vanishes, you thief!”
“You’re the one to talk! You poisoned my tea!”
A disaster was brewing in the shop, but I was far from over. I pointed at the red-haired man and told the regular, “He’s pretending to help you, but he’s noted down everything he took and is waiting for the best time to tattle on you.”
“Dardanteeeeeee!”
I pointed at each customer one by one. “You got food poisoning from the double-chinned pork steak you ate the other day because the pepper that person gave you was bad. He soaks the pepper in his spit, dries it, and gives it to other people as a gift. When they’re glad to get it for free, he laughs, ‘Haha, you fools! You’re all happy with my spit-drenched pepper!’ and makes a profit from the trades.”
“Mandeokcheooooooon!”
“The toilet paper in this shop’s restroom is coated with hemorrhoid-inducing agents. Each time you use the restroom, the shopkeeper earns subtle satisfaction.”
“Servadooooooooos!!!”
A particular shop in the port city sank into chaos, but I was far from done with my payback.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is using their power of exposure, revealing a secret.]
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is using their power of exposure, revealing a secret.]
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is using their power of exposure, revealing a secret.]
As I stepped onto the street, I went to each shop in turn, kindly announcing people’s secrets. Shouts soon rose, collars were ripped, and yells filled the port city.
“Kill that fraud!”
“You cheated me too!”
“Is this your first day trading?! The one who gets deceived is at fault!”
“So I’m the asshole? Then I'll beat you to death!”
“Save me! Someone save me!”
I hummed as the city’s districts burned down one by one. Well, I didn’t set an actual fire, only ignited flames of passion in people’s hearts. The people of the Golden Heaven Realm were frauds and thieves. Sweet secrets that could be exposed never seemed to run out.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is using their power of exposure, revealing the secret…]
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is using their power of exposure, revealing the secret…]
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is using their power of exposure, revealing the secret…]
It took a day before those who had chased me and called me a treat started asking for mercy.
“Please, I beg you…”
Those with exposed secrets soon began to bow before me. Hundreds lay flat on the ground around the square’s fountain, including the mayor of the port city, who had his forehead pressed to the ground.
His exposed secret was messing with the taxes, so the people had half-beaten him to death. His face had turned from rosy to blue. It seemed the mayor was a fashionista pioneer with a keen eye for colors[1], but he had no intention of changing jobs.
“We humbly and undeniably admit we were idiots compared to you,” the mayor cried, soaking the stone floor. “We’ll kiss the floor and admit our defeat and loss for the next one hundred years. You won’t starve and always feel full. So, can you please leave our city, Plague God…?”
I just looked at them and nodded solemnly, like a kind king who had just conquered a city. “I’ll accept your request.”
The port city residents bowed lower in gratitude.
“We’re in your eternal debt…”
[The trade has been made.]
[The trade has been made.]
[The trade has been made.]
[The trade has been made.]
Hundreds of messages popped up one after the other. I had mercifully said I’d leave the city, and this was their way of sending me off. It was a great deal.
[The other parties are very unhappy with this trade.]
[You are very happy with this trade.]
[You alone have gained a huge reward!]
Amidst the flow of endless messages, I raised my right hand, making hundreds of people twitch at once. “Don’t worry. I’ll keep my word and leave, but I just have one final request.” 
“W-what is it?”
“I know this isn’t the only city here. I want to go to the next one. Get a map and bring it to me.”
The mayor trembled. Because of the snake’s power, I could see what he was thinking. He realized that I would drop by every city in this world and burn them down to the ground like I had done with this one. Imagining this disaster enthralled him.
“Sure! Please wait a moment, O Plague God! I will bring it to you right away.”
He couldn’t be the only one to be ruined, could he? There was no reason for him to reject the offer to destroy the other cities. The mayor used all his servants and got all the maps he could find.
“I got the newest, most accurate maps in the city. I’m sure they’ll suffice for your needs, O Plague God!”
“Not bad,” I said, scanning through them. 
“May only honor be with you on your path! Long live the Plague God, the lord who will burn this world to dust, walk the land, and set ablaze this world even more!” the mayor cried out loud. 
The crowd agreed, also crying.
“All hail the Plague God!”
“Long live the Plague God!”
They looked at me with tears in their eyes as if greeting a hero. Knowing they wouldn’t be the only ones screwed over and ruined, they said goodbye to their savior and sighed with relief. 
“Ha.” 
I tucked the map under my arm and turned away. My long coat swayed in the wind, stirring up a cloud of dust. Like a lone gunman leaving the movie scene, I flicked my fingers, making a clear sound, as if touching the brim of a hat I wasn’t even wearing, but many still heard the sound. 
I said, “Adieu.”
[The other party has become unhappier with this trade!]
[The other party has become unhappier with this trade!]
[The other party has become unhappier with this trade!]
[The other party has become unhappier with this trade!]
[The other party has become unhappier with this trade!]
A strong sense of fullness filled my stomach. The sight around me was magnificent, and it felt as if the best steak in the world was melting in my mouth. The sky had turned red, perhaps from the imaginary steak juice dripping from my mouth.
The Guardian looked at the people with pity.
—Poor souls… Why did they have to mess with the wacko of the universe…
I left the city and walked slowly through the wild land as I checked the map. The world was wide, but the sea was even wider. In fact, most of the world was just water, but that was no problem. I had long since learned to walk on water; the sea wouldn’t dare stop me. 
This world would better wait. It was going to end at my hands.
Just then, the Constellation that ruled this Golden Heaven Realm reached out to me. 
[The Goldcoin-Biting Cat urgently asks to talk to you.]
[The Goldcoin-Biting Cat desperately asks what in the universe is wrong with you.] 
All I wanted was to burn down this rotten world.

1. Just Gong-Ja spouting nonsense, probably making fun of the mayor’s blue face. ☜
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        [The Goldcoin-Biting Cat has a proposal for you.]
      
    

    
      The Constellation told me what had been happening. It mostly had to do with the examiner—the Countess—watching from the lobby on the seventieth floor.
    

    
      
        [The Goldcoin-Biting Cat desperately asks that you and your examiner agree to a fair deal.]
      
    

    
      As it turned out, the Countess was bargaining with the Constellation! Just like the Paladin’s Skills were from the God of Serpents, the Countess had gotten hers from the God of Trade. This same God of Trade was said to be the Constellation—also known as the Goldcoin-Biting Cat—that ruled the seventy-second floor, the Golden Heaven Realm.
    

    
      
        Well.
      
    

    
      I didn’t have much of a problem accepting the fact. There were too many similarities between the Countess’s Skill and how the Golden Heaven Realm worked to brush it off as a mere coincidence.
    

    
      
        The Countess can use her Skill and bargain to summon almost anything. The price is up to the trader. When she bought the item named “World Peace,” she got a message that the world has always been peaceful.
      
    

    
      In short, the Skill pissed off the Countess. When she was upset, the God of Trade became satisfied. That sounded very familiar. The core of the Skill was pissing off others.
    

    
      “I feel like the Countess is very angry with you,” I said. 
    

    
      
        [The Goldcoin-Biting Cat begs you to do something about it!]
      
    

    
      For a very long time, the Countess had been using the God of Trade’s Skill. Each time she did, she was teased and provoked, just like when I first came to Levanta Port City and was humiliated in front of everyone. No, she had probably endured something similar to that for years. 
    

    
      I was willing to bet that the Countess didn’t think something along the lines of “Oh, I’m so grateful to whoever gave me this Skill.” Not even close. She probably thought “I did not know who you were all this time, but now I do. It’s perfect!” 
    

    
      She basically found out who her nemesis was!
    

    
      
        [The Goldcoin-Biting Cat cries out, saying that the examiner is trying to squeeze them dry!]
      
    

    
      The Countess didn’t plan to miss this chance. First, she looked for a way to contact the God of Trade. Thanks to her Skill, she could buy any item she wanted. After searching, she found an item called Phonecall with the God of Trade in the list.
    

    
      Bingo. With so many items on the list, she would have never found it without the search tool. The Item Search function was a paid feature that asked for a monthly fee, but it was impossible to use the Skill without it. I could sense how much the Countess had been ripped off for the past few years.
    

    
      The Constellation that ruled this Golden Heaven Realm then reached out to me. This was the conversation they’d had with the Countess.
    

    
      —Hello.
    

    
      —Hi, this is the Grinny Grin Cat Trading Company. We pour gold coins down your throat. How may we help you?
    

    
      —I’m a merchant named the Countess from the Lion Realm. I gained a Skill in my youth and rose to success. It seems like you created this Skill. 
    

    
      The moment she had been called as an examiner, the Countess had a rough idea of what was going on. When I got ripped off, she saw the truth of her Skill, which was based on the laws of the Golden Heaven Realm. That was how she realized that her Skill came from the ruler of this world.
    

    
      —Is that so? What is the name of the skill?
    

    
      —Cat’s General Store.
    

    
      The Countess’s assumption had been right.
    

    
      —Right. That’s the Skill we made and sold. Oh, dear customer… Wow, the points you’ve gained! You’re a very loyal customer, aren’t you? You’ve always been using the Grinny Grin Cat Trading Company. Did you call to thank us for our service?
    

    
      —Oh, of course. I am very grateful to you.
    

    
      —No problem! By the way, the phone call service charges you by the minute. The first minute is free, but each extra minute after that will be charged. Please keep that in mind. 
    

    
      The Countess paid no heed to that.
    

    
      —The Death King has gone to the world you rule.
    

    
      —What?
    

    
      —I’m the examiner who decides whether the Death King passes or fails. To put it short, I decide if the Death King will stay in your world forever.
    

    
      —I’m sorry, but can you please explain—
    

    
      —Oh, don’t worry. You’ll know soon enough. 
    

    
      The Countess hung up. 
    

    
      At the time, I had been walking through the damp, gloomy alleys, suffering from hunger. It didn’t take long for me to enter the antique shop. Meanwhile, the Countess was lying on the sofa, eating chips. Suddenly, a phone appeared and rang.
    

    
      —Countess speaking. 
    

    
      —Yes, ma’am. We have confirmed the information you have given us. Thank you for telling us in advance.
    

    
      —It’s nothing. I paid for it.
    

    
      It hadn’t been that long since they last talked, but the God of Trade sounded a lot more polite.
    

    
      —Ah, ma’am. We would like to refund you for the call you bought and also cover any extra fees. We apologize for not doing this sooner. Speaking of which, we believe you called to discuss Mr. Death King’s stage. Is that correct?
    

    
      The Countess smiled. 
    

    
      —I like that you catch up quickly.
    

    
      —What do you want in return?
    

    
      —I like that the process got sped up, but it’s not nearly as fast as it should be.
    

    
      —Excuse me?
    

    
      —Let’s chat later.
    

    
      The Countess hung up again. By then, I was cleaning the streets after bringing down the antique shop. Elegantly and magnificently, I moved around like the Pied Piper leading a small group of mice.
    

    
      The only difference from the actual Pied Piper was that these mice were fighting life-or-death duels among themselves instead of jumping into the river. This fire was spreading not only to adjacent streets but to the entire city.
    

    
      
        Riiiiing!
      
    

    
      —Countess speaking. 
    

    
      On the other line, the agent seemed to be in distress.
    

    
      —Ma’am, if we ever hurt you or if we unwittingly committed any disrespect, we sincerely apologize. We are trying to find the person in charge as fast as we can. The staff who has been serving you will be transferred at once. If you have other requests, we’ll address them right away.
    

    
      —Not bad. This was very quick, but still not fast enough for me.
    

    
      The salty potato chip crumbled in the Countess’s mouth as she savored her sweet revenge. 
    

    
      
        Click.
      
    

    
      The citywide trend of life-or-death duels reached its peak at the mayor's mansion. The guards at the mansion discovered that they had been stealing each other’s pay, so they were fighting among themselves. 
    

    
      Panicked, the mayor came out, asking what was going on. His wife hit him in the head and told him everything. For the sake of the mayor and his wife, I wasn’t going to reveal their secrets.
    

    
      
        Riiiiiiiiing!
      
    

    
      —Countess speaking.
    

    
      —We’re sorry. We’re very sorry. Please forgive us!
    

    
      —Now we’re talking. 
    

    
      —All of us at the trading company are headbutting the floor right now. I’m still headbutting the floor as we speak, ma’am! If you don’t believe me, I’ll video call you!
    

    
      Without anyone telling them to switch things up, the normal call became a video call. In the hologram unfolding before the Countess, there were dozens—no, hundreds—of cats headbutting the floor. Even the Countess was silent for half a second at the oddly cute scene.
    

    
      The God of Trade was a cat. Not just one cat, but hundreds! The place where the cats worked was called the Grinny Grin Cat Company, and they all were the Goldcoin-Biting Cat.
    

    
      However, the Countess wasn’t so forgiving. She couldn’t forget what those creatures had done just because of how cute they looked. After all, being ripped off by her Skill for so long had been as bitter as 99.9 percent cacao chocolate. 
    

    
      —This is quite a sight. Keep going.
    

    
      
        —Meow! Meow! Meow!
      
    

    
      —By now, you probably figured out that my friend is a lunatic. While there are many ways to describe a lunatic, just using one word is usually not enough to paint the full picture of someone’s personality. He’s worthy of at least three words; he should be called the wackiest lunatic around. Letting this man wander the Golden Heaven Realm depends on my mood.
    

    
      Everyone in the port city was prostrating in the square. The cats were bowing, too. It was a beautiful sight—everyone, gods and humans alike, was bowing.
    

    
      —I guarantee that you don’t want to know what would happen if that man were set free in your world for half a month, but I want to see it happen anyway.
    

    
      The cats whined. 
    

    
      —Meow! Meow! Ma’am, please have mercy!
    

    
      —First, record this conversation and show it to the Death King. People often hide their own shame yet spread the shame of others across the world. I wish to share this joy with my friend.
    

    
      That was why I was now watching a 2160p high-definition hologram of a conversation that had taken place without me.
    

    
      —My conditions are simple. Kneel and bow. If you’re already bowing, bow lower. Swear lifelong loyalty to me and endure lifelong servitude.
    

    
      —Meow… That’s… That’s… Still…
    

    
      —I do understand your position, but even if your teeth break, your gums will remain. That’s what resolve is about, so I’m willing to wait until your gums wear down.
    

    
      On the other side of the hologram, the Countess licked her fingers. Judging from her expression, she seemed to be enjoying the sweet and salty taste of potato chip crumbs.
    

    
      —Death King, I’m sorry, but I’ll have to go back on my word about acknowledging your win as soon as you arrive in that place. This choice was made not only for my own gain, but also for the sake of our Tower, so I hope you understand. I believe there is no need to explain the profits our Tower will make by subordinating the Grinny Grin Cat Trading Company.
    

    
      The Countess smiled even more so than an actual cat and looked right at me.
    

    
      Uhhhh. 
    

    
      —You may wish to wreak some kind of havoc and be refreshingly done with it, but I want something different. This time, I want to teach these guys a lesson. You’re my friend, so I trust that you’ll care about my personal grudge. To be honest, I don’t really care if you don’t care. It’s up to me whether you stay there forever. Cooperate if you want to avoid that.
    

    
      This cunning cat…
    

    
      —If you’re going to cooperate, do so with joy. Isn’t that your specialty? I saw the madness you spread in the port city. I’m sure this madness of yours can cross rivers and seas and reach the whole world. I hope you will keep doing what you’re doing until I reach a satisfactory deal.
    

    
      In the other hologram, the different colored cats were headbutting the floor, trembling. 
    

    
      —I told you that you’re a good friend. Let’s try to keep our friendship strong so that it will go down in history for hundreds of years.
    

    
      The Countess smiled while the cats howled.
    

    
      
        —Meooooooooow!
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      What next? My friend told me to keep doing what I had been doing, and it wasn’t like I could refuse her request since we were friends. If I were to describe my activities in great detail, I was now traveling the world and bringing down city mayors to their knees.
    

    
      “We admit our loss…”
    

    
      “Here is our tribute… Please show mercy on our city…”
    

    
      A hundred people came to me at once to make a deal. The terms weren’t anything new. I wouldn’t return to the city for six months. In return, the people were going to bow to me.
    

    
      
        [Bataran Port City has admitted their defeat.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have become a colossus who has brought down six cities.]
      
    

    
      
        [Bataran Port City citizens are very unhappy with the trade!]
      
    

    
      
        [You are very happy with the trade.]
      
    

    
      
        [Again, you alone have gained a huge reward.]
      
    

    
      Because I was exposing everyone’s secrets, the Golden Heaven Realm was falling apart. Unable to bear this torture, the people always surrendered and felt the sharp sting of hunger. In a way, an actual famine had hit the city ports.
    

    
      
        [The Goldcoin-Biting Cat begs you to stop and screams for mercy!]
      
    

    
      As the one-man plague continued wreaking havoc, the Gold-Biting Cat was being pushed into a corner more and more. Six port cities had already fallen, and no one could stop me. Seven hired mercenaries, all of them wearing tiger-skin cloaks, once came for the bounty on my head. 
    

    
      
        [A mid-sized trade group named Moderately Good Fighters asks for a trade.]
      
    

    
      
        [1. Both sides agree to exchange physical damage for the next thirty minutes.]
      
    

    
      
        [2. The total settlement will take place after thirty minutes.]
      
    

    
      
        [3. During the settlement, the amount of physical damage taken shall be defined as a sustained loss.]
      
    

    
      
        [4. The amount of physical damage inflicted to the other party shall be defined as a reward.]
      
    

    
      This was how the Golden Heaven Realm worked. To fight, both sides had to agree and sign a contract. The result? It was needless to talk about it. In the hologram, the God of Trade still cried while the Countess ate her chips. Could it be any more obvious who was the winner and who was the loser?
    

    
      —You’ve brought down the sixth city without a hitch. What a joyous day.
    

    
      
        —Meow… Meoooow…
      
    

    
      The Countess ignored the crying cats. 
    

    
      
        —
      
      How many cities are left? Six? Seven? Even if six hundred remain, it’s only a matter of time.
    

    
      With the recorded conversation now over, the Countess was now directly talking to me. Each time I swept a city, the Countess dealt with the God of Trade and took something from them. This real-time talk was one of the trophies. The person in charge of the economy in our Tower was very thrifty…
    

    
      —Admit your defeat. The more you struggle, the more your heaven will be ruined. The Death King is showing mercy at the moment and only making the people bow before leaving, but I don’t know how long this merciful attitude will last.
    

    
      The cats blazed with rage.
    

    
      —What have we done to you people?
    

    
      —We were just trying to earn a living! 
      
        Meow! 
      
      This is a high-level Constellation’s tyranny! We won’t accept this! 
      
        Meow!
      
       We’re going to file a formal complaint!
    

    
      —You want to know what you’ve done? First, you gave me a penalty of making cat ears grow on my head if I use my skill past the daily cap.
    

    
      —What’s wrong with that? Cat ears are cute! Very cute!
    

    
      —Also, using the 
      
        Cat’s General Stor
      
      e more than a set number of times gave me a cat tail.
    

    
      —From a biological and evolutionary point of view, a cat's tail has the perfect curve! It’s a god’s gift! You should be grateful that such a gift was given to you, human!
    

    
      —You fucked me over with an item named World Peace.
    

    
      —Come on. Don’t you think it’s already weird for an adult to take such an item seriously and buy it in the first place? We made that item so that people would mature, at least a little. It doesn’t mean much. 
      
        Meow.
      
       It’s just a life experience and a lesson.
    

    
      The other cats waved their paws.
    

    
      —True!
    

    
      —That’s right!
    

    
      —You’re no customer! This isn’t funny! We’re the teachers!
    

    
      —Thank us! Thank us for our existence! Bow deep with all your heart! Be grateful for the Skill and the penalties we gave you! Bow down! 
    

    
      —Even cats have pride!
    

    
      
        —Meow! Meow! Meow!
      
    

    
      The Countess nodded firmly. 
    

    
      —I think you know why I’m set on crushing the crap out of these worthless cats, Gong-Ja.
    

    
      My friend seemed to have a 
      
        lot
      
       of pent-up grudge. I could only hum in response.
    

    
      It was night. After taking down the seventh city, I opened the map again. Thanks to the Countess’s plan, it would be easy to take down dozens—even hundreds—of cities. It would take time, but it wouldn’t be hard. Still… 
    

    
      “That’s odd,” I murmured.
    

    
      Beyond the hologram, the Countess tilted her head. 
    

    
      —What is it?
    

    
      “The Goldcoin-Biting Cat… I can’t find them. It may seem like I’m moving at random, but I’m only going after the big cities. The sixth and the seventh cities were the most prosperous.”
    

    
      Only port cities existed in the Golden Heaven Realm. Most of the world was water, probably for easy trade. Groups of small islands dotted the oceans, and the towns and cities rested on the shore. There was no inland. While there were mountains, no villages could be found there. People always lived by the sea.
    

    
      “I thought I’d see the God of Trade if I went to the biggest city.”
    

    
      —See the God of Trade? What do you mean?
    

    
      “I mean it literally. The previous floor is ruled by a World Tree big enough to make up one city. If this is heaven, then the residents should be able to see their god from anywhere. That’s the point of these floors, I think.”
    

    
      
        —Hmm….
      
    

    
      The Countess frowned. The look between her eyes made it clear that she would have never thought of that.
    

    
      
        —
      
      Interesting idea.
    

    
      “Yes. I thought the biggest city would be the God of Trade’s base, but no matter how much I scour the city, I can’t find them. It’s really weird.”
    

    
      
        —
      
      Maybe the last floor was special. All gods are different. This God of Trade probably built their base far off from civilization, where no one can find them, so they can laugh as they watch humans ruin themselves.
    

    
      “You think so?”
    

    
      —Yes, I’m sure of it. 
    

    
      I glanced at the hologram. The cats flinched.
    

    
      —W-what are you looking at?
    

    
      —Do you think we’re scared? We’re not afraid of you!
    

    
      —It’s true! You’ll regret not agreeing to the negotiation when we politely headbutted the floor! You should have just agreed to the good terms and ended it then.
    

    
      —It’s too late! There’s no going back! 
    

    
      —No going back! No going back! No going back!
    

    
      I wasn’t sure how to feel about their slogan. Regardless, even though they looked like cats, they were a Constellation, strong enough to rule a floor. Just in case they failed to maintain their poker face, I observed them, but as expected, they didn’t make such a rookie mistake.
    

    
      I looked around. 
    

    
      The waves hit the shore. When I first came to this floor. I had arrived at a port.  Back then, I had faced the streets, not the sea. 
    

    
      All the cities were ports. Could this be a clue?
    

    
      “The Goldcoin-Biting Cat… The Goldcoin-Biting Cat… The gold coin…”
    

    
      Lost in thought, I paced the beach until the full moon rose in the night sky. A thought flashed through my mind. 
    

    
      I hid my feelings and stayed calm as I said, “Nisha.”
    

    
      —
      
        Hmm?
      
       This is the first time you’ve called me by my real name. Well, you and Patricia have been using your real names for a while. You know, you’re the only one who calls both me and Patricia by our real names. Usually, my friends hate Patricia, and Patricia’s friends also despise me. You’re a very rare case.
    

    
      “It’s an honor to hear that. Anyway, Nisha. You’re watching me as if I’m in a film. Do you have the ability to rewind?”
    

    
      —
      
        Hmm?
      
       Yeah, I think so.
    

    
      The Countess turned her head and talked to someone out of frame, probably the Primordial Staff. Soon, the Countess turned back to me.
    

    
      —I can do that. 
    

    
      “Then can you look at the night sky from the past four nights? There’s something I want to check.”
    

    
      —That seems more productive than eating chips. Sure.
    

    
      The Countess fanned herself slowly as she rewinded through a few days’ worth of clips, something I couldn’t see.
    

    
      “Any progress?”
    

    
      —All the clips are up right now. 
    

    
      “Please check the moon.”
    

    
      The cats flinched and turned to me at once, but it was too late. Now that I no longer needed to hide my face, I went on without delay.
    

    
      “Has the shape of the moon changed? Is it always a full moon by any chance?”
    

    
      The Countess nodded. 
    

    
      —You’re right. There isn’t even a slight change. It’s always a clear full moon.
    

    
      I knew it.
    

    
      —
      
        Meow!
      
       On second thought, continuing our negotiations doesn’t sound so bad.
    

    
      —If we think hard, there is always a slight room for discussion even in an unconditional surrender, right? Uncondition is still a condition. 
    

    
      —Customers! From now on, we’ll take this negotiation of surrender seriously!
    

    
      The cats were panicking. Confused, the Countess tilted her head, but I paid no heed and sharpened my vision. With eyes that surpassed human limits, I looked at the full moon.
    

    
      
        There’s nothing there.
      
    

    
      Sadly, I found nothing on its surface. It actually wasn’t a real moon. Unlike the Earth’s moon, the surface was clean. It wasn’t even round, just a flat disk shaped like a moon at first glance. 
    

    
      
        That’s not a hideout. The cats aren’t there. Then…
      
    

    
      I quickly scanned the area. My first deduction was that each heaven had a Constellation that ruled it. The residents in that heaven could see and feel that Constellation at any time and from any location. The residents here lived by the sea, so the Constellation had to also live somewhere nearby. 
    

    
      If the sea itself were the Constellation, all the questions would be answered, but the Constellation of the seventy-third floor was made out of cats, who had no connection to the sea. Maybe they lived in the deep sea in a secret base or in a submarine. That was possible, but then the souls in this heaven wouldn’t be able to see or feel the Constellation any time they wanted.
    

    
      
        It’s a god they can see by looking out from the shore.
      
    

    
      Waves crashed into the shore.
    

    
      
        It’s not the deep sea or some faraway ocean. It has to be something that people can see from their homes.
      
    

    
      In the middle of the night sea, a bright full moon of the night sky was reflected on the surface of the water like a gold coin.
    

    
      I smiled. “Found you.”
    

    
      Without pause, I stepped toward the reflection. Ripples formed, growing stronger with every step I took. 
    

    
      
        Splash! Splash!
      
    

    
      I ran to where the full moon was reflected on the water. The cats were freaking out. 
    

    
      
        —Meooooooow?
      
    

    
      —No! No! Wait! A deal! Let’s make a deal!
    

    
      —Customer! Lady Countess! VIPs! We’ll give you a fifty-percent discount on all items forever! Isn’t that enough? Please accept our surrender!
    

    
      —Sixty percent! Seventy percent! Eighty percent!
    

    
      —We’ll cut it by ninety percent! Please stop your friend—
    

    
      I dived toward the water’s surface, where the 
      
        gold coin
      
       glinted. To my surprise, it wasn’t the cold seawater I splashed into. I felt the water’s touch on the reflection’s surface for a brief moment. Soon after, gravity—different from the weight of water that normally makes it hard to move around in the sea—brought me toward solid ground.
    

    
      “H-h-he’s hereeeeee!”
    

    
      I landed on the ground. There was no underwater sea palace. The moon on the water’s surface was a portal or a gate of some sort that led straight to the God of Trade’s home. The gold coin was the full moon, and the Goldcoin-Biting Cat was the cats living on the full moon.
    

    
      “Emergency! Emergency!”
    

    
      “What should we do?”
    

    
      “D-don’t panic! You only die once!”
    

    
      “We’re sooooo done!”
    

    
      The cats huddled together in the white space, shaking hard. Seeing multicolored furballs hugging each other while trembling was somewhat touching. 
    

    
      I smiled. Regardless of everything, I was here as the wacko representing my Tower, and wackos had an aesthetic they had to follow. 
    

    
      “
      
        Mmmm.
      
       Hello, brothers and sisters. Do you have a moment to talk about our lord and savior and the path they carved for you?”
      
        [1]
      
    

    

    
      1. The raw is parodying a pseudo-cult's preaching. Literally, it means “Do you know tao?” but tao has a variety of meanings in these pseudo-cult's preaching. Some modification has been made for a smoother flow. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 349: Full Moon Voyage (6)
When I asked the cats if they had a moment to talk about our lord and savior and the path carved for them, the God of Trade bowed despite the trembling. They truly knew the path. 
“We surrendeeeeeeer!”
“But if we fall, many will lose their homes! We do not fight only for our own lives, but for the gods and divine beings in all worlds. Please show mercy!”
“Take pity on us!”
The twenty-four cats all bowed in surrender. Seeing them like this was somewhat moving, but my heart had recently been tainted a bit too much to be affected by emotions alone.
“Are they telling the truth, Snakey?” I asked.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has activated their power of exposure, summarizing their thoughts in one line.]
When the snake let out a sharp cry, words rose before my eyes.
—Who cares about our followers and people, we’re about to die!
I knew it. “You never fail to play dirty…”
“Meoooow! Why is that snake obeying a mere human? Because of them, we can’t cheat or bargain! This is outrageous! This shouldn’t be allowed!”
The cats were outraged. Since they were a Constellation that mainly dealt with fraud, Hishimit Kritz seemed to be their main foe. Meanwhile, Hishimit Kritz seemed to have gotten mad for being called a snake by the cats. They raised their head and gave out a shrill, making the felines jump in surprise.
“Meow!”
“S-scary!”
“Terrifying!”
“See that scary green color of their scales? That color shouldn’t be allowed in this universe! The snake’s existence is an insult to the universe. It’s an evil blasphemy.”
Hishimit Kritz let out another cry.
“Meoooow! Help me! Help me!”
“The green alien creature is trying to eat us! Help! Help!”
It was a shitstorm. Well, technically, it was a cat storm, but that didn’t roll off the tongue that nicely. Meowstorm? Wait, why did that sound so cute?
The Countess was still watching everything live through the hologram.
—My friend seems to have gotten lost in weird thoughts again, so let’s continue with the negotiation. I want your unconditional surrender, but I don’t plan to take more than what you have. This place is a kind of heaven, and you’re the managers. It’s only right for you to preserve that role.
“Meow? T-then… are you asking for a moderate amount of cash compensation or regular tributes?”
Without holding back anything, the Countess showed the side of her that had made her the richest person in the Tower. 
—No, I only want one thing. Your utter shame.
“M-ma’am…?”
—I have no plan to break the Golden Heaven Realm’s economy, nor do I plan to ruin the other worlds either. As the managers of heaven, you can’t favor only our Tower. I’ll say it again. I just want to screw you over.
“Yiiiiiikes!”
The cats shook at the Countess’s words. Since they were the ones who had made her like that, I felt no pity for them. Justice always prevailed, and it was their karma to pay. Therefore, they were supposed to endure the Countess’ nyan-nyan punch.[1] Ah, justice, karma, and nyan-nyan punch—I was a big fan of all of these things.
—Come when I call you. If I ask you to put on a show, do it right in front of me. When I tell you to open a chip bag, obey me. You must always tell the truth and never lie to me. That’s not all. If I tell you to meow, you’ll meow. When the time comes and I get tired of your meowing, I’ll tell you to bark, and you’ll have no choice but to bark.
The cats trembled in anger.
“What an outrageous demand!”
“As cats, barking is the worst insult!”
“True! Dogs are inferior beasts who can’t even stretch as much as cats! There are laws and principles in this universe, so we can’t bark like dogs.”
These cats were a Constellation of fraud. What filled their bellies was the satisfaction that they gained from deceiving others. On top of that, they discriminated against dogs. I was now concerned that calling them cats could be considered an offence to the cats of our world. 
The Countess listened quietly to the cats’ protests, but a single remark was all it took to end the protest. 
—Do you not want that? If so, I’ll just let the Death King reveal all your secrets.
The cats bowed deeply to the hologram.
“From now on, we’ll be your puppies forever.”
“If I may be honest, we’ve been admiring the habits of dogs, so we wished we could woof instead of meow.”
“Woof, woof! It sounds warmer and is more catchy!”
“Ma’am, you gracefully granted us the principles and doctrines of woof! We finally feel like we’ve left the barbaric way and are pursuing righteousness. Wooooof!”
I see…
Well, I wasn’t sure what I was seeing, but I couldn’t think of anything else better to describe what I was witnessing.
[The Goldcoin-Biting Cat has surrendered.]
Many small squabbles followed between the Countess and the God of Trade. I didn’t pay much attention to them. They were just polishing the terms in the surrender treaty to remove any room for misunderstanding. The Countess would take care of it. What mattered to me was what came next. After over three hours of talk, the perfect surrender treaty was signed, and the Countess looked at me with a beaming smile.
—Great work, Death King.
I shook my head, returning the smile. “It’s nothing.” 
In contrast to the Countess’ wide smirk, the cats were lying on the floor in fatigue. 
“She’s a devil. We’ve been dealing with a devil…”
“We may need to rethink our service protocols for our customers…”
How much did she rip them off for them to end up like that? I was glad that the Countess was on my side. If she were my foe, then the Paladin would be too. Both the Tower’s economy and social security would be at risk. If this were a game, it was as good as over. The two of them had detailed assassination plans and the money to carry them out, too. How terrifying.
—Thanks to you, I’ve accomplished a lifelong dream. Some say friends are useless, but I gained a lot from this.
“I had fun too.”
The Countess shut her fan and smiled. 
—I believe it’s time to say goodbye to this fun. Come back, Death King.
[The examiner has given you a pass!]
[You have earned the examiner’s recognition.]
[You may leave the stage at any time.]
I had no reason to stay here any longer. 
I’ll leave the stage. 
Yellow light enveloped me.
[The Goldcoin-Eating Cat has surrendered to you.]
[The hidden stage has been cleared!]
[Sending you back to the seventieth floor.]
“Welcome,” the Countess greeted me slowly, waving her fan. She was still sprawled on her comfy couch. “I wanted to tell you this in person. Gong-Ja, congrats on clearing the stage.”
The seventy-second floor was now clear.
***
Though the floor had been cleared, the Countess didn’t return immediately. Perhaps it was because she knew that leaving would erase her memories under the Tower’s law since all memories related to the Pillars had to be erased. The Countess surely took her time.
“I’ve been working around the clock for the MA and had no time for a break,” the Countess said. “To be honest, staying here is a free break. Time flows differently here than in Babylon, so it’s the best place for a vacation.”
“Even if you rest here, your memories will be erased, so it’ll mean nothing.”
“I’ll have to have more fun before they’re erased.” 
The Countess sounded genuine. Well, I wasn’t in a rush. This was a good chance to chat with the Countess and learn more about her. As we chatted, I discovered something surprising.
“What? You knew Patricia made assassination plans?” 
“Of course,” the Countess said as if it were only natural. “Patricia and I hide nothing from each other. We don’t talk about needless things, but we never blur the line between what is and isn’t necessary. We even pledged to make sure that will never happen. The most important aspect is the will to keep that pledge. I trust Patricia’s will.”
There was no doubt in the Countess’s look. Honestly, I was a little taken aback.
“Uh… I’m not sure if I should say this, but Patricia likely has a plan to kill you, Nisha. I’m sure it’s just a plan, but she surely made at least one.”
“Of course. To take over the Tower from the Five Guilds, she would have to strike the MA first, so she has to eliminate me first.”
I was at a loss for words. “W… wow…” 
The Countess chuckled as if she found my reaction funny. “It’s already been years since I found out. I told Patricia that if she’s ready to be a dictator, she should take my life before killing anyone else. How is she going to carry out a purge without that kind of resolve? She’ll have to pay the price. If I’m being honest, Patricia would have exploded long ago without the limits I set. Because she’s an overthinker, she may seem indecisive, but once she makes up her mind, she stops at nothing.”
There was a reason for my silence. Neither the Paladin nor the Countess knew about it because they had not seen it happen. 
The Countess was the first to die.
The secret was buried in the loop of time, and I was the only one who remembered the tragedy from the twelfth floor.
When we reached the twelfth floor, the Paladin agreed to the Demon King of Autumn Rain’s deal and worked with her. Then the Five Guild leaders were hunted by the Demon King one by one…
When the Demon King had swung her sword, a red laser beam burned everyone in her path. The first thing the sword cut was the Aegim Empire’s royal hall, where the Countess was.
As promised, the Paladin had killed the Countess first. 
“Hm? Your expression is odd. Is something wrong?”
“It’s nothing,” I answered. 
It was fine. It didn’t happen in this timeline. The Demon King of Autumn Rain was now Estelle, the Paladin was Patricia and the Countess was Nisha. Both Hunters called me Gong-Ja. Everything had changed.  
Still, things I once took as mere coincidences now made sense in ways I would have never guessed before. I understood them now. 
It was… a very strange feeling. I realized again that a coincidence was just a temporary name for an inevitability I didn’t yet understand. The things I did and wished to do perhaps had to do with turning countless coincidences into inevitabilities little by little. That had to be it. I felt it was no different from turning the people close to me into a part of me.
“Yes, sorry to interrupt your chat,” the Primordial Staff chimed in, watching us with her long staff in hand. “Death King, it’s time to climb to the seventy-third floor.”
Yes, another heaven was waiting for me.

1. It's a common expression in Korean of Kitty punches. It comes from this game. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 350: The White End (1)

    
      I did grandiosely say that it was time to climb to another heaven, but nothing was special about the seventy-third and seventy-fourth floors. The moment I stepped on them, I got my pass.
    

    
      “Come on now. It hasn’t been long since I got crushed by you. What makes you think I’m qualified to judge if you pass or fail? Just hurry and go up.” 
    

    
      Rao Fan, the Viper of the OJP Sect, was the appointed examiner for the seventy-third floor. As soon as the Primordial Staff summoned him and explained his role, he frowned and waved his hand dismissively.
    

    
      “Losers have duties of their own. We fought a life-or-death duel, but I still got to keep my head. It’s only right to praise the winner and make them happy. It is what it is. You don’t even need my pass.”
    

    
      That was how I cleared the seventy-third floor, the Martial Heaven Realm, in about two seconds. While everything in the Golden Heaven worked on trade, people of this world solved everything through duels.
    

    
      It was a Valhalla of some sort—a place for souls who wished to swing their swords even after death. Perhaps those who were martial artists to their bones, like the Sword Emperor, would come to this place after dying in the Tower.
    

    
      
        [Your examiner has given you a pass.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have earned your examiner’s recognition.]
      
    

    
      I was very grateful for this speedrun. 
    

    
      “Do you not care that you’ll lose the memory of coming here?” I asked. 
    

    
      “Huh? People forget a ton of things as they live. It doesn’t matter. I don’t mind.” 
    

    
      The Viper left with no lingering feelings. His response was very different from the Countess, who had dawdled for as long as she could because she valued her memories a lot. 
    

    
      Anyhow, I felt like I could go back to the seventy-third floor later if I was eager to fight stronger opponents. I had fought enough duels so far, so I had nothing to miss about that floor in particular. For now, at least. 
    

    
      As for the seventy-fourth floor...
    

    
      “Ahaha! Heaven? What an interesting idea!”
    

    
      The remark alone made it obvious who my examiner was. It was Bambolina, the Inquisitor. After hearing the Primordial Staff’s explanation, he smiled from ear to ear. 
    

    
      “But whether or not you clear the floor rests on my pass. There’s no need to waste time. Go on to the next floor, Master!”
    

    
      The Inquisitor had changed a lot after meeting me, but he still valued efficiency. The hidden secrets of the floors were of no interest to him. He was the type to smile widely and say “That sounds nice! What do we get from it?” The Inquisitor only cared about practicality. 
    

    
      His eyes sparkled like stars. “It hasn’t been that long since we last saw each other, but you’ve made even more Constellations obey you! Amazing! Perhaps we should change your title from Death King to Constellation-Hunting Master. Having the Goddess of Protection participate in the auction was also a great idea. What do you think of giving one of Hwia’s floors to Hamustra, Master? We’ll then be able to rely on Constellations such as the Goddess of Protection, the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye, the Ruin-Harvesting Cow, the Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig, and the Indoor Librarian. They’ll be great allies!”
    

    
      “Uh… No, that’ll be quite a problem,” I said, still of the opinion that Uburka’s Constellation title sounded horrible. “I want Hamustra to live a human life even if just for a few decades. If he returns as the Indoor Librarian, that would be a great help to us but detrimental to his growth. Unless Hamustra himself wants to return, I’d say it’s better for him to remain a barista.”
    

    
      “Ummmm… Okay. If that is your wish, there is nothing that can be done.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor simply smacked his lips, deciding not to insist anymore. He obeyed my will no matter what I told him. This was an extreme example, but if I asked him to become a Constellation, he would say, “Okay, Master! Please wait thirty years!”
    

    
      The seventy-fourth floor, where the Inquisitor was told to be the examiner, was the Legal Heaven Realm. Unlike the Martial Heaven Realm, where everything was settled by duels, this world was complicated, according to the information that Hishimit Kritz exposed.
    

    
      —Legal Heaven Realm
    

    
      —Floor: 74
    

    
      —Constellation: Unconstitutional Judge.
    

    
      —Difficulty Level: C~A+
    

    
      —Information (Lv. 1): In this world, everything works based on laws. Everyone can make laws that are as important as the laws of physics. However, they can only do so once in their life. If someone can make a law that prohibits fights between people for eternity, then fighting would really be banned! However, if another person says that they negate the law, then that law would cease to be valid at once.
    

    
      —Once the law is invalid, there is no going back. Since you can only legislate once, you must think very carefully about the way you use your power. You can’t make any law you want. There are a few bans on the legislation. Here are three cases of impossible laws:
    

    
      —(1) No tyrants! Rules that deny others’ legislative power are not allowed. E.g: “In this world, only I can make laws.”
    

    
      —(2) Don’t try to be a smart Aladdin! Legislating a law that gives you the power to create an infinite number of laws is banned.
    

    
      —(3) Don’t be greedy! While it is okay to void rules set by others, you cannot negate more than one rule at once. E.g: All rules set so far will be voided.
    

    
      —Aside from these exceptions, you can wish for whatever you like. This applies only if others accept your rules. There will always be people who waste their life’s worth of power just because they don’t like you. Be careful and wait for your moment! 
    

    
      Just hearing about it made me think that this was a tricky heaven.
    

    
      
        I have no idea what to do here to get a pass.
      
    

    
      How many odd laws were waiting for me here? There had to be a rule banning the use of aura. There were more people who couldn’t use aura than the ones who could. If so, I would lose my best asset from the start. That wouldn’t be all. There was a high chance that a rule banning the use of Skills was set. This could go unnoticeable because of the many monstrously strong Hunters around me, but it often took a lifetime's worth of luck to have one Skill at least. Most people didn’t have any. 
    

    
      Would the residents here tolerate Skills? Impossible. Even if they did, there would likely be a rule like “You can’t use skills to harm others.”
    

    
      
        It’s best not to stay in such a risky place for long!
      
    

    
      A wise man was bound to stay away from risk. Given my name, I was supposed to be the wisest man in the world. Yes, that was exactly why I gladly accepted the Inquisitor’s pass.
    

    
      
        [Your examiner has given you a pass.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have earned your examiner’s recognition.]
      
    

    
      Before disappearing, the Inquisitor shouted, “Good luck! Hahaha!” His laugh lingered in the air where his body had been, echoing around me for a while. 
    

    
      Yet another speedrun was completed. By now, my plan on how to clear these floors was set. When I was intrigued by the realm, I stayed longer than necessary. If not, I gladly skipped to the next floor. Unless the seventy-fifth floor was very unique and rare, I planned to skip that too. 
    

    
      By now, I believe everyone guessed that something unique and rare had happened on the floor.
    

    
      “W-where am I? Why was I summoned here all of a sudden? Yiiiiikes. W-who are you? Even if you kidnap me, I no longer run the Alchemist Office! I’m only in charge of drug development, not sales or shipping. I’m happy just running my shop on the twentieth floor! Why aren’t others considerate of even my small wish?”
    

    
      The Hunter summoned to be the seventy-fifth floor’s examiner covered her head as if she had been through this kind of experience many times before. Some would call this an overreaction, but it was perfectly understandable.
    

    
      The Countess and I, as well as many guild leaders, knew how talented this Hunter was. Though she didn’t hold a sword or fought in the front lines, she had contributed as much as anyone to clearing the Tower’s floors. In fact, she was still working hard. Most of all, she had made a huge contribution to clearing the Heavenly Demon Chronicle.
    

    
      The Chemist spotted me a moment later and stared at me. “Uh? M-Mr. Gong-Ja? Where am I?”
    

    
      I gave her a big smile. “Welcome. This is the gate to the afterlife.”
    

    
      The Chemist’s face paled. Why? I wasn’t exactly lying.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      My joke caused an immense backlash. The Chemist had never seemed to think that I would lie, so she almost fainted when she heard that she was at the gate to the afterlife. Once she realized what was going on, I felt the wrath of an icy ocean wash over me. Why did I compare her anger to an icy ocean instead of fire? Well, that was how the Chemist’s anger had always been like.
    

    
      “From now on, I’m going to stop distributing you special medicine,” she said coldly.
    

    
      “I’m sorry!”
    

    
      Through her glasses, the Chemist coldly looked down at me. “I’m going to remove the strawberry flavor from all the medicine I give you. How about mugwort flavor? Do you want that? Or frog’s eye flavor? Mosquito wing flavor? What do you say about the flavor of snot on the fourth day of the flu?”
    

    
      “C-can you make a flavor that tastes like the chocolate from the most famous fantasy book in the outside world?!”
    

    
      “Phew…” 
    

    
      The Chemist shook her head. I felt like she was treating me like a mischievous kid from next door. Still, I did want to try out the snot-flavored potion, so she wasn’t exactly wrong. Everything was an experience. Ex-pe-ri-ence. It sounded like a magic spell!
    

    
      “Anyhow, I understand what I have to do. It’s amazing that there are many heavens in the Tower… but I guess the Tower always has been amazing,” the Chemist said in a low voice. “Mr. Gong-Ja, will we be sent here when we die? Without the memories of our old lives? Will we be sent to one of the Nine Heavens depending on our wishes?”
    

    
      None of the examiners had asked this before, but probably all of them had thought about it. For a moment, I didn’t know how to answer. The Chemist’s voice held bitterness deeper than fear of death, one that originated from the possibility of saying goodbye to everyone in this world and forgetting everything. After all, that was exactly what death was.
    

    
      The Chemist thought for a bit, then shook her head. “Ugh. There’s no need to think of such things right now. Okay, I understand what I have to do. Mr. Gong-Ja, relax and start the stage. If things get dangerous, I’ll give you a pass right away so you can come back.”
    

    
      “Hmm. Okay, I’ll get going.”
    

    
      “I won’t tell you to be careful. As long as you’re breathing, I can treat you, so just make sure to keep your head intact.”
    

    
      A small smile spread on my lips. She knew me very well. After all, the Chemist and I had known each other for a long time. The first person I had tried to befriend after I regressed was the Chemist. Without me, she would have struggled for a long time before succeeding. If it hadn’t been for her sensory boost potion, I wouldn’t have been able to learn how to use my aura. We were friends who’d had major roles in each other’s success.
    

    
      “Alright. I’ll do my best.” 
    

    
      I waved to the Chemist and went to the next stage. The floor under me turned squishy and swallowed me.
    

    
      
        [You have entered the seventy-fifth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [You aren’t allowed here.]
      
    

    
      I opened my eyes. As soon as I did, I saw something odd. It was impossible not to notice it.
    

    
      “Huh?”
    

    
      The whole world was black and white. There were no other colors before me. That wasn’t all. I had seen a lot of weird things in my life, but this one…
    

    
      The main problem was that the world was flat.
    

    
      “Huh? What?”
    

    
      It was too flat. I blinked. For some reason, I couldn’t see things in a three-dimensional way. As I kept blinking, my mind adjusted to the new space, and the world came into view like a side-scroll RPG screen. My view was narrow and stayed in a third-person view.
    

    
      “W-what is this?” I asked as I instinctively moved my feet. 
    

    
      Something squirmed in the center of the screen. As it moved, the screen moved with it. My sight was cut to a flat, wide frame. However, as the thing moved, so did my view, showing me new sights. Nonetheless, everything still looked like something a child had drawn on a sheet of paper. 
    

    
      Mountains were shown as △△△, and the clouds were ○○○. The creature in the middle of the screen was, uuuuh, I had no idea what it was. Its head looked like (‘-‘). Below that was ㅡ, a horizontal line. Tridents were drawn at each end of the line, looking somewhat like this: ∋ㅡ∈. The creature was standing on a horizontal line that spread both ways, resembling a person standing firmly on an horizontal scroll world. 
    

    
      To my surprise, when I walked, the legs of the creature moved. The tridents also moved when I swung my arms. Impossible. Could it be…? 
    

    
      I opened my mouth in shock.
    

    
      (‘д’)
    

    
      The creature’s face immediately changed. In life, we sometimes ran into surprises. The truth I faced now was awful, but there was no other conclusion I could draw.
    

    
      “I-Is this me?”
    

    
      The stick figure on the flat screen tried its hardest to be expressive.
    

    
      Σ(⁰▿⁰)!?
    

    
      Why did it look needlessly cute?
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 351: The White End (2)
I had been turned into a two-dimensional stick figure. Even if I panicked, nothing changed. The world was as flat as could be, and I was a stick figure, as one could be.
Idiot: Oh, how interesting.
Fortunately or unfortunately, I wasn’t the only one turned into a stick figure. The Guardian was in a similar predicament. While I was a figure with solid lines, his outline was made of dotted lines. That was the only difference between us, really. 
Idiot: へ(￣∇￣へ)
And that was the face he was making. The emoticon was very much like him. The mere sight of it pissed me off. A speech balloon floated above his head.
Idiot: Right now, the world looks like a picture drawn on a piece of paper to me. Zombie, does it look like that to you as well?"
“Ah, yes…” I nodded, cautious. “It looks the same to me, but why are you speaking using a speech balloon? You can just talk, can’t you?”
Idiot: Huh? To me, it looks like you’re the one speaking in a speech balloon.
The Guardian appeared confused. It didn’t seem like he was lying.
“Are you serious?”
Idiot: Yeah, every time you speak, speech balloons float above your head. I can’t hear your voice.”
“Ah, I see. Maybe you can only hear your own voice in this world.”
I understood what was going on now. No sound existed on this floor. Instead of hearing people speak, their words came as text, as if we were in a comic book. One could hear their own voice but not others’ voices. I wasn’t really sure how this was possible, but that was how this world was.
Myfoxgod: Peep.
Snakey: Kieeee.
The Constellations’ cries were also replaced by speech balloons. Next to the speech balloons were their names. Judging by the fact that Your Exclusive Music Box was Myfoxgod and that Snakey had replaced the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye, it was safe to say these were just nicknames that I was comfortable with.
Wait a minute. If the Guardian’s name is shown as idiot, then that means…
I looked back at the Guardian, who tilted his head.
Idiot: What are you looking at?”
I feigned innocence. “Nothing. I just think speech balloons suit you well.” 
Some truths didn’t need to be voiced. I was just asking for trouble if I did.
Idiot: Is that so? Well, yeah, I do look cool in whatever I do.
I left the Guardian behind me to look around. “Anyhow, what do you think we should do here?” 
I wasn’t looking in all directions. Unlike my original world, I could only move left or right. If I were to draw the scene before me…
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On the left was the mountain. The fluffy thing in the sky was a cloud. The line that stretched below the mountains and clouds on both sides was the ground. It was quite a simple world.
Idiot: Whether we go left or right, we just have to get a move on, right?
Said the fool who knew nothing but martial arts.
Idiot: This is the underworld, isn’t it? Then there must be souls somewhere in this place. Though I have no idea what kind of life one has to live to think of this place as heaven.
“Okay. Let’s move on.” 
I started walking forward—no, to the right. I didn’t hear my steps. As I walked, a word appeared as if it were a sound effect in a cartoon.
[Tap.]
“Wow, even the footsteps sound like this…”
I tried stomping to test this theory.
[THUMP!]
Capital letters in a grand and flashy font appeared. 
[Tap... tap...]
On the other hand, when I walked stealthily, the letters were small. The font was modest, too.
“This is amazing.”
This heavenly floor existed in a two-dimensional world. After walking for a while, I ended up meeting a local.
Resident A: Oh, I’ve never seen you in our town before. Are you a traveler?
The resident was shown as a stick figure, just like me. They held something in their hand and were hitting the ground with it. The object in their hand… Was it a sword? A trident? No, judging by the way they dug the ground, it was likely a rake. This person was plowing a field.
“Ah, yes. Hello.” I bowed. “Can you tell me what my face looks like?”
Resident A: What? Your face?
“Yes, you said you’ve never seen me before. I was wondering how you can tell me apart from everyone else.”
Resident A: Huh? Of course I can tell you apart from the others. You’re asking a very weird question. ( ￣□￣)
The farmer made it sound like I was the weird one, but I was overwhelmed by a strange feeling. No matter how hard I looked at the farmer’s face, I couldn’t see how it was different from my own. Gosh, could locals really distinguish everything when they were just stick figures?
Resident A: Anyhow, before you enter our town, you have to pass a few trials.”
“Trials?”
Resident A: They aren’t hard. Just answer my questions. Are you visiting our town to harm someone?
I shook my head. “No, I am not.”
Resident A: Good.
The farmer responded as if my answer had cleared all their doubts and there was no need to insist on this matter.
Resident A: There’s more I want to know. Do you plan to cause any trouble in our town? Are you going to stir up fights with the other residents?
“Eh? No, I have zero intention of doing so unless they hit me first…”
Resident A: Alright. If any unwanted incidents occur, will you cooperate with the investigation and trial per our town’s customs and laws?”
“Of course.”
Resident A: You are a good traveler! 
The farmer smiled, looking satisfied for some reason. They patted my shoulder twice.
Resident A: Even if you’re an outsider, a person like you can be trusted. Please enter. Our town welcomes you!”
“Um…” 
I was a bit surprised. I was glad to be welcomed, but I didn’t understand this person’s thought process. How could they trust me? We had only exchanged a few questions and answers, but that was it. Such simple questions and answers weren’t enough to determine who I was. They couldn’t even tell if I was being truthful. So then why?
Snakey: Kieeeee.
As if sensing my confusion, Snakey let out a sound. It was clear that he knew what my question was and had the answer at the ready.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has activated their power.]
[Revealing the hidden information about this floor.]
[Truth Heaven Realm:
Floor: 75
Constellation: Faceless Conductor
Difficulty Level: B~A
Information (Lv. 1): A flat world made of pictures and text.
Information (Lv. 2): This is one of the underworlds built within the Tower.
Information (Lv. 3): Truth Heaven is the underworld where souls tired of lies and fraud rest. Those who are tired of seeking truth in others’ words, those who are sick of distinguishing truth from lies when meeting new people, and those who now hate the complicated human world settle here after death.
In the Truth Heaven Realm, you must always speak the truth!]
Ah, so that’s what this is.  
My question was quickly answered, but the information kept updating. I kept reading the facts that Hishimit Kritz was showing me.
[Once you enter this place, you don’t need to worry about what others are hiding. You don’t need to doubt their sincerity. Just ask and you’ll get a truthful answer. The other person can’t hide their true intent with subtle looks or clever words. Here, each phrase and word is shown exactly as it is.
Even how you look and how others look are hard to tell apart here, so you can relax. You don’t need to act or wear a mask. In this world, there is no place for empty flattery. This heaven was made for those tired of being human yet still desire to be with others.
May you find peace.]
Resident A: If you ever find yourself in trouble, come find me anytime!
The farmer took their rake and left. Before long, they walked off the screen and were gone from sight.
“I see.” I now understand the farmer’s odd reactions. After sharing the information I just got with the Guardian, I added, “Just exchanging questions and answers is enough in this world. In the end, all I say is true. As long as I say I mean no harm, there’s no reason for me to be feared even though I’m a stranger.”
The martial arts idiot crossed his arms and nodded.
Idiot: I see. A world where you cannot lie… Most Hunters are cunning, so many of them would find being unable to lie torturous. Of course, for someone like me, whose heart is as clear and transparent as a river, it’s easy to settle in this place.
“What?”
Idiot: What?
As we chatted, we found ourselves walking into town.
Idiot: Zombie, repeat after me.
“What weird stuff are you trying to make me do again?”
Idiot: Sir Sword Emperor is so cool and great that I’m secretly respecting him. Repeat.
Did he go crazy?
Idiot: Ah, come oooon! Now! Do it right now!
The Guardian kept pestering me. I sighed.
“Si…”
The moment I opened my mouth, a huge shock ran through my whole body.
[Forbidden!]
[You cannot break the rules of this realm.]
[You cannot lie!]
I was immediately rendered silent. Since I hadn’t tried to lie willingly, I tried again, but no sound came out of my mouth. The sentence the Guardian begged me to say would not come out no matter what I did.
The Guardian watched me with a cold, dead look.
Idiot: Hey, Kim Zombie, you… Unbelievable. I called myself cool and great and made you say that you secretly respect me, but you couldn’t even say “sir?”
Shit. 
Idiot: You bastard! You can’t even say “sir” when you speak to me? Calling me “sir” is a lie?! Is that it?
“Ah, of course it is. How the heck can I call you sir? Did your conscience jump out of your heart, cross the East Sea, swim the Pacific, and reach Hawaii?”
Idiot: Oh my god! Are you even human? I taught and gave you my all. How much are you looking down on me in your heart?
“No… Wait. Hold on. You just called me Kim Zombie! You sincerely think of me as a real zombie? How could you do that to me!?
Idiot: Don’t change the subject!
“Get lost!”
As we passed through town, the residents were watching our fight for free. They looked at us with various looks on their faces.
 (・ﾛ・ )? 　
( ⓛ ω ⓛ )
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I didn’t care about the others, but the last resident somewhat annoyed me. There was even a speech balloon above their head. 
Resident D: Heh. 
What was this? Were they trying to pick a fight with me?
We were about to leave the town. One of the residents, standing far away, had a big speech balloon above their head as they approached in a rush.
Resident F: Hey, you!
“Yes?”
Resident F: Don’t go there! (´∀｀;;;;;;)
The citizen stopped me, sweating a lot[1]. They raised their hand and pointed to the right side of the screen.
Resident F: A madman lives there!

1. Using ;; (doesn’t matter the amount, there can be multiple ; like in the example above) at the end of a sentence or after an emoji symbolizes beads of sweat in texting. ☜
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      I tilted my head. “A madman?”
    

    
      Resident F: Y-yes, that’s right. If you keep going that way, you’ll reach a very dangerous man. Don’t go near him! Of course, with you mumbling to yourself in the middle of the busy street and talking to thin air, you look nothing short of a madman yourself.
    

    
      This little stick figure…
    

    
      Resident F: Still, the man living there is a lot crazier than you and very dangerous. He’ll slay anyone who comes near him!
    

    
      “Oh.”
    

    
      Resident F: We call him the Mad Swordsman. After he settled there, no one has gone past that point, and we’ve heard nothing from beyond ever since…
    

    
      Got it. This world spread in only two directions, left and right. If a crazy person appeared and blocked the path, traffic was cut off from that day on.
    

    
      “Is there no way to bypass him?” I asked. 
    

    
      Resident F: No. It’s been years, perhaps over a century since the madman came. During those years, the madman destroyed all the bypasses. Even if we try to make a new one, he destroys it as soon as he sees it, so there’s nothing we can do.
    

    
      He sounded like a real lunatic. The residents could go around his domain by digging tunnels or building sky bridges, but the Mad Swordsman obliterated those paths, too.
    

    
      “Is this Mad Swordsman really that strong?”
    

    
      Resident F: Didn’t I tell you? Even after so many years, we haven’t been able to beat him. Many who fought him died. Now, no one dares to challenge him anymore. Because of him, the trade between the eastern and the western regions has fully stopped! ╯︿╰
    

    
      The resident looked gloomy. The other residents who had been listening to our chat, about seven or eight of them, all wore the same expression.
    

    
      ╯︿╰ 
    

    
      ╯︿╰ 
    

    
      ╯︿╰  
    

    
      ╯︿╰
    

    
      Everyone stared at me like that. It was a bit scary… 
    

    
      Resident F: I don’t know how far you plan to go, but it’d be best if you go back now. (; ¯Д¯) That area is basically off-limits. Take a day to rest, then go back.
    

    
      I agreed and spent the night at their home. After they asked me a few more questions to make sure I wasn’t dangerous, it seemed they decided that I was safe and treated me with courtesy as a guest.
    

    
      “I think that if I take down the Mad Swordsman, we can leave,” I told the Guardian as I lay down on the bed the residents gave. “Clearing the floor can be done sooner or later, but that madman needs to be dealt with. Who knows when another Hunter will climb all the way back up to the seventy-fifth floor? If I ignore this and leave, it might be decades before someone else arrives.”
    

    
      Idiot: Does it matter? It’s your choice. (;¬_¬)
    

    
      The Guardian seemed nonchalant, but he was honest by nature. Without honesty, he wouldn’t be himself. It wasn’t like he could lie in this world anyway. His face looked like he was hiding something, so it was impossible to miss it.
    

    
      “What is it?” You’re being shady.”
    

    
      Idiot: I… Hmm. That fighter is said to be the strongest in the world, and although I don’t recall anything about this, I definitely cleared the seventy-fifth floor.
    

    
      “Definitely.”
    

    
      Idiot: That’s why it’s bothering me. There’s no doubt in my mind that I would have slit the throat of the world’s strongest fighter last time I was here, so how is he still alive?
    

    
      “Huh…”
    

    
      It was a valid point, but I didn’t have an explanation to offer. I just said, “He may have shown up after you cleared this floor. What’s weird about that?”
    

    
      Idiot: Do you think so?
    

    
      The Guardian looked uneasy, but he couldn’t refute me. It was the most plausible possibility. The two of us stopped thinking about it, and I had a good night’s sleep. 
    

    
      The next day, we went to the place where the madman was said to be lurking.
    

    
      Resident F: I told you! You shouldn’t go there, young man!
    

    
      Even if I was an outsider that they had welcomed, spending the night without causing issues seemed to have made a big difference. The residents were far more amicable than the day before and tried even harder to stop me.
    

    
      Resident E: I knew something was wrong when that young man began to murmur to himself. He’s gone mad! (оﾟдﾟо);;
    

    
      Resident D: You’re right. There are two forms of madness: one that harms others, and one that harms only oneself. That person suffers from the latter. Tsk, tsk. (•᷄⌓•᷅)
    

    
      Resident C: Maybe he came here to find a place to die. The person he loved left him, but he didn’t have the courage to kill himself. That’s why he came to this town, because he seeks someone to kill him. Aaah, yes, that’s it! ( ˃̣̣̥᷄⌓˂̣̣̥᷅)
    

    
      The citizens sent me off with many different looks. When I left town, I saw a sign.
    

    
      —-Danger! No Entry.
    

    
      Without hesitating, I jumped over it. Unlike the town, which had been kept neat by human hands, the path grew ever more barren with each step I took. On the other side of the road sat the Mad Swordsman, the one who had struck fear in the residents.
    

    
      Madman: (=_=)
    

    
      The swordsman was expressionless. On top of that, it was hard to tell if his eyes were open or closed. However, when I stepped on some weeds with my right foot, resulting in a crunching sound effect, a speech balloon appeared above the warrior’s head.
    

    
      Madman: It’s been a while since I had a guest.
    

    
      The land of this world was generally shown as ━━━. Though there were patches of thickets and shrubs, it was still mainly ━. For some reason, the area near where the swordsman sat was shown as ┻┻┻┻. At first, I thought they were tall weeds or reed beds taller than weeds. Sadly, both of my assumptions were wrong.
    

    
      They were swords stuck in the ground.
    

    
      Madman: Are you a challenger? If you simply got lost and ended up here by mistake, I’ll show you mercy. Go back. But if you’re a fighter who came here to test me, I’ll gladly take you on that offer. No, I’m being silly. I listened closely to the sound of your footsteps as you came near. All of your steps were unbelievably steady and regular. Given your level, I can hardly believe that you made a wrong turn and ended up here.
    

    
      The swordsman got up.
    

    
      Madman: Are you a Hunter?
    

    
      I blinked. “Are you a Hunter, too? Did you get stuck on this floor while climbing the Tower?”
    

    
      Madman: No, I am not one of your kind. I am a local, born and raised in this world, but that is also a silly statement. According to your people’s claims, I wasn’t born in this world but died in another one. This world happens to be the afterlife.
    

    
      
        Schwing.
      
    

    
      The swordsman took one of the many swords embedded in the ground and unsheathed it. From the looks of it, all the nearby swords were his.
    

    
      Madman: But I do have a history with a certain Hunter. (=_=)
    

    
      As he drew out the sword, the swordsman kept a blank look. Perhaps he was just indifferent to everything around him. It was hard to judge his level since all I could see were mere sticks in this world.
    

    
      “History?”
    

    
      Madman: The Sword Emperor. I fought the Sword Emperor and lost. Now I wait for the day he comes back.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      His tale was short.
    

    
      Madman: According to the Sword Emperor, I was born in the same world as him and died there. I believe that means I was once a Hunter, too, though I can’t recall any of it. Still, that is what the Sword Emperor said, so it has to be true. The Sword Emperor believed with certainty that I was a swordsman who had lived in the same world as him. That means the Sword Emperor and I were acquainted.
    

    
      “Did the Sword Emperor tell you what your name was when you were alive?” I asked. 
    

    
      Madman: He did.
    

    
      When he recited the name he couldn’t personally recall, I turned my head and looked at the Guardian.
    

    
      “Is he right?”
    

    
      Idiot: Yeah, he is. Each time that speech balloon appears, so does his name, and I know that name. He’s probably telling the truth.
    

    
      Madman: Finding out that this is my afterlife was surprising, but there’s no need to be surprised by something that anyone would find shocking. I fought the Sword Emperor in a duel and lost. However, he said that he had no reason to kill an already deceased compatriot and spared me. That was truly insulting. Even if he knew me in a past life, I have no memory of that. Was he telling me to live on as a loser even after my death? If so, I asked him for a rematch later.
    

    
      The Guardian had accepted the rematch request with little thought, saying that he would come back and fight again after he cleared the hundredth floor.
    

    
      Madman: Time passed.
    

    
      The Guardian forgot about it. It was inevitable when, under the law of the Tower, all events involving the Pillars were erased from memories. Unlike me, the Guardian had no means to protect his memories from getting erased. Back then, the Primordial Staff wasn’t kind enough to let him remember anything. The moment he reached the eightieth floor, his memories containing everything from the seventieth to the seventy-ninth floors had been altered.
    

    
      Madman: Well, I believe the Sword Emperor is dead. Or maybe he can’t find me again. The world is quite large. In case he can’t find me, I’ve settled down here, threatening anyone who comes near. Thanks to that, my notoriety has only grown stronger. It has spread all over the world, so he should be able to find me. 
    

    
      I sighed. In the end, the cause of all this harm was the Guardian, who had rashly made a promise he couldn’t keep. 
    

    
      “You’re such a nuisance, Mister…”
    

    
      Idiot: No, no, hold on. I don’t know about the rest, but I feel really wronged this time. I really don’t remember anything.
    

    
      “That’s precisely the problem.”
    

    
      Idiot: Ugh… 
    

    
      Even on the fiftieth floor, many issues had been left unsolved because he couldn’t beat the hundredth floor. I was now climbing the Tower and cleaning the mess the Guardian left behind, though I didn’t mean to.
    

    
      Madman: You seem to know the Sword Emperor well. 
    

    
      “Well, yes. It’s hard to explain in detail, but you can sort of think of me as the Sword Emperor’s student. It’s unlikely that the Sword Emperor will return to fight you.”
    

    
      Despite the new information, the swordsman was still indifferent.
    

    
      Madman: Is that so? (=_=) Then I’ll have to take you down instead of the Sword Emperor.
    

    
      “Ah… Is that how it’s going to be?”
    

    
      Madman: Of course. If I give up now, that means I wasted all my time. Had I only heard the news that the Sword Emperor is dead, all of my wasted time would simply turn into a tale that will haunt me for the rest of my life, but it’s different since his student is here. To you, it may look like I’m unloading my anger on you for an unjust reason, but I want to ease my disappointment by beating you. I guess I am actually unloading my anger on you. Yes, I’ll take you down and vent my rage on you.
    

    
      “You’re honest.”
    

    
      Madman: Is that so? I’m not sure. I don’t know the opposite concept of honesty.
    

    
      I guessed it didn’t matter that he asked for a duel since I came here to defeat him anyway. I was cleaning up the Guardian’s mess, so this duel had a meaning.
    

    
      Madman: Then let’s settle this fair and square.
    

    
      [Thump!]
    

    
      The swordsman stomped on the ground, causing a large sound effect to pop up, and lunged toward me as I drew my holy sword. As the warrior swung his sword wide, seeking an opening, I…
    

    
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      It was then that I saw the fatal flaw of this world.
    

    
      
        Wait, what?
      
    

    
      I stretched my sense of time with my aura. With time slowed down around me, I watched the swordsman raise his sword high. Usually, I would have also raised my sword to block the attack. That was the standard move, but the problem was...
    

    
      
        W-which direction is that man swinging his sword?
      
    

    
      I was used to fighting in three-dimensional space, but the swordsman’s two-dimensional sword moves were new.
    

    
      
        Upper right? Lower left? No, is it just coming straight ahead? Should I raise my sword just above my head to block? Wait a minute. How am I supposed to deflect a strike from the side? Is it possible to dodge to the side? We’re in a flat world!
      
    

    
      I changed my stance multiple times. I tried blocking from the upper right, then I tried to stop the possible incoming attacks from the upper left.
    

    
      However, the sticks used to describe this world were crude. I had no clue what stance I was using or what I should do to fully block my opponent’s attack. I didn’t even know which direction my opponent was attacking from!
    

    
      Therefore, I could only gawk in shock.
    

    
      (;;⊙д⊙）!?!?
    

    
      Madman: Brace yourself.
    

    
      Not caring about my fumbling, the swordsman charged ahead with clear intentions.
    

    
      “Wait! H-hold on! Wait a moment! Something’s wrong here—”
    

    
      
        Swoosh!
      
    

    
      The stick figure swordsman swung his sword as soon as he closed in on me. I was faced with two choices. Should I block from the top or the bottom?
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      “
      
        Aaaaaaaaah! 
      
      Someone save me!”
    

    
      Unsure how to block, I reached the conclusion of throwing myself down on the ground. This move, called the Lazy Donkey Roll, dodged the enemy’s attacks. The name was poetic, but I was just rolling on the ground. Survival was my top priority!
    

    
      ヽ(:3ﾉ ヽ)ﾉ
    

    
      Madman: You got dirt on your back. How pathetic. 
    

    
      The swordsman raised an eyebrow. His face looked like… Maybe I should stop talking about emoticons. Anyhow, every field had its boomers. Martial arts, however, had an unusually high number of them. According to the martial arts boomerology, using the Lazy Donkey Roll was shameful. Anyone who used it would be laughed at for years for it. It was typical of martial artists who lived or died on flair.
    

    
      “No one’s watching, so what? Besides, I’m from a demonic cult!”
    

    
      Madman: I don’t know what a demonic cult is, but I’m no longer interested. Perhaps it’s more apt to say that my blood is boiling even more. After seeing the move you just pulled, the last bit of my lingering desire to end this duel honorably has disappeared. I’ll just attack you so I can slaughter you.
    

    
      “This fight is unfair!”
    

    
      [Woosh!]
    

    
      [Swish!]
    

    
      A sharp sound effect appeared every time the swordsman swung his sword. Left? Right? I had no idea where he was pointing his sword. Even if I could tell left from right, I still had 180 degrees left to distinguish!  Was the sword coming down from the 11 o’clock position or the 11:30 position? It was almost impossible to tell the difference!
    

    
      “Shit! I don’t know anymore!”
    

    
      My usual preference in a fight was making fine and precise sword moves. However, I couldn’t predict my enemy’s attack routes, nor could I aim with precision right now. What else could I do? I had to push forward with brute force. 
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        Eighth Form:
      
    

    
      
        Fire Death.
      
    

    
      I leapt in the air and immediately used Fire Death. This form was all about swinging a sword consecutively. As I launched my strikes and carved an attack route for myself, I infused an insane amount of aura into my sword so I could bulldoze right through!
    

    
      Madman: !
    

    
      The warrior swung his sword quickly to block my strike.
    

    
      
        Claaaang! Clang!
      
    

    
      My sword strikes rushed in and surrounded the swordsman! Since I couldn’t land precise strikes, I chose to hit him with blunt force and sheer number of strikes. Of my seven blades, four missed, two were blocked, and the last struck the center of his sword. All according to plan!
    

    
      
        Claaaaaang!
      
    

    
      The swordsman’s sword shattered. No matter how strong a weapon was, it was as fragile as glass under the pressure of aura. Although his expression was hard to read, the swordsman raised both his eyebrows, looking surprised.
    

    
      Madman: You did say you’re the Sword Emperor’s student. It seems that you weren’t lying. It’s been quite a while—no, this is the first time I’ve faced such a violent aura after the Sword Emperor.
    

    
      It seemed I had redeemed myself in the eyes of the swordsman.
    

    
      Madman: At least I can’t treat you like an amateur who uses the Lazy Donkey Roll.
    

    
      “N-now, that’s enough…”
    

    
      In all honesty, I was terrified. The exchange of attacks just now was a violence of aura. It was like fighting a bull head-on, or trying to block an opponent charging at me by swinging my arms wildly while blindfolded. Yeah, I could still win, but fighting like this alone was so stressful! Very, very stressful! Exchanging sword strikes in a two-dimensional space felt too strange and foreign!
    

    
      “Y-yes, you have good eyes. I’m the Death King, the Hunter expected to reach the highest floor of the Tower after the Sword Emperor. That means you shouldn’t be ashamed to surrender to me, so why don’t you—”
    

    
      Madman: But I still have 712 swords left.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Like I said, the ground of this world was usually marked by ━. However, this area, the fort of the Mad Swordsman that the residents spoke of in fear, was an exception. Around here, straight lines sprouted from the ground like bristled animals. 
    

    
      ┻┻┻┻┻┻┻┻┻┻┻┻
    

    
      As mentioned earlier, those lines resembling thick reeds were all swords embedded in the ground.
    

    
      Madman: After the Sword Emperor defeated me, I realized that no amount of effort would make me better than him when it comes to aura mastery. Even if I got the best sword, it would break under the Sword Emperor’s reinforced aura.
    

    
      The swordsman extended his right hand.
    

    
      Madman: No matter how much aura I poured into my sword, it can’t withstand the Sword Emperor’s, but what if I think of it the other way around? Even if my aura is weak, I can treat my swords as disposable and use one sword for each strike and another for each guard, throwing them away one after one. Then there would be no issue. 
    

    
      
        Swoosh.
      
    

    
      A sword that had been stuck in the ground, waiting to be used, was pulled out. The scabbard was still half buried in the ground, but the sword was now free in the warrior’s hand.
    

    
      Madman: There are 712 swords left. You’ll have to defeat me in less than 712 strikes, Hunter.
    

    
      Before he could even finish his sentence, I charged.
    

    
      [Tap!]
    

    
      The swordsman’s eyes widened again. Perhaps he was somewhat reassured by my light behavior and tone and didn't expect me to counter so fast. 
    

    
      After all, the Lazy Donkey Roll and all kinds of ambush techniques were a result of one’s determination to win. Whether it be light or crafty, there was no difference. Now that I had confirmation that the swordsman was not going to surrender at all, the only thing left was to settle the duel.
    

    
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts.
      
    

    
      
        First Form:
      
    

    
      
        Starvation Death.
      
    

    
      The attacks of Starvation Death flowed and connected to one another like water droplets. During this form, I had perfect control of the sword, from the tip all the way to the hilt. I focused all my senses on the hilt in my palm, controlling the flow. In simple terms, it meant controlling the flow of my sword strikes. I spread the flow from my palm and slashed sideways.
    

    
      Madman:
      
         Hmm!
      
    

    
      My sword slash, infused with my aura, flew straight to the right, cutting through all the swords in its path. It was as if an invisible hand had swiftly reaped the rice. The swords, cut by my aura like rice heads, flew into the air.
    

    
      Madman: I see. 
    

    
      The swordsman also threw down his sword.
    

    
      
        Claaang!
      
    

    
      A sharp metallic sound rang out. My sword and the madman’s met in the air, stopping each other. It looked like a draw, but among the 711 swords stuck in the ground, 11 had been destroyed. It would be a hard loss for the warrior.
    

    
      Madman: Is that how you’re going to play?
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right.”
    

    
      I could always step back, recharge my aura, and return, but the swordsman couldn’t do the same. In this world, where trade between the east and west had been cut off and where all the residents feared to approach his fortress, who would dare come here with a sword? The eleven swords the warrior just lost couldn’t be replaced quickly.
    

    
      Madman: That’s unfair! How cowardly!
    

    
      “You’re basically saying that a gamer is playing in a fucked up way, but do you know that’s a praise for the gamers? You have about seven hundred swords left. Assuming ten are used per attack, I don’t think this fight will last long.”
    

    
      Madman: As you wish! I’ll end this quickly! 
    

    
      The man drew his sword again, charging at me and engraving the sound effect of the wind throughout the White Realm.
    

    
      [Whoosh!]
    

    
      He gave off tremendous pressure. This was what it felt like to charge at full speed.
    

    
      “No.”
    

    
      Facing my opponent, who was rushing toward me as if his whole body were on fire, I didn’t show any respect, nor did I let out a yelp of surprise. I just leaped back quickly.
    

    
      Madman: What?!
    

    
      “I won’t fall for such a shallow trick."
    

    
      The swordsman chased after me, continuing to swing his sword. I blocked all of his attacks. 
    

    
      [Clang!]
    

    
      He then pulled more swords out of the ground and threw them at me. 
    

    
      [Clang! Screech! Clang!]
    

    
      Six metallic sounds rang out at once. The seventh sword did not come.
    

    
      Madman: !
    

    
      Finally, the swordsman halted and put an end to the chase.
    

    
      “The reason you settled down here and forbade people from passing wasn’t out of consideration for the Sword Emperor getting lost, is it?” I asked. 
    

    
      The place where the swordsman stopped just so happened to be out of reach of his hundreds of swords. With the graveyard of swords reaching its end, the flat ground stretched out in the other direction.
    

    
      “You take all the swords from those who pass through here and bury them in the ground, making this area your domain and turning it into a trap. One day, you’ll lure the Sword Emperor back here and trap him in a field of swords. But that also means you can’t escape this graveyard of swords. The moment you try to escape, you’ll lose your only chance to counter my aura. 
      
        Hmm.
      
       Your noose is really tight around your neck, isn’t it?”
    

    
      Madman: You bastard… 
    

    
      “You intentionally used harsh words to provoke me, didn’t you? ‘As you wish! I’ll end this quickly!’ You wanted me to get hotheaded. I’ve been called a fool many times, but I’m also known for walking the tight rope between idiocy and level-headedness annoyingly well.” I infused my aura into the holy sword. “Now, I will do something that will make me feel more sorry for you.”
    

    
      Madman: What?
    

    
      “This.”
    

    
      I drew my sword and used Starvation Death again.
    

    
      Madman: 
      
        Urgh!
      
    

    
      The swordsman blocked the aura I fired. There was nothing else he could do. If he hadn’t blocked, many of his swords would have gone flying in pieces, but the swordsman still needed at least one sword to guard himself from the aura strike I had fired horizontally. 
    

    
      “693 swords are left now, right?”
    

    
      He couldn’t draw his sword and charge at me either. Like I said, I was in a safe zone. What was safe for me was a death trap for the swordsman. 
    

    
      “Let’s end this quickly.”
    

    
      In the end, the swordsman should keep blocking my blows at the starting edge of the sword graveyard. If he retreated, my aura strikes would destroy the swords like grain at harvest. Even if he chose to charge, one clash would obliterate his sword, and that would be his loss. There were no swords he could gain from the safe zone.
    

    
      As such, he was stuck between a rock and a hard place. Unfortunately for him, he had no choice but to tire himself out to death while blocking my endless attacks. Slowly the number of swords would drop from six hundred to three hundred, then to one hundred, and finally to zero.
    

    
      Madman: Are you not ashamed? With your skill, your swordsmanship should be outstanding. No, scratch that. Your swordsmanship has to be your main strength. Should we not settle this by clashing blades?
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , yes. But if we duel, I’m afraid I’ll die by a blind sword…” I said with a pout.
    

    
      ( •̀ ω •́ )
    

    
      “Competing to see who is stronger is fine, but it’s good only when I win, right? Or when there’s a ninety percent chance I’ll win. Fighting is already a burden because I’m not familiar with how this world works, so losing because of the world’s mechanics instead of my skill is simply unfair. 
      
        Ah
      
      , now there are 690 swords left,” I added on a sincere note.
    

    
      Madman: 
      
        Ugh!
      
    

    
      “689 swords.” 
    

    
      I kept using Starvation Death. Maybe my aura would run out along the way, but who cared about that? If it did, I was going to return to town and rest. Then, with a clear mind, I would return and begin destroying the swordsman’s swords again. What a solid plan.
    

    
      “685 swords.”
    

    
      Madman: Damn it!
    

    
      “680.”
    

    
      Madman: Impossible!
    

    
      Each time a sword broke, the swordsman took a step back. ┻┻┻ became ━┻┻, then ━━┻. Someday this entire grave of swords would become flat and form  ━━━. Well, it was just a matter of time until that happened.
    

    
      Madman: This cannot be possible! My effort, the blood and sweat I shed, can’t end in such a dishonorable way!
    

    
      “So it’s not cowardly to barricade yourself here and build a fortress?”
    

    
      Madman: It’s legitimate preparation!
    

    
      “Then this is also a fair counter!”
    

    
      The sword graveyard became smaller in no time. The seven hundred swords that had once stood there were now reduced to five hundred. The swordsman glared at me, breathing heavily, not just because his stamina was depleted. In reality, there was no way out. He could only be pushed toward the final destination according to the plan I had laid out for him. He was on the verge of giving up, causing his fatigue. Eventually, an explosion occurred.
    

    
      Madman: 
      
        Aaaaaaaah!
      
    

    
      The madman leaped high. The impact of the leap sent the surrounding swords flying through the air. They cut through the sky like arrows… Well, they did look just like arrows flying sideways. I raised my sword straight up and struck down. I repeated this over and over again, layering my aura to form a large wall.
    

    
      ■
    

    
      ■
    

    
      ■
    

    
      The Mad Swordsman charged toward the wall I had made, his sword striking the aura barriers I had made.
    

    
      
        Thud! 
      
    

    
      
        Thud, thud! Thud!
      
    

    
      An incessant battering began. The swordsman didn’t just use his sword. He also used his fists, feet, elbows, knees, and head, as well as knifehand strikes—every form of violence known to man. He poured everything into the wall I had made until he exhausted himself.
    

    
      Madman:
      
         Ugh...
      
    

    
      Finally, the swordsman went down to his knees. The wall I had made didn’t break.
    

    
      ■
    

    
      ■
    

    
      ■　　　OTL
    

    
      “I believe our duel is over,” I said.
    

    
      The text in my speech balloon appeared much slower than before, as if I had set the text speed to its lowest setting. Maintaining the wall had used up a lot of my strength. In any case, I was standing up, and the swordsman was on his knees. It was clear who had won and who had lost.
    

    
      The swordsman didn’t object, only cursed. 
    

    
      Madman: Damn it! Shit…
    

    
      “You’ll have to answer my questions from now on,” I said, using my right as the victor.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 354: The White End (5)

    
      The Mad Swordsman, defeated by the Sword Emperor long ago, was shamed once again today by losing to me. Still, he knew how to accept his defeat, so I asked for my rights as the winner. Upon hearing my request, the swordsman raised his eyebrows.
    

    
      Madsword: You want me to do as you say?
    

    
      “Yes, that is correct.” 
    

    
      It turned out that the Mad Swordsman’s title was actually Madsword. He really was a mad swordsman in the literal sense. His real name was different, but the Sword Emperor had only told Madsword his old title, and that was how Madsword had regained it. It was an odd coincidence.
    

    
      “I’m still unfamiliar with the ways of this world. To be honest, it’s so different from the world I came from that the martial arts I’ve learned are almost useless.”
    

    
      Madsword: Yet you beat me with them.
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right.”
    

    
      Madsword: Don’t people at least pretend to play it cool when praised in this manner?
    

    
      The swordsman looked dumbstruck. Now that I got used to the Truth Realm Heaven, I could read people’s expressions much easier. Still, I wanted to get better at more things than just reading facial expressions.
    

    
      “My world is different from this one. In terms of direction, there is not only front and back, but also right and left. Even if you strike down with your sword from above, the upper left is different from the upper right.”
    

    
      Madsword: I’ve heard that from the Sword Emperor before. To me, this is just outrageous nonsense… but I don’t think you’re lying.
    

    
      “Well, I’m willing to accept your challenge to a fair duel.”
    

    
      The swordsman blinked.
    

    
      Madsword: “Really?”
    

    
      “Yes, but only after I’ve become familiar with how this world works. I have to know how my world’s upper left works here, or how cutting someone’s waist functions. Show me all the moves you can make as the resident of this world.”
    

    
      Madsword: I don’t understand. I’m a born fighter. Words aren’t my thing. Use simpler words. 
    

    
      “Step forward with your front foot.”
    

    
      The Madsword did as I said. Paying close attention, I watched the martial arts moves shown in the two-dimensional space.
    

    
      "Good. Now raise your sword above your head.”
    

    
      Madsword: Since I lost, I’ll do what you tell me. But what’s the point of this?
    

    
      “Is it not the winner’s right to decide the meaning of their reward? Do as I say, please.”
    

    
      Madsword: 
      
        Ugh...
      
    

    
      The swordsman was puzzled, but he showcased all the stances I asked him to. His form was neat. Even though he had lost to me and the Sword Emperor, he was still the strongest in the Truth Heaven Realm. 
    

    
      Compared to me, he had far less aura, but that also meant he was a martial artist who didn’t rely on his aura. He was the perfect test subject for me to examine if I wanted to learn two-dimensional martial arts, so I kept making requests.
    

    
      “Next, point the sword forward while holding it in front of you.”
    

    
      "How does this look to you? What moves would you use to break it?"
    

    
      “I’m not asking for your secret moves, just the basic ones. Show me the basic stances that any swordsman learns.”
    

    
      At first, the swordsman obeyed sourly, but he soon grasped the intent behind my demands.
    

    
      Madsword: I see.
    

    
      He flashed a bitter smile. It was the first smile he had ever shown me.
    

    
      Madsword: Right now, you’re interpreting my stances in your own style.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Madsword: You must be studying my postures in your mind and adapting them to your own perspective.”
    

    
      Though a bit late, the swordsman understood my intention. The reason I couldn’t use my sword with precision was that I wasn’t used to how the swordsman’s stances and mine appeared in this two-dimensional space. Therefore, I asked the swordsman to show me basic stances so I could match his movements to the martial arts of my world.
    

    
      Madsword: How long do you think it’ll take to become familiar with my world?
    

    
      “I’m not sure.”
    

    
      I was busy recreating many moves in my head. Like technique, imagination could be honed. With training, it became stronger. Aura was the muscle of the mind. The more I mastered it, the sharper my mind became. Now, I could run many tests in my mind.
    

    
      “About half a day. That should be enough.”
    

    
      Madsword: Once you get used to it, will you challenge me to a duel?
    

    
      “Yes, since a fair duel is what you want.”
    

    
      The swordsman sighed.
    

    
      Madsword: Right now I’m making my future foe stronger. Still, this is a fight I have long wanted, so I can’t refuse. Maybe I’ll lose to you again in our next duel. Even so, I can’t stop. No matter what I do, I keep running into dilemmas. 
    

    
      After that, the swordsman stopped sighing. Without a word, he moved his feet and swung his sword, repeating the same stance over and over to help me get used to the two-dimensional fights. 
    

    
      Half a day passed.
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      I sat in the lotus position for hours, meditating. It was said that, “When in Rome, do as the Romans do.” To defeat the strongest man in the way of the Truth Realm Heaven, I first had to become familiar with the world.
    

    
      
        The stick isn’t a stick, but a sword.
      
    

    
      I recognized—no, tried to recognize the stick shaped like┃ that my opponent was swinging as a sharp sword.
    

    
      
        Not just the swords, but everything should be recognized as what they are. 
      
    

    
      — wasn’t a line, but the ground. ▲ wasn’t a triangle, but a mountain. ⊂;⌒;⌒;,つ weren’t just a mix of dots and curves, but a cloud. This was the truth of the world, and I had to accept it. 
    

    
      I blinked. The sun set and the white sky turned black. The black sunset was no less redder than a typical red sunset. 
    

    
      I unwittingly muttered, “But then, shouldn’t I be unable to hear my voice like everyone else?”
    

    
      
        [You have shown respect for the laws of the Truth Heaven Realm!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Faceless Conductor has allowed you to stay in the realm.]
      
    

    
      
        [A small penalty has been given.]
      
    

    
      I blinked again.
    

    
      Me: What penalty?
    

    
      As soon as I opened my mouth, I knew what had changed.
    

    
      Me: I can’t hear my voice.
    

    
      What I thought appeared as a dotted speech balloon, and what I said aloud appeared in solid ones. Neither stayed as a monologue inside my head. Was this the penalty? Still, it didn’t feel like a penalty, at least to me.
    

    
      Me: Hmm.
    

    
      I uncrossed my legs and stood up. 
    

    
      Me: Thank you for waiting. It took a while.
    

    
      Madsword: …
    

    
      The swordsman, who had been repeating basic moves, hesitated. His eyes were as dark as wells as he stared at me.
    

    
      Madsword: Have you really accustomed yourself to the ways of the world? Already?
    

    
      Me: The Sword Emperor would have gotten used to them immediately, but it took me half a day just to have some grasp on the concepts. I was actually quite slow.
    

    
      It was a strange feeling. No, perhaps it was normal all along. Even in the Musical Heaven Realm, I couldn’t hear any sound, but sound itself was nonexistent here. The senses needed to survive in this world were way fewer and much weaker than in my original world.
    

    
      Me: It feels nice. 
    

    
      Madsword: 
      
        Huh?
      
    

    
      The swordsman adjusted his stance, though this time he wasn’t doing it to give me an example. He pointed the sword at me so we could begin our second duel.
    

    
      Madsword: Well, I guess that’s why you people are alive and I’m dead. I’ve already been defeated, but I can’t truly accept the defeat I suffered at your hands. I’m ashamed to ask, but would you accept my request for a rematch?
    

    
      Unlike the first fight, the swordsman and I followed proper etiquette this time. 
    

    
      Me: I should be the one ashamed for making you wait so long. I’m the Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult. I also go by the name of Death King.
    

    
      Madsword: Death King, why are you indulging in my childishness?
    

    
      Me: I have the Sword Emperor as my teacher.
    

    
      The Guardian, who had been listening to us talk, opened his eyes wide. This was the Truth Heaven Realm, where no lies and empty flatteries were allowed. Yet I called him my teacher without hesitation. However, it was too soon for him to show a reaction. 
    

    
      Me: My teacher is shameless and foolish. He can’t plan ahead, so he caused many people to go mad by making rash promises and oaths. How is he any different from a beast that flaunts and relies only on its own strength? As his student, I’m deeply embarrassed.
    

    
      Idiot: You little…
    

    
      Me: Still, even though he’s a stingy idiot, he’s my teacher who taught me how to use the sword. Even if he screws over the entire universe, I have to clean up his mess no matter how stinky it is. You’re also a victim of the mess he left behind.
    

    
      Idiot: Hey! Hey!! I can’t believe that everything you said so far is true!
    

    
      He was surely noisy. 
    

    
      Me: I have to restore the honor of my teacher and his sect. Even though you’re a criminal who has hurt many by blocking trade between the eastern and western regions, my teacher is worse. I’ll reform you and set this record straight.
    

    
      Madsword: Haha, I’m surprised that those words truly came from your heart, but can you really reform me? No, that won’t be possible. Come at me!
    

    
      I did come at him. 
    

    
      Madsword: !
    

    
      With one strike, his sword broke. It wasn’t an aura attack from afar. My holy sword struck his sword from above, and it was over at once.
    

    
      Madsword: 
      
        Hah.
      
    

    
      Though hundreds of swords in the sword graveyard had been destroyed, hundreds still remained. The swordsman hurriedly pulled out another stuck in the ground.
    

    
      Madsword: So…
    

    
      I extended my right foot—no, my front foot—and struck the swordsman’s hand. The swordsman staggered before he even could raise his sword.
    

    
      Madsword: … Was I bound to lose no matter how I fought?
    

    
      I used momentum to my advantage to kick him with my back leg. The swordsman tried to block my attack with his arms, but I used all of my strength into the kick, which ruined my posture entirely. The swordsman’s posture was just as bad, but my sword was still in my hand.
    

    
      Me: There.
    

    
      While the opponent had to grab the sword hilt and pull it out, I only needed to raise my holy sword and aim it at his neck.
    

    
      Madsword: …
    

    
      Me: If you still can’t accept defeat, I’ll fight you as many times as you wish.
    

    
      The Mad Swordsman offered a weak smile.
    

    
      Madsword: No, I’ve lost. I’ve been defeated by the Sword Emperor 
      
        and 
      
      by his student. The result is pathetic after waiting so many years, but it’s a result nonetheless. Thank you.
    

    
      The madman who had blocked the way between east and west would now disappear. I didn’t know if he would continue training or wander from town to town because of the damage he had caused. Still, I had no intention of cutting off the Mad Swordsman’s head as he still remembered the Sword Emperor.
    

    
      Me: You’re probably the only resident who remembers my teacher on these floors. I have a question for you.
    

    
      Madsword: Ask away.
    

    
      Me: Between the Sword Emperor and me, who is stronger?
    

    
      The swordsman closed his eyes. After a long pause, he offered a reply.
    

    
      Madsword: The Sword Emperor is half a step ahead of you.
    

    
      Half a step. In that gap lay the Mind Sword.
    

    
      The Chemist was probably waiting for me to be done with my activities. Messages arrived as soon as the Mad Swordsman admitted his defeat.
    

    
      
        [Your examiner has given you a pass!]
      
    

    
      
        [You have earned your examiner’s recognition.]
      
    

    
      
        [You may leave the stage at any time.] 
      
    

    
      I turned my back on the swordsman.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 355: The White End (6)
After taking care of everything related to the Mad Swordsman, I had nothing left to do anymore, so I looked at the far end of the world.
[You can leave the stage at any time.]
After I waved my hand, the letters faded like grains of sand. I stood in the middle of the world. Well, since the world moved with me, I could only stand in the middle anyway. 
Idiot: What are you doing? Aren’t you going back to the lobby?
Me: I suddenly had the thought that I might fail the ninety-ninth floor.
Idiot: …
Me: I think I’ve grown strong. With my current level, I would even be able to duel with Teacher before she found her enlightenment. You’re half a step ahead of me and Teacher, Mr. Sword Emperor. Yet you died on the ninety-ninth floor.
I couldn’t imagine what could have possibly killed the Sword Emperor on the ninety-ninth floor. My anxiety spiked.
Me: What’s on the ninety-ninth floor? Can you still not tell me? 
Idiot: ...
Me: If you tell me, I can prepare and make a plan, can’t I?
Idiot: Hmmm. Well, there’s death...
The Guardian scratched the back of his head.
Idiot: The description is vague, but that’s all there is.
Me: What the heck are you talking about?
Idiot: I just don’t want to tell you the truth about the ninety-ninth floor. That’s all. 
Me: How old are you?
Idiot: Forget it. Let’s walk.
Me: Walk? Walk where? You’re a ghost. You can’t walk—
Then, for the first time since meeting the Guardian, I saw something that was surprising yet also very ordinary. The Guardian, who had always floated in the air, was walking steadily on the ground.
Idiot: What are you waiting for? Why aren’t you following me?
Me: You aren’t supposed to have a physical body. How…?
No matter how I looked, the Guardian seemed to be actually walking.
Me: Did you gain a body? The higher I climb the Tower, the more body parts you gain. Is that it?
Idiot: You idiot, you’ve become so strong, yet you’re still so clueless? I’m just pretending to walk.
Me: What?
Idiot: Tsk, tsk. It’s no use explaining. Just follow me.
The Guardian turned and walked away. As if bewitched, I followed him.
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The mountain stretched out, and the clouds drifted by. The world was silent, just like the Guardian.
After walking for a while, the Guardian finally broke his silence.
Idiot: That stupid swordsman said the gap between you and me is only half a step. Zombie, what do you think that half a step really is?
Me: I think it’s Mind Sword. 
Idiot: Correct. It is Mind Sword. I can use it, and your teacher also mastered it just before she died. How do you think one can awaken Mind Sword and use it freely?
I realized that this conversation was very important. Yes, the Guardian was trying to teach me something, just like when he taught me how to use my aura. 
Me: Mind Sword is quite literally the sword of the mind. Wouldn’t it be enough to carve one’s will into the world with the sword?
Idiot: You’ve already mastered the Demonic Heaven Arts and even created your own formula arts. In terms of carving your will into the world with the sword, there is no significant gap between us.
Me: Then is it a matter of how I do it?
Idiot: Don’t be stupid. Be more specific.
I was following the Guardian only for me to realize he was far away, much farther than I initially thought. He hadn’t started sprinting or anything, but, for some reason, he was faster than before. I had to speed up to keep up with him.
Idiot: Most warriors train their whole lives and never get to experience Mind Sword. Actually, I’m being too generous. 99.99 percent of people fail to witness it. You’re very lucky to have seen it twice, so you should have gained some insightful clues from your experiences.
Me: Twice…
Idiot: Yes. Well, you can forget about my Mind Sword since I didn’t demonstrate it in reality, but what about your teacher? She showed you Mind Sword before dying, right? 
The Guardian kept drifting away from me, even though he was walking at the same steady pace. I had to speed up once again.
Idiot: Let me ask you something. Did your teacher have any qi left when she used Mind Sword?”
I remembered the last time I held Teacher in my arms and how I felt her lifeforce leaving her body. It was a difficult memory to recall. After all, remembering someone’s death was always difficult.
Me: No.
Idiot: Your teacher also used her vital force. Did she have any left at the end?
Me: … No.
Idiot: What about her stamina?
Me: No, Teacher had no strength left.
Idiot: Right. She had no qi, vital force, or stamina. Then how did your teacher use Mind Sword? How was the snow mountain cut down? Did it split open out of respect for the leader of the Heavenly Demon Cult?
I gritted my teeth. Before I knew it, the Guardian had become so fast that if I didn’t run at full speed, he would disappear from my sight. Clenching my jaw, I had to use the Lightness Art to keep up. The landscape rushed by us.
Idiot: Your teacher had nothing left, so…
Me: She drew it from somewhere else. If there is no qi left within oneself, then one has to use the energy from elsewhere.
Idiot: Yes, that is the only possible conclusion.
Clouds, mountains, and woods passed by. We passed many villages, the residents watching us in awe. The Guardian and I slowed when we passed through the villages. Once we left, we sped up again.
Idiot: What counts as outer energy? 
Me: Nature… Force of life… Something like that?
Idiot: That’s impressive. You sound like a caveman.
Me: You stupid ghost… 
Idiot: Qi is another way to call aura. It’s the manifestation of your will, like writing your manifestation on paper. If paper is the world, then words are aura. What about outer energy? What can you call the will of a world?
My tongue moved on its own. 
Me: A Constellation. Constellations set the laws of a world. Well, some of them do when they decide to rule a floor. If a floor is a world, then they rule that world. When they express their will, it’s as if the world becomes the manifestation of their will. 
As soon as those words left my mouth, I realized the truth. 
Me: Outer energy can’t be used just because a person happens to be near nature. It has to be a place where the Constellations exist and rule. Only then can outer energy be drawn, and that outer energy is none other than the Constellations’ aura. Mind Sword is about tapping into a Constellation’s aura. 
The Guardian’s laughter echoed softly around us.
Idiot: Correct. Only by becoming one with the ruling Constellation of the world can one use Mind Sword. A world without Constellations has no will, and a world without will can’t lead to Mind Sword. In the realm where your teacher lived, Constellation Yellow Dragon of the Great Lake ruled. Because his heart was stabbed with the Constellation Murderer’s sword, the Constellation was cursed, so he couldn’t die despite the wound being fatal. The Constellation’s grudge of not being able to die had set the world’s rules, turning the people of that world into creatures who could not die. You call them jiangshi or zombies.
As we raced across the land, the villages grew sparse. We passed through regions where people had once lived in large settlements, then went further into the empty wild.
Idiot: Winter is the same. Eternal winter is simply a manifestation of the Constellation’s mind. A world buried in permafrost may exist, but it allows no sign of life. A zombie-like domain. That was the world where your teacher lived.
After passing the last village, we reached a place where mountains, forests, and clouds stretched far before us.
Idiot: How can we use the Constellation’s aura in such a world?”
For some reason, I felt like I knew the answer.
Me: We have to become more like the Constellation than the Constellation themself. Because of Kim Yul’s sword, that one Constellation was tormented and cursed to die, but my teacher undeniably suffered more. To use Mutia’s power more freely, one had to obsess over time more than she does. If someone wants to regress more than Mutia does, they can freely use Mind Sword in Mutia’s world. It’s the same if I want to freely use Hishimit Kritz’s power, not just by commanding them as I’ve been doing now. I just have to obsess more on the secrets of humans than Hishimit Kritz does.
Becoming more like the other person than that person themselves was how one could use Mind Sword.
Me: To kill winter, one has to be more winter than winter itself.
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After running for who knew how long, the mountains flattened into the horizon. The forests grew smaller and collapsed into the ground. Only a few clouds remained in the sky. As I chased the Guardian, the world turned white. Suddenly, I wondered if this world had an end, too.
Me: Mind Sword isn’t the ultimate weapon one can use at any time. Only when we understand the world better than it understands itself can we use this Skill, but, if that’s true…
I stopped in my tracks. The Guardian did the same and turned to look at me.
Me: How did you use Mind Sword in Teacher’s world?
We found ourselves at the end of this world. Even the clouds had disappeared.
━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━
Only the horizon remained. There were no mountains or trees; only the base of the world stretched out endlessly, a thin line of black surrounded by white. I amplified my senses with aura and tried to see as far as possible. The stronger my aura, the wider my perspective. That way, I saw a world ten, thirty, a hundred times wider.
━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━━
Even so, the world was still white. It was beautiful. A silent, pale, and boundless ocean stretched before my eyes. In that place, even breathing seemed to be banned, or rather, the scenery was so calm that I didn’t want to interrupt it by breathing.
Faces, voices, tones… Everything let go of their breaths… and faded… 
I wondered how someone would call this place heaven, and how this place had what it took to become their heaven. 
The Guardian was watching me. He raised his arm.
Sword Emperor: Look closely. I’ll show you for the third time. The next time you see this, it’ll be when you and I are fighting.
And then…
━━━━━━━━ ━━━━━━━
… without a sound, the world split.
━━━━━━　　 　━━━━━━
I blinked. In these short moments, the silent gap grew wider and wider. The bigger it became, the more it ate away at the world’s time.
━━━　　　　 　　　　　━━━
The white gap grew fast. The world wasn’t falling nor breaking. It was simply being erased after being cut down by a sword.
The master of the world spoke up.
[The Faceless Conductor has noticed the disturbance on the stage.]
[The Faceless Conductor asks you to leave the stage at once.]
[An eviction request has been sent to the Primordial Staff.]
[The request has been approved.]
[Teleporting you back to the seventieth floor by force.]
Everything distorted before my eyes. The black faded, the white grew more vivid, and many colors swirled around. My mind spun, making me nauseous. My senses, once used to the flat world, were pulled back to my original world by force.
“What the hell did you do?”
It had been a very long time since I heard another person’s voice. The Primordial Staff’s voice was as loud as thunder. 
“Do you know what almost happened? If you cleared the stage, you should have returned at once. On top of that, someone who isn’t even a challenger dared to…!”
I forced my eyes open and witnessed the Primordial Staff’s face stained with bafflement and anger.
“Did you two really have to prove that you’re one of a kind when it comes to troublemaking, too?!”
There were times when one had to speak, no matter how difficult it was. Despite the nausea, I forced myself to say, “That’s wrong. Since there are two of us, we are actually two of a kind[1]—”
Twack!
The mage swung her staff and hit me on the head.

1. Wordplay on a Korean expression. The raw is 이, 천하의 둘도 없는 골칫덩어리들아! (Literally: There won't be another troublemaker like you two in this world!) Gong-Ja directly refutes this by stating that there are already two troublemakers (himself and the Guardian), so it's correct to say that there won't be other troublemakers like them. ☜
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      The Primordial Staff sighed. 
    

    
      “I cannot recall the last time I felt shock. Sword Emperor. I can’t see you, and you wouldn’t probably speak to me either. But I’ll tell you this: there’s a good reason you failed to clear the Absolute Heavenly Peak.”
    

    
      Fed up, the mage pressed a palm on her forehead. She rarely showed her true feelings, so seeing her react so strongly seemed to indicate how much of an impact the Guardian’s Mind Sword had left.
    

    
      I shook my head to clear my mind. “
      
        Um
      
      , what exactly happened?” 
    

    
      The aftereffects of being sent back from the two-dimensional world to a three-dimensional one hadn’t ended yet. Slight nausea kept clinging to my head. 
    

    
      The Primordial Staff frowned at the question.  “What happened, you asked? Well, something unbelievable happened. The floor almost collapsed.”
    

    
      “Collapsed?”
    

    
      “I mean it literally. Some floors are Constellations themselves. When a floor falls, the Constellation is also hurt, but the ghost hanging by your side… actually cut through the floor.”
    

    
      The Chemist blinked. This was her first time hearing the story. “What? Mr. Gong-Ja has a ghost by his side?” 
    

    
      Perhaps finding it bothersome to explain, the Primordial Staff ignored the Chemist’s question. “If I had left you two on the stage, the cut your ghost made would have grown bigger in no time. The Truth Heaven Realm would have been torn like thin paper! Yes, many worlds can replace the seventy-fifth floor, but why would you condemn the souls resting in the Truth Heaven Realm?”
    

    
      The Primordial Staff glared at where she believed the Guardian was. If she could slap him, she would have. “I’m not sure if you even considered that before cutting at the world.”
    

    
      The Guardian crossed his arms and laughed.
    

    
      
        —No, I simply trust all of you. Even if the world were to collapse, you would try to stop it. Yes, you could say I trusted your goodwill, so you should actually be grateful to me. After all, it’s not every day that someone like me admits your goodwill. 
      
    

    
      “What did your ghost say?” the Primordial Staff asked. 
    

    
      I had to pause one whole second to think about it. “
      
        Oh
      
      , he said he’s sorry for swinging his sword without thinking.”
    

    
      The Primordial Staff nodded. “At least he knows some shame.” 
    

    
      I felt a twinge of guilt for lying… Well,
      
         that
      
       would be a lie. Relaying the Guardian’s words and passing on that headache would make anyone feel more guilty than just lying, unless their conscience was rotting. 
    

    
      While we talked, the Chemist appeared to be deep in thought. I wondered if she was thinking about my ghost, so I asked, “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      Fortunately, that wasn’t the case. “
      
        Oh
      
      , it’s nothing. 
      
        Um
      
      , I was just wondering why I was chosen as the examiner for the seventy-fifth floor. It’s been on my mind for a while. Mr. Gong-Ja, can you tell me about the examiners before me and what their floors were like?”
    

    
      It wasn’t a hard request, so I explained everything in detail. The Chemist’s eyes, even though they were hidden behind her thick glasses, clearly darkened as she listened to my explanation. 
    

    
      “I see,” the Chemist muttered. “Mr. Gong-Ja, if I die, I’ll probably go to the Truth Realm Heaven.”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
      ”
    

    
      “That’s how the examiner is chosen. It depends on which heaven they’ll go to after they die.”
    

    
      My eyes widened.
    

    
      On the other hand, the Chemist narrowed her eyes. “Think about it. You said that the world where Miss Paladin was in charge of judgment is the heaven of music, right?”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s right.”
    

    
      The Chemist’s voice was quiet. “Miss Paladin is, of course, an expert in music, so it makes sense that she would be the examiner in the Musical Heaven Realm. But if that rule were followed, the world where I should be the examiner would be the heaven of medicine. After all, my field of expertise is medicine. But the place I was appointed to be the examiner was the Truth Heaven Realm. It has nothing to do with my domain. I’m not good at telling the truth, and I don’t know much about two-dimensional planes, so appointing the examiner isn’t based on whether or not they’re an expert on the floor’s specialty. Absolutely not.”
    

    
      I also narrowed my eyes. “If the Paladin dies, she will be reborn in the Musical Heaven Realm. The Countess will go to the Golden Heaven Realm. The Viper will go to the Martial Heaven, and the Inquisitor to the Legal Heaven. And you…”
    

    
      “Yes, if I die, I’ll go to the Truth Heaven Realm. I was thinking about this while you were on the stage. If I were to die and go to the afterlife, what life would I want? It was hard to imagine, but I decided I would like a world where I don’t have to guess what others think.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      “The Truth Heaven is probably the afterlife I would like to spend my eternity.”
    

    
      I looked away, and so did the Chemist. 
    

    
      “Is that true?” I asked the Primordial Staff.
    

    
      “Yes, she’s right.” 
    

    
      
        [The Primordial Staff confirms that your speculation is correct.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have found the secret information that the Primordial Staff was withholding.]
      
    

    
      She even displayed the messages to confirm it. How kind.
    

    
      The Primordial Staff looked like she had been forced to use her secret trump card. “My original plan was to reveal everything when you reached the seventy-ninth floor. ‘Actually, the heavens you’ve seen so far are just…’ I wanted to act like a final boss monster. But you figured it out much faster than I expected. Now there’s no point in surprising you.”
    

    
      “Is the heaven I will go to after I die already decided?”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm, 
      
      that’s not something I can answer at the moment. It’s not up to me.” The Primordial Staff smiled mysteriously before she turned to the Chemist. “Your title is Chemist, correct? Good work. You may leave.”
    

    
      The mage tapped the floor with her staff, and the ground under the Chemist’s feet began to turn squishy as if it were a swamp.
    

    
      The Chemist stumbled. “
      
        Ah!
      
       M-Mr. Gong-Ja, stay strong! I heard that I’ll forget about this moment, but you will remember…”
    

    
      I smiled. “Yes. I look forward to the special potion you’ll make next.”
    

    
      
        Plop—!
      
    

    
      In an instant, the Chemist sank underground. Only white ripples remained where she had been, but they quickly faded. A moment later, the seventieth floor’s lobby was wrapped in cold white light.
    

    
      
        Only I can remember these floors…
      
    

    
      Well, it wasn’t anything new. After a shrug, I turned to the Pillar. “Very well. Who’s the next examiner? Anastasha? Mr. Carlenbery? Since only top Hunters have been called so far, rank has to be one of the standards in choosing examiners.”
    

    
      “To be exact, examiners are picked from people you’re deeply related to.”
    

    
      “Then is it Uburka? Or Raviel?”
    

    
      “Both do know you very well, but neither of them wants the afterlife, Death King.” The Primordial Staff tapped the ground with her staff once more. “Your examiner this time may be a little tricky.”
    

    
      
        Swoooosh!
      
    

    
      Light bloomed around the tip of her staff. If I looked closely, I could see that the light was shaped like a lotus flower. As the petals parted, a human form appeared through the gaps in the light beams.
    

    
      “
      
        Uh…
      
       What is this?”
    

    
      Like with all the previous examiners, I was also familiar with this person. There were a few people I thought I would never forget even after death, and this person was one of them, but this wasn’t a compliment.
    

    
      “Summoning? What kind of rude asshole would summon someone during his part-time job? I want to see that son of a bitch’s face.
      
         Huh?
      
       What? Are my eyes failing me? It seems that the man with the most boomer name in the universe is standing before me. Well, who else would summon me? Yeah, I was an idiot to think otherwise. Why did you call me this time? Do you want me to dance again?”
    

    
      “Yoo Soo-Ha…” I mumbled, feeling a headache creeping in.
    

    
      “That’s my name.”
    

    
      Why did it have to be him?
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Yup, I did indeed get a headache. This guy was certainly deeply related to me.
    

    
      “Of all people, why did it have to be you?” I grumbled. 
    

    
      “
      
        Ha? 
      
      I don’t know why you would ask me that. You’re the one who summoned me.” Yoo Soo-Ha narrowed his eyes. His sharp, thick eyebrows arched. “No, wait, I don’t live in your shadow anymore. How did you still summon me? Is this even legal?”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha had long since escaped being a summoned entity of the 
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation.
      
       He had gotten a new body through the 
      
        Earthbone Dragon’s Skull
      
      , the Skill I had gained from the Tower master. He probably thought the days of being summoned against his will at any time to follow orders were over, so being summoned again was enough to make him frown.
    

    
      “Stop working my ass off, you little shit. I’ve turned over a new leaf! Can’t you see what I’m wearing? This is my cafe uniform. Right before you summoned me, I was in the middle of my shift at Cafe Planetarium.”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha seemed to firmly think that I was the one who had used summoning magic. Maybe he was afraid that I would make him dance the hopak again. 
    

    
      “After work, I have to go running to the OJP Sect. Do you know how much I suffered after you made me a disciple there? If you have a conscience, you’d—”
    

    
      “Are you scared?” 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Are you scared I’m going to make you do something strange?” I asked again. 
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha grimaced. “You bastard… Just because you’re a Rank 2 Hunter, have the Rank 1 Hunter as your guard, know the heads of the Five Guilds, and are married to the most beautiful person in the world, do you think that you can treat me like shit?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha seemed to admit defeat. “Fuck.” 
    

    
      “But I didn’t summon you this time.”
    

    
      “So who did?”
    

    
      “It’s a long story.” 
    

    
      I told him that I was in the process of clearing the seventieth to the seventy-ninth floors. To pass these floors, I needed the approval of the chosen examiners, not just to perform well. Un-fucking-fortunately, Yoo Soo-Ha was the chosen one this time.
    

    
      He crossed his arms. A hint of worry had sat between his brows before, but now it was gone. His dark eyes scanned me from head to toe, and I couldn’t tell what he was thinking.
    

    
      “To sum it up, you need my approval if you want to reach the next floor, correct?” he asked.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Whether it takes ten or a hundred years, I can stay here and watch you bust your ass on the stage.”
    

    
      “Yup.” 
    

    
      “Time flows differently for us, so I can skip ahead if I want?”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha’s series of questions made me very uneasy, but I couldn’t go ahead and tell obvious lies. Even if I kept silent, the Primordial Staff would offer the much needed explanations.
    

    
      “...Right.” 
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha smiled devilishly. “Alright. Here's my answer. Dance for me first, Kim Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha scoffed. “
      
        Oh
      
      , and of course, when I say dance, I mean the dance you made me do. Was it cognac? Hopak? Well, you would know it the best since you told me to do it. Show me your dance skills first. We’ll talk about the stage later.” 
    

    
      
        Hey. 
      
    

    
      He smirked. “What? You don’t want to dance? Then don’t. Let’s just start spending one hundred years there. Even if you’re monstrously strong, you’ll eventually want to dance after you stay on the stage for a hundred or two hundred years. Don’t you think so?”
    

    
      
        Heeeeey.
      
    

    
      “I don’t plan to be done with just one dance. That would be too much of a waste. There are a lot of things to settle between the two of us, right, Kim Gong-Ja?”
    

    
      
        You son of a bitch. 
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      “How can you do this to me?!” I shouted.
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha didn’t even blink. “There are hundreds of reasons I’m doing this, you fucker.” 
    

    
      I shuddered. Was this man truly heartless? Did he lack any trace of compassion or guilt? Well, this was Yoo Soo-Ha, after all. 
    

    
      “Yoo Soo-Ha, I helped you get a job at Cafe Planetarium…”
    

    
      “Oh, yeah. I’m unfuckingbelievably honored, but I never asked for it.”
    

    
      “I even gave you the seat of the OJP Sect Master’s disciple…”
    

    
      “Because of you, every muscle in my body aches and screams at night and dawn. Thaaaaank you very much.”
    

    
      “I even gave you your life back! Wake up! Open your eyes!”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha scoffed. “Unless my memories have gone to shit, you’re the one who killed me, you fuck. You’re a heartless bastard lacking any kind of conscience or emotions. My mind and eyes can’t be clearer than they are right now.” 
    

    
      Technically, he had been the first to try to kill me on the second-floor hunting ground! Actually, he really did kill me before my regression! If I took this to court, everyone—the judge, the juries, the audience, the reporters—would stand up and admit my innocence and his cruelty!
    

    
      “Change…” I covered my head with my hands and groaned toward the Primordial Staff, “Change the examiner, please…”
    

    
      “No. That won’t happen, Death King,” the Primordial Staff answered coldly. “The Tower favors your destiny, but there are times they want to screw you over, even if I don’t intend it. Think of this as the price for wreaking havoc on the seventy-fifth floor.”
    

    
      “T-that can’t be! The one most deeply related to me can’t be Yoo Soo-Ha! Uburka! What about Uburka? My son should have the first turn!”
    

    
      “Do you know that the Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig won’t have an afterlife?”
    

    
      “Why?! Are you discriminating because of his species? The Tower said that they would give everyone a second chance, but they ignore and disregard my Terra children?!”
    

    
      “No. The muscle pig just thinks that once he’s dead, that’s it. He doesn’t think an afterlife is necessary,” the Primordial Staff replied calmly. 
    

    
      
        Damn it, Uburka! Who raised you to be such a cool, immoral kid? Uburka! I’m screaming your name here! Can you not hear me?!
      
    

    
      “Ra-Raviel. Yes, I have my love.” I pinned my last hope on her. “It doesn’t make sense for Raviel not to be my examiner. This is invalid! Please call my duke at once!”
    

    
      The Pillar nodded. “The Silver-Plated Heart… Ah, I guess that name was revoked. Anyhow, the Duke of Ivansia doesn’t want an afterlife unless she can spend it with you. Her memories with you are far more important than an afterlife.” 
    

    
      
        Ah, Raviel! I think the same! I’m so happy! But… if the result of this happiness is that psychopath guy with a ponytail within a two-meter radius of my presence, my heart aches so much for some reason!
      
    

    
      “Are you guys done talking? So, when are you going to dance?”
    

    
      
        Shuuut uuuuuup. 
      
    

    
      “Alright. I’ll accept the examiner.” I looked up, my face rigid. “But I’ll never dance, Yoo Soo-Ha.”
    

    
      “What? Didn’t you hear me? If you don’t dance, I’ll never give you a pass. Ever.” 
    

    
      “Then don’t give me one.”
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha frowned. “What?” 
    

    
      “Do as you like. You’ll give me a pass eventually.” 
    

    
      Yoo Soo-Ha looked dumbstruck. “You’re such a ridiculous bastard. Why would I give you a pass? I like nothing about you.”
    

    
      “First, you’ll watch me to see how long I’m going to last, but you’ll get bored soon and will skip ahead. When you see that I’m the same as ever, your boredom will surpass your desire to get revenge. In about two days, you’ll think, ‘Why am I doing this? I feel like an idiot. I should just go.’ And then you’ll say, ‘Pass. Pass. Pass. I don’t care if you pass or paddle in the sea.’ And then, you’ll stop caring.”
    

    
      “Uh…” Yoo Soo-Ha blinked. “That is so me.”
    

    
      “Yes, so I’ll never dance. Wake up.”
    

    
      “How the heck do you know what I’m thinking so well? It’s unsettling.” 
    

    
      I tilted my head and shrugged. “Perhaps it’s because I stabbed you in the abdomen through and through before. In a way, I can’t help but know what’s going on inside you better than you do."
    

    
      “You fucking bastard…”
    

    
      I had no business left with the ponytail man who couldn’t go a single sentence without cursing. 
    

    
      I turned and looked at the Primordial Staff. “Hurry up and send me to the next floor, please. I’ll just spend some time there. You said things will be tricky this time, right? You’re wrong. I’ll go to the seventy-sixth floor and numb my sense of time. A week will seem like a second and a year like a minute. By then, the floor will be cleared before I even realize it. What do you think, Lady Mage? My victory is guaranteed.”
    

    
      “Unbelievable.” The Primordial Staff looked genuinely shocked—or perhaps horrified. “You’re truly unbelievable…”
    

    
      I accepted that as praise.
    

    
      
        [The Primordial Staff is teleporting you.]
      
    

    
      As the two people watched me with cold eyes, I was sent to the next floor.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        [You have entered the seventy-sixth floor.]
      
    

    
      
        [You aren’t allowed here.]
      
    

    
      What I told the Pillar wasn’t a bluff. As soon as the white light faded and my feet touched the ground of the new floor, my first thought was to numb my sense of time. Of course, that’s exactly what I did. I knew who Yoo Soo-Ha was and how to render his temper powerless. However, before I meddled with time, I wanted to know what kind of place this was.
    

    
      I tapped the snake on my wrist. “Snakey, let’s get the info first.” 
    

    
      “Kieeee.”
    

    
      Snakey, now a guide, flicked their tongue.
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has activated their power.]
      
    

    
      
        [Revealing the information about the floor.]
      
    

    
      —Vision Heaven Realm
    

    
      —Floor: 76
    

    
      —Constellation: Surface-Reflected Lotus
    

    
      —Difficulty Level: C+
    

    
      —Information (Level 1): Everyone in this world will see you as you wish! You control everyone’s gaze. Do you want to appear beautiful? You will. Do you want to appear rich? You will. All you need to do is decide how you want to appear to others. No more work is needed. You have full freedom over yourself. However, you have no control over others. You cannot decide how to view others, only how they wish to be seen.
    

    
      The more I read, the more I felt like laughing. 
    

    
      “This is the kind of heaven Yoo Soo-Ha would like.”
    

    
      That was my first thought. If I had to pick one place for Yoo Soo-Ha to spend eternity, this wouldn’t be so bad.
    

    
      “Okay, Snakey. Hurry up and show me the rest of the hidden information.”
    

    
      Just as I was about to give the order to Hishimit Kritz, another thought came to me. 
    

    
      
        Wait. Heaven? A heaven for Yoo Soo-Ha?
      
    

    
      Something troubled me. It felt like I had suddenly bitten into an eggshell piece while munching on a delicious fried egg.
    

    
      Because I stopped talking so abruptly, Hishimit Kritz looked at me and tilted their head.“Kieee?” 
    

    
      I remained silent. Despite my closed lips, my doubts grew. I then recalled the words of the Chemist before she left the seventieth floor.
    

    
      
        “That’s how the examiner is chosen. It depends on which heaven they’ll go to after they die.”
      
    

    
      That was true. Yoo Soo-Ha would see this world as heaven and be reborn here, so that was why he was the examiner for this floor. Everything seemed to make sense so far, so why did this bother me this much? Why didn’t it feel right?
    

    
      I thought about the casual chat I just had with the Pillar.
    

    
      
        “What about Uburka?” 
      
    

    
      
        “Do you know that the Immorality-Dreaming Muscle Pig won’t have an afterlife?”
      
    

    
      
        “Why?!”
      
    

    
      
        “The muscle pig just thinks that once he’s dead, that’s it. He doesn’t think an afterlife is necessary.”
      
    

    
      I narrowed my eyes, blurring my surroundings. Because of this bonus information, my thoughts were racing.
    

    
      
        “It doesn’t make sense for Raviel not to be my examiner.”
      
    

    
      
        “Anyhow, the Duke of Ivansia doesn’t want an afterlife unless she can spend it with you.” 
      
    

    
      Without even realizing it, I muttered, “This can’t be Yoo Soo-Ha’s heaven.”
    

    
      Snakey raised their chin and looked up at me. They seemed to think I was speaking to them. “Kieeeee?” 
    

    
      Instead of clearing up the misunderstanding, I let my thoughts flow and spoke them aloud. 
    

    
      “According to the Primordial Staff, not everyone within the Tower goes to heaven when they die. Those with no lingering feelings for an afterlife and those who refuse to let go of their past-life memories, like Uburka and Raviel, only face death instead of being reborn in heaven.”
    

    
      The more I spoke, the more sure I became of my theory. My mind was racing while the world around me remained motionless. The thoughts that I spoke cooled and hardened as they left my lips. 
    

    
      “In that case, Yoo Soo-Ha should be open to going to one of the Nine Heavens of the Tower after his death. Otherwise, he would merely accept death when the time comes, like Uburka and Raviel, who do not meet the requisites to be the examiner of the seventy-sixth floor.”
    

    
      Snakey looked at me. My fox god also turned their head and looked at me, and so did the Guardian. Though I could not see them, I assumed that many more eyes were watching me. 
    

    
      “That’s the problem,” I said with conviction. “Yoo Soo-Ha would never see this place as heaven. Even if he dies, he’ll want to be reborn in the same world.”
    

    
      It wasn’t because he liked the world he was born into. It was the complete opposite.
    

    
      “He doesn’t like other worlds either. He doesn’t think in the slightest that if he and the world change, he’ll become a better person. He just values himself, his life, and his memories. As long as he can keep these things, he doesn’t care what happens to the world. If he can’t have these, no world will ever satisfy him.”
    

    
      I looked up at the clear blue sky, addressing the Primordial Staff, who was watching my every move in the lobby.
    

    
      “I object to your examiner appointment.”
    

    
      I got no answer back.
    

    
      “If you didn’t choose Uburka and Raviel for the reasons you mentioned in the lobby, then Yoo Soo-Ha can’t be an examiner either. Their exact reasons are different, but they’re very similar. None of them would accept being reborn in a heaven without their memories. Don’t you think so?"
    

    
      There was still no answer.
    

    
      “If I’m wrong, please tell me, but I don’t think you can refute me on this one.”
    

    
      Silence.
    

    
      “As Yoo Soo-Ha said, I know him better than he does.”
    

    
      
        [The Primordial Staff closes her eyes.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Primordial Staff has accepted your objection.]
      
    

    
      
        Pzzzzzzz—!
      
    

    
      
        [Terminating the seventy-sixth stage.]
      
    

    
      The blue sky of this world split in two.
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Back when my orphanage director was a child, kids his age would watch TV instead of scrolling on their smartphones. They couldn’t choose what to watch on TV, only whatever the broadcasting stations showed. Since employees were needed for the stations to run, the screen stayed dark during sleep hours. It was like a shop that closed at night. When the broadcasting stations were off their clocks, the TVs didn’t show anything. 
Pzzzzz—!
When nothing played on the TV screens, static composed of black and white dots took over. They looked like bots playing a fast game of Go. That was what I saw when I stood up. It was a very… very… very dizzying sight.
Pzz, pzzzzzz—!
[The stage on the seventy-sixth floor has been terminated by force.]
The sky split in two. Black and white waste liquid poured out from the gap like mold. The sky was the first to be consumed, then the people under it. Finally, even the horizon was swallowed.
Pzzzzz!
[The Sixth Pillar, the Primordial Staff, has intervened.]
[The Primordial Staff maintains control of the stage.]
In a world where black and white mixed and created chaos, a mage leaned on her staff. She was one of the Pillars that ran this Tower—the Primordial Staff.
The Pillar looked at me. 
“That’s an interesting claim, Death King. So are you saying that my choice was wrong? I’ve considered both this heaven and you to choose the most appropriate examiner, and that was Yoo Soo-Ha. Are you saying that it’s the wrong choice nonetheless?”
The Pillar’s eyes were silver, like water with a sword within it. I didn’t avoid the silver sword even though it was pointed at me.
“Yes. Even if Yoo Soo-Ha dies, he will never wish to be reborn here,” I said.
The Pillar remained silent for a long time. Suddenly, she grabbed her staff more tightly. 
“Yes, you may be right, but what about this place then?” The Pillar raised her long staff high. With all her strength, she slammed it onto the floor.
[The Primordial Staff has activated her power.]
Swoooosh!
White waves rose from where her staff struck. A flood followed, washing away the darkness that had been eating away at this world.
The world of static noise changed.
[The Primordial Staff is teleporting you.]
[You have entered the seventy-seventh floor.]
[You aren’t allowed here.]
“This is the Mechanical Heaven Realm,” the Primordial Staff said. 
It seemed she was using her magic because we were floating in the air. Below us, a futuristic city spread out. Smooth skyscrapers without a single visible pillar or joint stood proudly. The buildings were linked like neurons in a brain while roads stretched between the skyscrapers like spiderwebs.
“In this world, many mechanical dolls live. To use your terms, they’re NPCs.”
Many humans walked through the city. If the Pillar was right, most of them were NPCs, not Hunters who had been reborn with their souls intact.
“The Constellation of this world, the God of Machines, controls millions of mechanical dolls. The humans reborn here don’t know this and think the NPCs are fellow humans. It’s understandable they don’t get suspicious because the mechanical dolls that the God of Machines makes look and act a lot like humans. And…”
“And?” 
“The dolls always lose to humans at the key moment of the humans’ lives.”
A boxing match was displayed on the city’s billboards.
She continued, “The humans reborn here always beat the dolls in such an intricate manner that the humans never notice that the dolls are letting them win, so they never suspect that their opponents are actually just mechanical dolls.”
Thump!
A boxer with red gloves hit his foe and sent him to the floor. Cheers rose from the crowd beyond the screen. The boxer in blue gloves staggered while the boxer in red gloves pressed forward.
“Those who are reborn here are meant to live a life of success. Even when their defeat seems imminent, they’ll still prevail and taste victory. The confidence that comes from overcoming life’s trials and all this joy are the gifts from the God of Machines to humans.”
Finally, the red boxer landed an uppercut on his opponent’s face.
Thud!
The blue boxer fell on the ring floor while the red boxer’s face lit up with the certainty and joy of his victory. The referee rushed over and separated the two. 
“It’s a kind of game where victory is always guaranteed, but the residents never suspect it. They can’t help but believe that everything they have achieved is a result of their skill. What do you think, Death King? Don’t you think this is the apt place to be Yoo Soo-Ha’s heaven?”
The referee took the red boxer’s wrist and lifted his arm. With excitement, the red boxer roared, and the crowd answered with an even louder cheer. 
“I’ll admit that you know Yoo Soo-Ha well,” the Pillar said quietly amid the cheers. “Yes, maybe I made a mistake. As the floor manager, I apologize for that. To make up for it, I’ll mark the seventy-sixth floor as cleared. You can start clearing the seventy-seventh—"
“How long do you think this can last?” I asked. 
“What?”
I narrowed my eyes. “Those who wished to leave the outside world entered the Tower. If they want to abandon even the Tower, then they’re sent to one of the Nine Heavens, which are spread out from the seventy-first to the seventy-ninth floors, but is that it? What if the souls who come here want to leave again? Are you going to create another heaven inside heaven? Will you build a Tower inside a Tower, and then another Tower inside that one, and continue doing that forever? Even after building the thousandth, the ten thousandth, the hundred thousandth, the millionth floor?”
The Pillar bit her lower lip. Her staff trembled despite how tightly she was holding it. 
[The Primordial Staff is teleporting you.]
[You have entered the seventy-eighth floor.]
[You aren’t allowed here.]
“How about here?” she asked. 
The world changed again. A calm village by the beach spread out before them. People stood in pairs, chatting or eating.
“This is the Couple Heaven Realm. Here, everyone can find their match. Even if you didn’t meet your soulmate in your past life, you’ll meet them here and live forever—”
“There’s no end to this.” I deflected the sword hidden in the Pillar’s eyes with the sword in my voice. “Primordial Staff, I can tell who you are in the Tower. You’re the underworld judge of the Tower, deciding which level of heaven the souls who died in the Tower will go to. Like Yama[1] from the outside world. The difference is that you never send anyone to hell.”
[You have uncovered the Primordial Staff’s true identity!]
[The Primordial Staff has activated her privilege as the Pillar.]
[Distorting your memories related to the Primordial Staff.]
[The attempt has failed.]
[All the attempts to distort your memories have failed!]
My fox god was still wrapped around my neck. I nodded and stared at the Pillar, the judge who sentenced and sent all the souls who had died in the Tower.
I said, “You made two mistakes.”
“Mistakes? What do you mean?”
“The Tower never forces humans from the outside world to come here. That choice is theirs. They have to decide if the life of the Tower will suit them and whether they’ll abandon the outside world. All the Hunters here have voluntarily chosen to come here themselves.”
I clenched my fists as hard as I could.
“But you didn’t ask them what they wanted. You didn’t ask the Paladin if she would choose the Musical Heaven Realm when she dies. You just made your own judgment that this realm in particular will be the best heaven for her. You summoned the Countess, the Viper, the Inquisitor, the Chemist, and Yoo Soo-Ha without asking any of them if they wanted to be here. But your worst mistake is that everyone who goes to the heaven floors you manage forgets their memories.”
“What’s wrong with that? These souls left the world to go to a place that will make them happy. There’s no need to recall memories they hated or the world they abandoned,” the Primordial Staff replied.
“We didn’t choose to be born in the outside world, but we chose to live in the Tower. It’s the world we wanted to be born into. Unlike the outside world, where we ended up without knowing anything about it beforehand, we chose the Tower. That’s why the Tower has a meaning!” 
I took a step forward. Perhaps the Primordial Staff’s magic ended. For a moment, I lost my balance and nearly fell, but I immediately used my aura to walk on air. 
“But you made them lose the memories they chose to remember!” I shouted. 
“Urgh.”
“Your heaven floors have erased the meaning the Tower barely managed to establish. You’re basically rebuilding the outside world inside the Tower. You aren’t qualified to be the judge of heaven.”
The Primordial Staff gritted her teeth. “Just because you say these things, that doesn’t mean you’re rig—”
“I’m not done.” I looked up. “Yoo Soo-Ha!”
Pzzzz—!
“You must be listening to this! You choose! It’s your decision! The Primordial Staff made her judgment! Is there a heaven between the seventy-sixth, seventy-seventh, and seventy-eighth floors that you want to go to after you die? Decide if the Primordial Staff is fit to judge!”
The sky crackled and opened up.
“Or you can just tell both of us to get lost! The Lion Realm is where you and I live. Is that realm your only world? If you die, would you want to be born in the Lion Realm again? Decide who is right: the Primordial Staff or me!”
—What will you give me?
Crackle!
From the gap in the sky came the same static noise as before. White and black dots flickered as Yoo Soo-Ha’s voice flowed down.
—You can’t tell me to choose without giving me anything in return. I don’t really understand what’s going on, but you’re competing with that Pillar or something, right? And you want me to take your side. Deal. Tell me what you will give me.
“Do you really have to be so true to yourself even in this moment?”
—I’m bound to act this way after some random kid killed me. 
I clenched my jaw, but what leaked out wasn’t the sound of my grinding teeth—it was laughter.
“You crazy jerk. You’ve always been like this, even before I killed you.”
That was the kind of man Yoo Soo-Ha was. Even if he had to live in a pile of trash, he would still prefer to be alive and screw over the entire universe as long as he could keep his memories. He couldn’t and wouldn’t go to heaven. Unless it was a pleasure of his present, he would say fuck no to everything, even the afterlife.
I burst into laughter. “I’ll dance the hopak for you! For one day, two days, a week, it doesn’t matter! I’ll keep showing my dance skills until you ask me to stop. I’ll dance ten or twenty times longer than you ever did, you fucker! So screw heaven and keep living in our world!”
The sky fell silent for a moment.
—Hmm… That doesn’t sound like a bad world.
Before the Primordial Staff could frown, the examiner sided with me.
—Deal.
A sharp warning sound pierced my mind.
[The seventy-sixth floor’s stage has been terminated.]
[The seventy-seventh floor’s stage has been terminated.]
[The seventy-eighth floor’s stage has been terminated.]
Pressing her forehead, the Primordial Staff cursed. “Seriously, you rascals—”
The Tower made their decision. 
[A motion has been raised that the Primordial Staff is unfit to serve as a Pillar.]
[Inquiring Zrakua for confirmation.]
[Unable to confirm.]
[The answer to the motion exceeds the Tower’s authorization level.]
It had been a really long time since I heard these messages.
[The Tower is confirming the motion again.]
[Confirmed.]
[The raised motion is valid.]
[The Tower has conceded the Death King’s motion to be a formal agenda.].
[The Tower has requested the Six Pillars of All Life to convene for a majority vote meeting.]
White and black sand filled my vision.

1. Mainly known as the god of the underworld. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 359: The Scream-Gathering Sky (1)

    
      This wasn’t the first time I met with the Pillars. I had met them many times before and participated in meetings where they were present. When the Tower decided to convene a Pillar meeting, I wasn’t really surprised. Instead, I thought I would open my eyes once again in the darkness, where I usually woke up after my death.
    

    
      “Wake up, Death King. Are you going to lie down there forever? I suggest you stand up promptly and regain your senses so you can show proper respect. Until then, I don’t plan to invite Her Grace here.”
    

    
      A familiar voice echoed in my ears. I blinked. My sight cleared bit by bit, like a wiper cleaning a car windshield covered in yellow dust. In front of me stood a woman with elegant brows.
    

    
      “Finally, you’ve opened your eyes.”
    

    
      Beautiful was the only word I could use to describe her. The woman looked down at me with sharp eyes and indifferent gaze. Her lips formed a straight line, showing no traces of needless persistence, delusion, or pride. She wore a purely black dress, as if refusing everything in this world that was white or gray.
    

    
      I was sure I had seen that outfit, those lips, and those eyes somewhere before. I paused for a moment, trying to recall the name of that darkness.
    

    
      “Advisor… River Eternal?” 
    

    
      The woman nodded. “Yes, that is my title.” 
    

    
      Outside of her voice, she made no sound as she moved around. Perhaps that was why even gravity seemed to vanish for a moment, along with every last bit of air around her.
    

    
      “‘Nice to meet you for the first time’ isn’t exactly accurate to say. I heard from Her Grace that you briefly possessed my body at some point.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah…
      
      ” I muttered. 
    

    
      Yes, I had once visited the kingdom of Tower Master Amethyst through Amethyst’s trauma, and to do that I had to possess the woman who was neatly clasping her hands together in front of me. That was why I felt a sense of deja vu just now.
    

    
      “I heard that Her Grace owes a lot to you.” River Eternal bowed. The person she called Her Grace had to be be the Kaleido Duchess, the Tower master’s other title. 
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , yes. Well, it’s nothing…” I felt strange to meet someone I had possessed before. “But… Why would you come out to greet me? I was called to the Pillars’ meeting.”
    

    
      River Eternal straightened her back and tilted her head. “I hear you’re very sharp. Doesn’t my voice ring a bell?”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
       Y-yes. I did think your voice was familiar for some reason.”
    

    
      “Is that so? It would be better if I let you hear it directly.” 
    

    
      River Eternal stared at me. 
    

    
      
        [Testing.]
      
    

    
      
        [Playing the voice.]
      
    

    
      
        [This message’s sole purpose is to play the voice.]
      
    

    
      My jaw dropped to the floor.
    

    
      “
      
        Huh? Eeeeeh?
      
      ”
    

    
      Unfazed by my shock, River Eternal bowed. “Let me formally introduce myself again. I am the second advisor affiliated with the Ducal Family of Kaleido. The Sun Queen granted me the Eleventh Cup. I usually go by Mia, but please call me River Eternal.”
    

    
      Her voice was the same one I had heard many times while climbing the Tower. It was the Tower’s voice.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “Wait, hold on…” 
    

    
      I had just heard River Eternal’s long introduction, but only one thought lingered in my mind.
    

    
      “The Tower’s voice messages we get… isn’t… something automated, but…”
    

    
      River Eternal nodded. “Yes, it’s done manually.” 
    

    
      “Whaaaaat?!” I yelped. “Manually? All of it? I mean, I’m not the only Hunter who listens to the Tower’s voice. There are a ton of them! Every time a Hunter learns a Skill or goes up to a higher floor, they hear the voice…”
    

    
      “They’re all done manually.”
    

    
      “That’s impossible!”
    

    
      River Eternal stayed indifferent. “Actually, it makes sense. Time flows differently in your world compared to this place. Here, time is stopped compared to your world, Death King. Even if multiple events occur simultaneously, it’s just a set of tasks that I have to handle one by one.”
    

    
      “But you would still have to reply to thousands, tens of thousands, or even hundreds of thousands of Hunters each day.”
    

    
      As if it were no big deal, River Eternal tilted her head. “Yes, is there a problem?”
    

    
      Yes, a lot of them, actually.
    

    
      “Inefficiency… This is the peak of inefficiency…” I mumbled. 
    

    
      “Inefficiency happens when time and space are limited. Here, we can control time and observe other worlds at will. The idea of inefficiency doesn’t exist.”
    

    
      “Don’t you get tired?”
    

    
      “It’s for the duchess, so I see no reason to be tired,” she said, seemingly sincere. 
    

    
      Unbelievable. 
    

    
      She continued, “The matter at hand isn’t my work, Death King. Please do something about your clothes first.”
    

    
      I looked around. The place I had awoken was also similar. It was the kingdom’s assembly chamber where all the nobles met to talk, the place I went to right after I possessed River Eternal.
    

    
      “Why are we here?”
    

    
      Wasn’t the place where the Pillars met to discuss important matters supposed to be dark?
    

    
      She answered, “I’ll explain soon. For now, please get into proper attire. Even if you know Her Grace personally, you should keep proper etiquette in my presence. I can’t let you meet Her Grace like this.”
    

    
      “What do you mean? What’s wrong with my clothes?”
    

    
      River Eternal scanned me from head to toe. “They’re vulgar.” 
    

    
      Yes, the pitch-black leather clothes I was wearing had been styled by Anastasha. I couldn’t say anything in return, so I avoided her gaze. “These are expensive clothes, you know.”
    

    
      “How much did they cost?”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
      ”
    

    
      “You said they’re expensive, so if you’ll excuse me, how much did they cost?"
    

    
      I told her the price I had heard from Anastasha. River Eternal nodded before picking up some clothes from a pile on the desk and gave them to me.
    

    
      I ended up taking them. “W-what is this?”
    

    
      “These are a hundred twenty times more expensive than your clothes. Change.”
    

    
      I changed at once. In the meantime, River Eternal turned her back to me and said, “This is the control room where we watch all the Towers. It was modeled after the kingdom’s assembly chamber. It looks the same, but it’s a different place. If I were to explain it from your view… well, you can call this the first basement floor of the Tower.”
    

    
      As I shoved my left foot into the pants, I asked, “Is there a second basement floor?”
    

    
      “No. Even if you clear the hundredth floor, something like ‘there are actually one hundred extra floors underground, and your real journey begins now. It’s time to celebrate part two of the Death King’s story’ will never happen, so don’t worry.”
    

    
      I had never thought of anything that terrible, but for some reason, it sounded like something that could actually happen… How terrifying…  My soul and the whole universe would be burned to ashes if that actually happened.
    

    
      “Are you all dressed up?” she asked me.
    

    
      “Yes, I’m done.”
    

    
      River Eternal turned around and inspected my traditional kingdom clothes. “Hunters are normally not allowed on the first basement floor. The same rule applies to the Constellations. Even if they were to enter by some rare chance, all they would see is pitch-black darkness.”
    

    
      I nodded.
    

    
      “That is how it would have appeared to you in the past, Death King, but you’ve now earned the qualification to be here, even if it’s temporary. This is the first time this has happened since the Tower was built.” 
    

    
      River Eternal looked down at Snakey, who was wrapped around my wrist. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry, but you’re the only one who has obtained the qualification. The cognitive abilities of the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye, Your Exclusive Music Box, the Goddess of Protection, and the Sword Emperor are on pause for the time being. This is for security, so I would appreciate it if I could have your understanding.”
    

    
      I now understood why everyone had been quiet since I arrived. After River Eternal stopped checking my clothes, she stepped back with a nod. 
    

    
      “Fortunately, the clothes suit you well. This should suffice for an audience with Her Grace.”
    

    
      I said, “I do hear a lot that anything suits—”
    

    
      “Then, let us begin.” 
    

    
      River Eternal clapped.
    

    
      
        Creaaaak—!
      
    

    
      The door to the chamber opened. People walked out, as if they had been waiting there all along.
    

    
      “Verifying the participants.”
    

    
      
        [Verifying the participants.]
      
    

    
      I heard the same voice twice. River Eternal raised her chin and stared at the people entering the door before calling out their names one by one.
    

    
      “The Fifth Pillar, Mirage-Walking Princess, has joined the meeting.”
    

    
      
        [The Fifth Pillar, Mirage-Walking Princess, has joined the meeting.]
      
    

    
      The first to enter was the princess. She was the Pillar who liked me the most. With platinum blond hair, the princess smiled from ear to ear as she waved at me. If I had to compare her to an animal, she would be a chick.
    

    
      “Hi, Death King! It’s been a long time. How have you—”
    

    
      “I’m sorry, my lady, but please be quiet,” River Eternal said quickly. 
    

    
      The princess pouted. “
      
        Ah
      
      , Advisor Mia. You’re so strict…” 
    

    
      Without even blinking, River Eternal called the next participant. “The Fourth Pillar, Bystanding Moon of Blind Faith, has joined the meeting.”
    

    
      
        [The Fourth Pillar, Bystanding Moon of Blind Faith, has joined the meeting.]
      
    

    
      A Pillar with a dull face, as if everything from the start to the end of the universe were bothersome, entered the chamber. Somehow, this pillar reminded me of a sea otter.
    

    
      “The Third Pillar, Legislator of the Beginning, has joined the meeting.”
    

    
      
        [The Third Pillar, Legislator of the Beginning, has joined the meeting.]
      
    

    
      A Pillar who seemed to have tasted every flavor of life—bitter, sweet, spicy, and even mint chocolate—and now just wanted to rest and go home, walked slowly, like a slime. If I were to compare this Pillar to an animal, it would be a hedgehog.
    

    
      “The Second Pillar, Void-Dancing God, has joined the meeting.”
    

    
      
        [The Second Pillar, Void-Dancing God, has joined the meeting.]
      
    

    
      To this Pillar, it seemed that it didn’t matter whether the universe was created or destroyed as long as her interests were saved… What? She actually balletted her way into the chamber. Even after making her entrance, she was still dancing like an African flamingo. 
    

    
      “The Sixth Pillar, Primordial Staff, has joined the meeting.”
    

    
      
        [The Sixth Pillar, Primordial Staff, has joined the meeting.]
      
    

    
      The mage, looking like she was going to sigh even at her birth or just before calmly accepting her death, glanced at me. If I was to compare her to an animal, she would probably be an old lioness.
    

    
      Footsteps echoed.
    

    
      River Eternal, who had been staring indifferently at the five Pillars as they entered, slowly bowed deeply as she said, “Please come in, Your Grace. I apologize for asking for a meeting despite your busy schedule.”
    

    
      This greeting was very different from the previous ones. She didn’t use the Tower’s voice or the system messages but her actual voice to greet and worship whoever the footsteps belonged to.
    

    
      “I have called this meeting as per the rules you set, but please judge its legitimacy yourself, Your Grace.”
    

    
      “It’s fine. It seems very fair to me. As always, you reliably handled the matter, my advisor."
    

    
      River Eternal bowed again. “Thank you.” 
    

    
      The Tower master, the woman who could have any face or voice, appeared. Here, she was known as the Kaleido Duchess, but I was more familiar with the name Amethyst. 
    

    
      The woman with platinum blond hair smiled at me with the dignity and elegance of a noble and the master of the Tower.
    

    
      “Hi, Death King. HDYD?”
    

    
      I was at a loss for words. 
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
       You’re quiet. I heard this was how people greet each other nowadays. Is it wrong? Yo? Sup? Wassup?”
      
        [1]
      
    

    
      
        No… You, no…
      
    

    
      River Eternal sighed. The Primordial Staff had been sighing from the beginning. The other Pillars joined in as if they had been expecting this. If the sighs were crops, then this year would be a good harvest.
    

    
      Only the princess frowned and firmly said, “Mom! That’s not it! It’s ‘Wassup, man!’”
    

    
      “
      
        Ah
      
      , I see. Thank you, my daughter.”
    

    
      “Yes, I’ll gladly accept your thanks, Mom. From now on, use what I taught you correctly.”
    

    
      Tower Master Amethyst turned to me and greeted me with a quaint gesture. “Let me start again, Death King. Wassup, man?”
    

    
      She’d had the vibe of the final boss monster before, so what the heck happened? Also, there was no way in hell this was how people greeted each other nowadays.
    

    

    
      1. The raw is 방가방가. 하이염? 하이잉. 할로할로. They're the  very old variations of the Korean internet slangs. Some changes have been made for the smoother flow. ☜
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    Chapter 360: The Scream-Gathering Sky (2)

    
      I tried my hardest to explain why “Wassup, man” wasn’t the way people greeted each other nowadays. In short, I had to explain the phrase to the owner of the Tower, but neither of us had ever imagined that such an explanation would be necessary… Well, no one had expected this, actually. Who could have seen it coming?
    

    
      “I know that, Death King. Did you think I didn’t know? I was just trying to ease your tension by cracking a joke.”
    

    
      I laughed monotonously. “That was a good joke, ma’am.” 
    

    
      “Of course. After all, I’m the master of the Tower. Anyhow…” The Tower master narrowed her eyes. “Since an objection has been raised, we should address it.”
    

    
      With her purple eyes, she glanced at me, then at the mage. “Death King and Primordial Staff, please step forward."
    

    
      The Pillar stepped forward, gripping her staff. 
    

    
      The Tower master was sitting where the Sun Queen used to sit in the original chamber, though not on the throne, but at the base, leaning her head against its arm. 
    

    
      The Primordial Staff and I were facing each other across the throne.
    

    
      “The one who raised the agenda is the Scream-Gathering Sky, and the raised agenda is a vote of no confidence on the Primordial Staff. Is that correct?”
    

    
      “Yes,” I replied with a nod.
    

    
      The Tower master mused, her chin resting on her palm. Her lips fought to suppress a smile. 
    

    
      “It’s a vote of no confidence, not a complaint or a proposal. Good!” she said in high spirits. Before I could react, she added, “First of all, the Pillars shouldn’t find this unpleasant.”
    

    
      She glanced around at the Pillars. “I know many of you don’t like the Death King.”
    

    
      The Pillars were silent, but the Tower master went on as if she knew what they were thinking.
    

    
      “‘Arrogant. He’s a baby star who has just stepped into the sky, and yet he dares to question the Pillars’ work. On top of that, he even started a vote of no confidence! From the moment he started toying with the rules, he got on everyone’s nerves. Still, the Tower master has been generous, but he finally crossed the line.’”
    

    
      Even though I could now understand the emotions in her voice, the Tower master still sounded like a hissing snake.
    

    
      “‘We’ve always set limits on what we do. Even though we have the power to do as we please, we restrain ourselves. That alone is a grace we bestow on him, but he doesn't see it that way. How rude. We’ve watched over his small world and created a place where he can shine. Is this how he repays us?’”
    

    
      The Pillars stayed silent. Not a single muscle on their faces moved. However, the Tower master’s voice lingered around them, like tendons beneath a layer of skin.
    

    
      “‘And above all, how… how dare he challenge the Tower master even before reaching the fiftieth floor and earning the name of a Constellation? That’s rude. Impudent.’”
    

    
      With a balloon-popping sound, the tension in the air snapped—the Tower master clapped, her gaze still fixated on the pillars. Her voice was clear, like polished crystal.
    

    
      “I know some of you think like that, but please stop. Because the arrogant acts that the Death King is committing are exactly what I did before I stood here. He raised a vote of no confidence, not just a mere objection, yelling that what we’ve been doing is fundamentally wrong and can’t be solved by making minor adjustments. That is what I had been doing in every way before I built this Tower, and it’s what made me the super-ultra-class wacko I am today. Pillars, you know this better than anyone else.”
    

    
      There were no lies in her words.
    

    
      For the first time, the Legislator of the Beginning spoke up with a quiet yet firm voice. “We know, but you and the Death King aren’t the same. You didn’t just shout that something was wrong. You made a proposal to solve the problem and improve things, not just raise a vote of no confidence. 
      
        He 
      
      said he would take the Primordial Staff’s work.” 
    

    
      The Legislator of the Beginning looked at me with cold eyes. 
    

    
      “It’s easy to point fingers and criticize when you think something is wrong. Mocking is fun, and condemnation is always enjoyable. Many stop there and don’t go further. They don’t offer better plans, claim they can do better, or take responsibility for their words. I can understand that, but it’s only natural to think that it’s not fair.”
    

    
      “I would say that statement is rather unfair to the Death King,” the Tower master said immediately.
    

    
      The Legislator of the Beginning hesitated.
    

    
      The Tower master rested her chin on her hand again, her gaze lingering on the Pillar. “Everyone here knows what the Death King’s journey has entitled so far. He took in the endless autumn rain and made peonies bloom in the eternally frozen land. He melted the plated heart and helped a lost puppet find himself again. Instead of avoiding the criticism and condemnation directed at him, he accepted all of it. So I want to make it clear that it’s unfair to judge the Death King like that. But also…” 
    

    
      The Tower master turned to me. “This is the core of the issue, Death King. Let me remind you of something. Raising a vote of no confidence against someone else is never just a matter of objection. It means you’ll take that person’s place and take over their tasks.”
    

    
      “Yes, of course,” I said.
    

    
      The Tower master clapped once more.
    

    
      “Good. Now that we’ve cleared that up, what you have to do is simple.” The Tower master spread her arms. “Prove yourself as you always have done, Death King.”
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The Tower master explained the rules to us. 
    

    
      “If the Death King proves he has the ability and resolve to replace the Primordial Staff, the vote of no confidence on the Primordial Staff will pass and she’ll resign from her position as the Pillar. The Death King will fill in for her and run the Tower’s underworld. Should he fail, he’ll pay the price.”
    

    
      The Tower master didn’t say what the price was going to be. With her usual smile, she added, “Needless to say that the first thing you’ll lose is the right to challenge me.”
    

    
      I clenched my fists. “I understand.” 
    

    
      “Good.” The Tower master's smile widened. This time, it was directed at the mage. “What about you, Primordial Staff?”
    

    
      “... No problem,” the Primordial Staff reluctantly replied, like a branch that held onto its red leaves in fall. 
    

    
      The other Pillars sat in a ring far away. The place was like an arena, though no arena had such a small audience. The consequences of the duel wouldn’t be less dire than at most other arenas by any means. 
    

    
      
        [Announcing the vote result.]
      
    

    
      
        [Death King : 0 vote.]
      
    

    
      
        [Abstention: 2 votes.]
      
    

    
      
        [Primordial Staff: 3 votes.]
      
    

    
      Of course, I wasn’t off to a good start. I had pissed off the Pillars many times in the past. Even though the Tower master had told them not to be offended, the Pillars were still affected by what I had done in the past. Furthermore, the Primordial Staff was their long-time colleague. 
    

    
      Even so, two Pillars still abstained from the vote and reserved their positions. Things weren’t that hopeless for me.
    

    
      The Primordial Staff was the first to break the silence. “I must begin by saying how much this hurts me, Death King. I’ve shown you leniency. As a manager, I abided by the rules but was considerate of you as much as the rules allowed me to be, and this is what I get in return? Is this the price of my actions? I tried to help you, a rising star who followed after the Sword Emperor. I could have been your patron. Even if you remove me from my position, you’re basically cutting off your own finger. It’s not too late to stop this.”
    

    
      The mage mentioned my best interests, reminded me of what she had given me, and spoke of what she could give me in the future with her position and power. It was the simplest yet strongest form of persuasion since the dawn of time. 
    

    
      “You’re right. It may have been a mistake to appoint Yoo Soo-Ha as the examiner. Your criticism is valid. I admit it and apologize, but even Pillars can make errors. To condemn me for one mistake is arrogant!”
    

    
      Next, the mage emphasized on her humanity. Pretending to admit her fault, she slandered me for making her do it. This was also an effective attack. The mage knew that the outcome of this duel would be decided by a majority vote. It was more important to win over the Pillars than to persuade me.
    

    
      The mage went on with a sigh. “Let’s say you do manage to drag me down from my position. Since the Tower was first built, there have been many talks about what to do with the underworld. My proposition was accepted, so I was entrusted with the task of designing the seventieth to the seventy-ninth floors. Don’t think this is the first vote of no confidence against the Pillars. Many Constellations coveted our seats after the Tower was built. As the Pillar in charge of the most sensitive work, I’ve faced many attacks, but…”
    

    
      The mage, who was still holding her position as a Pillar, lightly bit the tip of her staff, like it was a pipe in her mouth. 
    

    
      “In the end, the same problem the Legislator of the Beginning spoke of stopped them. It’s easy to say that I’m wrong. Anyone can criticize us, but what about taking responsibility? Do you have a better proposition than my heavens?”
    

    
      Lastly, the mage brought up why she had to win. She was competent while I was not. It was only a matter of relativity, but that was also why the outcome could be decided by a majority vote.
    

    
      “I make these souls happy. It’s the joy they wanted and what I can give them. If you can’t give them as much as I do, Death King, you can never beat me.”
    

    
      Her logic, sharp as a sword, cut me in three ways. This wasn’t an attack that would end if I blocked just once. Only after blocking it three times would my body be whole again.
    

    
      “Shall we hear your answer?” she asked. 
    

    
      I rubbed the handkerchief with my index finger. Yes, if one were to dig a grave for someone else, they should dig one for themselves first
      
        [1]
      
      . I always had a few graves dug in my heart. 
    

    
      There was no need to rush. I just had to strike down the easiest attack first.
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm, 
      
      it’s true that you’ve been considerate of me, Lady Mage. You said that I’m a rising star who showed up after the Sword Emperor. That’s why you want to help me, but why do you want that in the first place? It isn’t because you like me or want to help me without any reason. You don’t think highly of the Sword Emperor either. In your eyes, he’s just a troublemaker.”
    

    
      I had seen her reaction after clearing the Truth Heaven Realm.
    

    
      
        “Did you two really have to prove that you’re one of a kind in troublemaking, too?!”
      
    

    
      
        “Sword Emperor, I can’t see you, and you wouldn’t probably speak to me either. But I’ll tell you this: there’s a good reason you failed to clear the Absolute Heavenly Peak.”
      
    

    
      This wasn’t the reaction of someone who viewed him in a favorable light. 
    

    
      “You don’t support someone just because they’re a Hunter challenging the hundredth floor. You think that there’s something only I can do, right? You have your own reasons for backing me up. I don’t know if those reasons have to do with the Tower master or the secrets of the hundredth floor, but you’re using me for your own gain, not mine.”
    

    
      The mage was unfazed. My words didn’t hurt her at all. “Everyone does that. Are you trying to say I’m a snob?” 
    

    
      I looked at River Eternal.
    

    
      
        [Death King: 0 vote]
      
    

    
      
        [Abstention: 2 votes]
      
    

    
      
        [Primordial Staff: 3 votes.]
      
    

    
      The vote count was etched in mana above River Eternal’s head. There was still no change in the score, so I reorganized my plan of attack.
    

    
      I shook my head. “No, and I’m not blaming you for one mistake.”
    

    
      “That’s unfortunate. It feels that way to me.”
    

    
      “A mistake is an unintentional error, but what if it was done on purpose? What if you knew what would happen for sure and chose to ignore it? Is that also a mistake?”
    

    
      “You sound like I intentionally picked the wrong examiner,” the mage said quietly. 
    

    
      “Is Yoo Soo-Ha the first?”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Is Yoo Soo-Ha the only mistake you’ve made until now?”
    

    
      The mage showed signs of hesitations for the first time. 
    

    
      I went on. “When Hunters die, you’re the one who decides which floor of the Nine Heavens they’re sent to. You made the mistake of thinking that Yoo Soo-Ha wanted heaven. Fortunately, I noticed this and pointed out your error.
    

    
      “But did the other Hunters get the same opportunity to do that? No dead person can tell even if you make a mistake, so they couldn’t have pointed it out. That’s why the incident with Yoo Soo-Ha seems like your only mistake. Do you have the slightest idea of how many other errors would have been buried until now?”
    

    
      I didn’t need to boost my senses with aura to feel the Pillars staring at me. Their eyes were fixed on my face, stingingly intense, but that didn’t stop me from talking. 
    

    
      “While I was progressing through the seventy-first to the seventy-sixth floors, I visited six heavens in total. Out of those six, you made one mistake. Yes, maybe this incident is truly your only mistake. But what if there has been one mistake out of sixty judgments so far? Or what if there has been one mistake out of six hundred judgments? What if there have always been souls sent to the wrong heaven because of your errors? Would you still call that a mistake?”
    

    
      The mage’s grip on her staff tightened. “Such incidents may happen. So what? I always do my best. Death King, can you judge better than I can? Can you decide which heaven each person should go to, so they’ll be happier than I can make them?”
    

    
      Her reply carried conviction. The Primordial Staff would have judged many souls, reaching her position after many errors and trials. With infinite time and an immeasurable amount of tears shed, she had gained plenty of experience. I had no way of denying that.
    

    
      “Yes, there’s no way I can do that better than you.” 
    

    
      However, I wasn’t the one holding the key to solving this conundrum. 
    

    
      “Let’s ask them.”
    

    
      “Ask who?”
    

    
      There was only one correct answer. “The dead who have died and are waiting for your judgment. Hunters come to the Tower of their own will. It’s their own choice to come here. If you keep judging them without asking them questions, the same error will keep happening. Ask them where they want to go.”
    

    
      The mage let out a dry laugh. In a clearly scolding tone, she said, “Ask them? Fine. Go and ask them yourself! If you can, that is!”
    

    
      When the mage tapped the ground with her staff, a white wave rippled through the air. From under that wave came black fingers.
    

    
      
        Grrr…
      
    

    
      They were human fingers; well, they were more like undulating shadows in the shape of humans.
    

    
      
        Gurgh… Grr…. Krrrr!
      
    

    
      The fingers, palms, and wrists were all dyed black. There was no difference in shade. Only the swirling blackness defined their existence. 
    

    
      The wide chamber was suddenly filled with a lot of noise. River Eternal clapped lightly.
    

    
      
        Claaaang! Clink, clink!
      
    

    
      Chains rose from below, binding the shadows one by one.
    

    
      
        Gurrrghhh! Guh... Grrrr..
      
    

    
      The creatures ferociously growled while bound. It looked as if they would rush at us as soon as they were freed.
    

    
      “Look! These are the souls of those who died in the Tower!” the mage shouted. “They are only leftovers of past feelings, only capable of screaming. They aren’t wounded people; they’re tattered rags that have nothing left but wounds! Their lives ended, and they’re no different from shattered stones! Go ahead. Ask them. Where do they want to go? They have already abandoned the world and the world has also abandoned them. Where should they go to finally find peace? Death King, I would really appreciate it if you would ask them these questions for me.”
    

    
      The mage’s sneer didn’t seem to be just for me.
    

    
      “They have no memories because they’re dead. They don’t know why they’re hurt because the memories are gone. Only the wounds remain to torment them. No, they are the epitome of torment. The only reply you can expect from them is a cry of pain. Perhaps it’s not even an answer. You can’t call the sound of crumbling stones an answer. I wonder. What can you ask them?”
    

    
      
        Pzzzzz.
      
    

    
      In the water that the mage sprayed, a faint video appeared.
    

    
      “I can only watch,” the mage said. 
    

    
      Videos played from all sides. They were summaries of the shadows’ lives. These were the faces and smiles they had before the dark swirl had swallowed them.
    

    
      “I study them as hard as I can before I give out my judgment. That’s all I can do. Yes, you’re right. We can’t know everything just by looking, but what else am I supposed to do?”
    

    
      
        Gurrrghhhh. Krrrrrr.
      
    

    
      I nodded and looked around. The shadows couldn’t meet my eyes because they didn’t have eyes. They could no longer look around or reflect on anything. The only thing they could do was be seen or stay broken. Many deceased stood before my eyes. 
    

    
      This sight was very familiar to me. 
    

    
      I turned to face the Primordial Staff. “There is a way. There’s something more we can do here.” 
    

    
      “What?” she asked with disbelief.
    

    
      “There’s more we can do than just watch the rest of their lives. Lady Mage, there’s still something we can do.”
    

    
      The mage looked confused. “What in the world are you talking about?” 
    

    
      All was clear to me. What I could do, what I wished to do, my title, what kind of Constellation I could be if I were to become a complete one… everything became clear. With that clarity, I acted.
    

    
      “In the end, people do what they have always done.” I walked slowly until I stood in front of the deceased, spreading my arms. “Come. Kill me.”
    

    
      Before the mage could understand what was going on, one of the deceased bit my neck.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      As if in slow motion, I could see the Primordial Staff’s eyes growing wide with shock. Someone among the Pillars seemed to realize what I was doing. 
    

    
      
        [Announcing the vote results.]
      
    

    
      
        [Death King: 1 vote.]
      
    

    
      
        [Abstention: 1 vote.]
      
    

    
      
        [Primordial Staff: 3 votes.]
      
    

    
      
        [The penalty's intensity level is ultra high.]
      
    

    
      
        [The penalty's theme is Human Realm.]
      
        
    

    
      
        [Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
      
    

    
      Now, it was time to do more than just watch.
    

    

    
      1. It's an expression in Korea about how determined you should be when seeking revenge. If you're planning to kill someone, you should also be ready to die yourself. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 361: The Scream-Gathering Sky (3)
Before darkness swallowed my vision, the last thing I saw was the Primordial Staff gasping in horror. She probably screamed, too. 
However, I couldn’t really understand the mage’s cry. The shadow of the deceased had already torn my throat, and I didn’t unleash my aura to delay my death. My demise was swift and slow at the same time.
[Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
Things around me changed so quickly that my mind couldn’t keep up. Some things flowed quickly while others flowed slowly, blending like water and oil, white and black, and, if I may, soul and soul. Like a snowflake on a brazier, my dead spirit melted into the shadow that killed me.
[Recreating your killer’s trauma.]
She was a fisherwoman born long ago, so that was also who I became. Using tautology, she was me, and I was her. Like when I had become Raviel and then Teacher, in the center of the Human Realm level of trauma, she—I—glared at the sea dyed in wine red.
“The waves are crying.”
The waves were rough, and a harsh scent hung in the air. The fisherwoman knew that water had a smell. On calm, sunny days, the water was clear, but when waves rolled in from afar, salty sweat dripped from the water. Whirlpools churned in those rapids when the foul smell of pooled saliva lingered. Now, the waves were weeping.
“We have to run. The waves are crying,” she said, acting on instinct.
In those days, humans weren’t much different from animals. They said a golden temple rose as tall as a mountain and lay in the vast desert to the south. The people who lived there were all sorcerers who could trap every human voice within odd drawings.
I knew the golden temple was a pyramid and that the sorcery was letters. However, she didn’t. In an age when only a few people could write, this woman was sailing and catching fish.
“We have to run away quickly…”
Rumble—!
The woman turned her boat around and looked behind her. A volcano was erupting in the distance, hot lava spilling from its peak. Black clouds. Lightning. Muddy rain. The volcano howled as if announcing the end of the world. 
Instinctively, the woman slowed the boat and steered only where the waves’ tears grew weaker. What should have been a quick trip home took over half a day. 
The village was gone. Only a few pieces of driftwood remained on the water’s surface. 
Splash! 
When the waves hit the cliffs, the driftwood on the rocks swayed gently. There were no survivors. She looked up at the sky. Clouds hung above, but they didn’t come from the sky. The ground had burped these out. These underground clouds were far denser and fouler than those in the sky. The whole dark sea was seeping. 
“... I have to run.” 
She steered the boat. It wasn’t just her home village that vanished. The next village, the one after that… All of the villages near the shore—each hanging onto a thin thread of life—were gone. Each lost village left at least one survivor, like her.
“Did you survive?”
She nodded. “I survived.” 
“The waves are crying. They keep crying.”
The survivors were those who could smell the waves, like me. She—I—answered, “I know. I can feel the waves’ tears, too.”
“Many died. The gods are angry. Should we die, too?”
The fisherwoman gestured at the survivor. 
“We have to run. Come on. We have to run away quickly. Follow me.” 
“Where?”
“To the largest village.”
They rowed the boat. One became two. Two became three, then four, then five, then sixteen. Sixteen survivors meant sixteen villages had perished. Only those most familiar with the waves had survived.
The largest village had no survivors.
“They’re all dead.”
“No one left. Nothing. Nothing at all.”
She looked back. By now, there were thirty boatmen. Each time they crossed from one village to the next, the language of the survivors became more different from mine.
“Where are we going now?”
The first survivor she had met spoke with the same sounds as her[1]. She could understand them perfectly. 
“Sh■ld we die?”
From the sixth village onward, the sounds began to warp. She couldn’t understand them wholly, but the mixed sounds weren’t a problem for her.
“■ is divine punish■t. The anger of the god■.”
After passing through twelve villages, the sounds became grotesque wails. The fisherwoman’s ears buzzed. If she narrowed her eyes and strained to hear, she could make the words out, but it was hard.
“■■ weeping. ■ ke ■■ in■.”
She couldn’t really understand the survivors after twenty-four villages. All of them could feel the waves’ tears. That was the only tie that bound them together. 
The fisherwoman looked up at the sky. It had already been many days. The world was dark and cold. The fishermen huddled and gathered straw to cover themselves, but their teeth still chattered. Even now, someone’s teeth were chattering. She—I—heard it. 
She said, “We must escape.”
“Whe■e?”
“Somewhere.”
It was the Little Ice Age. The time that had given people prosperous rain and steady waves for thousands of years was now ending. The volcanic eruption had only hastened this. I knew this from books, but she knew it by instinct. 
South. To the south along the coast. Following destroyed villages and old ruins, they all headed south.
“■■■■!”
“■■■■ ■■■■! ■■■!”
After who knew how many villages, over sixty boatmen were following her. They finally reached a surviving village, but she couldn’t understand the villagers’ cries at all. 
The villagers held spears and threw stones. The spears pierced the survivor fishermen’s chests while stones smashed their heads.
Splash. Splash. 
The boats capsized, and bodies fell in. The man she had met in the first village turned to look at her.
“Should we die?”
She was always asked this question. For the first time, she offered an answer. “No.”
A massacre followed. The boatmen picked up their stone knives and killed the villagers. All the survivors were the best boatmen around, and that included her. Killing people was easier than steering a boat. 
After the fight, she called the man from the forty-eighth village and asked him, “What are these people saying?”
He was a fisherman who lived relatively near this place, so he should still be familiar with the area’s sounds. 
“■■■… ■■■ ■■ ■■■…!”
“They seem to say we’ll suffer from divine punishment,” the forty-eighth survivor translated, adding that he wasn’t sure of how accurate he was. “And they called us pirates.”
“Pirates? What’s a pirate?” the fisherwoman asked. 
“I think it means people of the sea.” 
From that village on, the survivors were no longer called fishermen but pirates. The sixty pirates became ninety, their numbers increasing considerably. Like flotsam gathered by waves or young animals huddling for warmth, the survivors from each ruined seaside village came to the fisherwoman. 
One boatman survivor translated the words of another.
“■■ has ■■.”
“The world has ended.”
“■■■ ■■ad.”
“Everyone is dead.”
“■■ld ■■■ ■■■?”
“Should we die too?”
A hundred fishermen stared at her. She now knew the answer she had to give. It was clear.
“No.”
Even before they had become two hundred, the answer was the same.
“No.”
It didn’t change when they became three hundred.
“No.”
She answered the same way each time.
“We should run. Follow me.”
Five hundred boats followed her.
“■■■■!”
Battles erupted wherever they went. They didn’t know why they had to fight, but what they could gain by fighting was clear. The villages that hadn’t been destroyed had grain, clothes, and sharp stone knives. The only thing they didn’t have was the reason the fishermen had to turn down the fight.
“■■■! ■■, ■■■ ■■■■…!”
South. South along the coast. Sweeping through villages and leaving only ruins behind, the fishermen continued heading south. South. 
“■■■■■■!”
The world was cold and dark. Like white shells on sea cliffs, they clung to life by their fingernails, so the world didn’t end yet.
“■■■…”
Splash.
In the big village that was on fire, the fisherwoman swung her stone knife.
“■■■■…”
“■■, ■■■ ■■■■■…”
“■■ ■ ■■■■…”
The people of the big village wept. The fisherwoman looked around the corpses and the weeping people who would soon become corpses themselves.
She asked, “What are these people saying?”
She called the survivor from the twelfth village, who then called one from the thirty-second village. The thirty-second survivor asked for the fifty-first survivor, who called the one hundredth survivor. This one searched for the one hundred seventieth survivor, who soon found the two hundred fifty-second survivor.
“Why do you want to understand what these people are saying?” the five hundred eighty-first survivor asked.
Exchanging one question and one answer with the five hundred eighty-first survivor required translating dozens of times. The way the people spoke resembled waves. The fishermen’s whispers were layered many times.
“These people of the village are sorcerers,” the fisherwoman also whispered. “They know the sorcery that traps sound.”
She picked up a clay tablet and showed it to the fishermen. A drawing was stamped on it. She could not read or reproduce it, but that was what sorcery was.
“With their sorcery, we can also leave our sound behind.”
“Why do you want to do that? Waves exist only when they break. A sound vanishes. That is the way of waves, and we follow the way of waves.”
“This is the somewhere we can escape to.” She pointed at the clay tablet, meeting each fisherman’s gaze one by one. She wanted them to look at this tablet, this somewhere. “We must escape here. This is where I told you to follow me to. We’re almost there. Tell the others. And what are these villagers saying?”
The waves stopped.
“I don’t know,” the five hundred eighty-first wave said. “I don’t know. I don’t know what they’re saying.”
The two hundred fifty-second wave said she didn’t know. The one hundred seventieth, one hundredth, fifty-first, thirty-second, and twelfth waves all said softly that they didn’t know. As the waves washed away, they all made the same sound.
“No one knows.”
A wave came to her feet and lapped at her one last time before vanishing. Now, she could only weep. The scent of tears was near. The fisherwoman knew why the scent had never ceased. Perhaps she had known all along what would happen. She flung the clay tablet toward a blazing fire with a thump.
“Where should we go now?”
“I’m sorry,” she answered.
“Whe■ should we go ■?”
“I’m sorry.”
The fire roared.
“■■ should ■■ g■ ■?”
“I’m sorry,” she repeated. 
The fire crackled.
“■■ ■■■ ■■ ■■■?”
“I’m sorry.”
The crackling became quiet.
[The trauma recreation has been completed.]
[It has been confirmed that the ego of the subject under the Skill penalty is intact.]
[Ending the Skill penalty.]
***
I thought I could hear the sound of waves in the distance.
“What were you thinking?!” 
I staggered to my feet. I didn’t go back twenty-four hours like I usually do. This was the underground floor, and time flowed differently here than on other floors. Or did the Pillars, the Tower managers, stop my Skill activation? Did my timeline no longer have absolute freedom since my fox god wasn’t with me? Either way, it didn’t matter.
Grrrr…
Before my eyes was a shadow whose life had been reduced to noises. She could make no meaningful sounds at all, only growl. The shadow was only a remnant of who she had been.
Clink!
Bound by chains, the shadow thrashed about as if ready to lunge at me at any moment.
“So, you can live the life of the dead by using your trauma penalty? That is why you can judge more accurately than I can, because I can only watch people’s lives? That’s your answer? Hah. Yes, that may be true, but didn’t you mention asking the soul directly? Even if you can watch their trauma, no matter how close you get to the person, it’s not the soul directly speaking what’s on their m—”
I drew my sword and cut down the shadow. The mage didn’t have time to stop me. 
“What?” she blurted out.
My sword cut through the shadow, who didn’t even scream. Perhaps she was already screaming. As such, she was cut down easily. She scattered like ashes and vanished.
“You… What in the world did you just…” the Primordial Staff stammered. 
[Activating the Skill.]
Unlock the Skill Card.
It was the gold card I had gotten long ago.
Monster Legion Reincarnation
Class: SSS
Effects: You are able to summon those you killed as monsters. The deceased won’t have their original abilities. However, if you wish, the deceased will have their memory and appearance. If not, they are summoned as monsters like goblins, orcs, zombies, and skeletons.
I had lived as the shadow and located her coordinates. I then cut down the shadow that became a scream, so I could summon the scream. 
[Activating Monster Legion Reincarnation.]
Therefore, all the conditions were met. The ash that had vanished in the air rose again from below as black liquid, which soon took a form. I knew the person’s eyes and face. She had the gestures of someone who was once me. A woman with blue eyes like the sea blinked at me.
The chamber was silent. The Primordial Staff watched us with her mouth closed. The other Pillars remained silent, too. Only the former shadow and I could speak.
The shadow asked, “Who are you?”
I thought I could hear the sound of waves in the distance.
“Hi,” I replied.
I didn’t use my mother tongue or let the Tower translate my words. I spoke the sounds that I had learned by living her life.  
The sounds were coarse and held the scent of sea, like waves rushing in from the distant sea, crashing against the cliffs for just a moment before vanishing far into the white space. 
“First Wave,” I said. I could say her name and tell her what I could become for her. “I am your last wave.”
I’ll be your somewhere.

1. Fisherwoman doesn't have the concept of a language. ☜
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Chapter 362: The Scream-Gathering Sky (4)
“Last wave?” 
“Yes.” 
“What does that mean?” 
The fisherwoman looked at me with eyes of a deep blue shade. They weren’t the eyes of a person from the modern age, more like those of an animal. Her gaze didn’t really distinguish between man and animal, nor between man and sea. 
“I can understand all your sounds. From the second wave to the five hundred eighty-first wave, I can hear all the sounds you make,” I said. 
This meant that I could understand the languages of the warriors she had led. Yes, I could have said that, but I spoke in the way she could understand me because I wanted to. 
A village had been lost, swept by a tidal wave. It didn’t even leave ruins behind. No trace of their words was left. As I reminisced about their doom, I made the sounds that only two people in the universe now shared.
“You don’t need to search for small or big villages anymore. I’m your last wave, and this is the world’s last village.”
She continued to stare at me. Her blue eyes were clear, like water unperturbed by ripples. Doubt, confusion, panic—emotions would leave marks on anyone’s irises, but her eyes bore no such marks.
She asked, “Are you a god?” 
“I want to become your god.”
From a short distance away, the Primordial Staff drew in a breath, but she didn’t look away, just like I didn’t look away from the fisherwoman’s eyes.
“Tell me your wish,” I said.
“Wish?”
“Yes, you can go anywhere you want. Which village do you want to go to? There are very big villages around here. Every village in the world is within your reach. I’ll take you wherever you want to go.”
She blinked multiple times, like the rushing waves leaving the shore. She said, “Teach me the sorcery to trap sound.”
“Sure.” I turned around. “Could you bring me some ink?”
The Primordial Staff bit her lower lip. The Tower’s greatest mage, versed in all spells, had her eyebrows quivering. The one who brought the ink bottle in place of the mage was the Mirage-Walking Princess. 
“Here.”
“Thank you.” 
“But why ink, Death King?” the princess asked, looking up at me. “Wouldn’t it be simpler to bring paper and a pen?”
“She wouldn’t be familiar with a pen. Someone who has never held a pencil finds writing hard, so dipping her fingertips in ink and writing on the ground will be easier.”
After hearing my explanation, she nodded, her voice echoing softly around us. “Yes, I suppose you’re right.”
[Announcing the results of the majority vote.]
[Death King: 2 votes.]
[Abstention: 0 vote.]
[Primordial Staff: 3 votes.]
I thought I could hear the sound of waves in the distance.
“What is this?” the fisherwoman asked. 
“Ink. It’s black water."
“Does it hurt?”
“It doesn’t. I’ll teach you the sorcery with it.” 
I crouched on the floor, with the woman following my example. The Pillars stood around us, watching in silence. Without paying attention to the others, we used the white stone floor as our paper.
—A, E, F, H, K
“This is how you can trap sound,” I said.
My fingertips turned pitch black as I drew the black strokes on the floor. The woman stared at the black waves being painted on the white sea.
“You try it,” I told her.
Her fingertips also turned black. Half a day passed, and then a whole day. Her fingernails, fingers, and then palms turned black as strokes filled the floor and black waves endlessly spread across the white sea.
The Pillars watched us without moving.
The assembly chamber was wide, leaving us with almost an infinite amount of paper. Still crouched low, we shifted a bit and widened the black waves little by little. Fingerprints stood out on every wave in the sea she painted. 
Three days passed. Perhaps it was four. In the depths of the underground, where time had no meaning, only the sea marks around us proved that we had been there. 
When I looked closely, A, E, F, H, and K were all wooden planks. Wrecked boat fragments drifted and swayed in the water as she wrote the letters. 
Splash. 
She was a boatwoman who knew the currents of the dark sea. 
Splash, splash.
She rowed with her own hands.
“Do you know now?” I asked. 
“Yes. I know.”
That was how I could listen to the sound of the waves. 
I asked the princess for a clay tablet. It hadn’t hardened yet, so its surface was soft and squishy. Seeing the clay tablet before her, the fisherwoman blinked, clearly tense. This was her somewhere, her shelter. Her home and many other villages had sunk in the sea, so this was the island she had been searching for. The small island was right before her now as she rowed[1].
—I love the sea.
A wave crashed.
—We love the sea.
And another.
—Because the waves cried.
Her fingerprints…  slowly….
—We cried too.
She looked up at me.
—I still love the sea.
“Am I dead?”
I nodded and asked, “You reached the island village. Do you want to live?”
“I… I killed many people. They can’t live anymore. Many people died. I’m sorry. They can’t live.”
There were ripples in her eyes that resembled the sea. 
“Thank you.”
I thought I could hear the sound of waves in the distance.
“Thank you.”
[You have saved a follower.]
[The First Wave has become your follower.]
The First Wave ebbed away among the ship’s wreckage. Only the black letters she wrote remained on the floor. Like the village she had left, she fell into the sea, sank and vanished. Finally, she could take a break in the sea she loved.
The Pillars were silent. After a long while—or perhaps just a brief moment—the Primordial Staff asked through clenched teeth, “Why? Why didn’t you assign her to one of the heaven floors?”
“I don’t assign floors. I only asked her where she wanted to go. Some people want to go to heaven. The First Wave went to the island she had always dreamt of.” I held the clay tablet, which had become someone’s small island, and carefully wrapped it in my aura.  
Before my waves overflowed and drenched the fair beach of the island village, may no one burn anyone. If I were fire, may I only be the fire that glazed people’s voices. 
“So, it’s done,” I said. 
The Primordial Staff bit her lower lip.
[Announcing the vote result.]
[Death King: 2 votes.]
[Abstention: 1 vote.]
[Primordial Staff: 2 votes.]
There were still hundreds of shadows filling the vast chamber. I gave myself to each of those shadows, who were now nothing but screams that tore at my life.
[Announcing the vote result.]
[Death King: 2 votes.]
[Abstention: 1 vote.]
[Primordial Staff: 1 vote.]
They tore at my life and I cut down theirs. I summoned their lives, just as I had done with the First Wave, and talked to them.
“W-where am I? Where in the world am I?”
A merchant who had spent his life selling furs panicked a bit. He had been killed in an ambush by a nomadic tribe while traveling to trade in another city. 
The merchant felt wronged. He would have paid the bandits to stay alive. Taking his life wouldn’t have helped the nomads much anyway, but those idiots didn’t see this plain fact. Why use swords instead of money? Why didn’t they trade with him? Why was the world so unfair?
“Who are you all?”
A paladin who had spent his life on battlefields was wary of us. Until his death, he had hoped that a god would appear. If there were a god in this world, they would come to the worst and most wretched places, so the paladin had only been at the worst and most wretched battlefields. If the god didn’t appear, he would go to a worse place again and again, believing that the god would appear someday. 
The paladin screamed that the world wasn’t wretched enough for the god to reach out. Why couldn’t the world be saved?
“I don’t want to die! Please spare me. I-I can’t die yet!”
Many pleaded. Some had starved during droughts while others had suffocated in raging fires. 
After one famine followed by another, some had ended up trading children among fellow villagers to eat human flesh, but on that very day, they burned down the village until the other villagers struck them down with axes.   
One of the people had their sight blurred, so when she opened her eyes, she found a neighbor staring down at her as she strangled her. 
Why? People held their cries. Why was the world so…
“It’s okay,” I told those who had an island to reach. “If you want to abandon this world, it’s okay.”
It was really okay.
“You can go to another world where you won’t have to abandon anything. Where do you want to go?”
The merchant wanted to go to the Golden Heaven Realm, wishing to breathe in the world of clear gold. He didn’t want a life where rationality had to be silenced under a foolish sword.
The paladin wanted to go to the Musical Heaven Realm. If everything sang, from a handful of wheat to a leaf, then he would feel that the god was everywhere around him. With tears falling down his face, he said he wanted to laugh in a world where a god could be found without him needing to search for them.
[Announcing the vote result.]
[Death King: 3 votes.]
[Abstentation: 1 vote.] 
[Primordial Staff: 1 vote.]
As for the last step, I shared my gold[2] with them.
[Activating the Skill.] 
Earthbone Dragon’s Skull 
Class: SSS+
Effect: You can store memories of the living in a Box. 
This Box can only be destroyed by you, the person who possesses the Skill. As long as the Box is not destroyed, you can create a vessel carrying the same memories over and over again. 
This new vessel can travel around the universe, form new memories, and update those in the Box. Of course, they need your permission to do so. Even if the vessel perishes, the Box will not take any damage. 
Grant the privilege of immortality to those around you.
※The memories of the perished vessel cannot be updated in the Box.
That was how I had revived those in my monster legion and breathed life into Sylvia Evinail, Estelle, the Four Demon Kings, the children of the Demonic Heaven, and Yoo Soo-Ha.
[The Earthbone Dragon’s Skull has been activated.]
[A Box has been completed.]
I gave bodies to the shadows, who were now part of my monster legion.
“You have chosen the world in which you will live.”
With the Returner’s Clockwork, I lived through their pain and gathered their memories. Monster Legion Reincarnation allowed me to bring them back with the memories I had gathered, and Earthbone Dragon’s Skull gave them their memories and bodies if they wished.
The chamber was quiet. The growling noises had stopped as hundreds of gazes stopped on me.
“You came to live in this world because you wanted to. Live in a world you can love. If you wish to abandon it, tell me. I’ll listen. You can also tell me when you want to leave for somewhere else. I’ll listen then too. But for now, you have picked everything. Every word, contempt, and feeling, they’re all yours. Please take the lives and responsibility for what you love. I’ll then be responsible for the inevitable deaths. May luck be with you.”
White light enveloped them as they went to the island they had chosen. 
[Announcing the vote result.]
[Death King: 4 votes.]
[Absentation: 1 vote.]
[Primordial Staff: 0 vote.]
The chamber fell silent. The Primordial Staff’s head drooped, and she didn’t look up anymore. The Pillars turned their gaze toward their master without saying anything. 
Tap.
The Tower master stood up and walked toward me. She took my hand and stroked it. “Mr. Kim Gong-Ja. Death King.”
“Yes.”
Finally, she looked up at me with her peering, purple eyes. “You’ll gain divine authorities and will be capable of giving out blessings. You’ll undeniably become a complete Constellation. From this moment on, you will be known only as the Scream-Gathering Sky.”
[Announcing the vote result.]
[Death King: 5 votes]
[Abstention: 0 vote.]
[Primordial Staff: 0 vote.]
[The Master of All Life has bestowed a blessing upon the Scream-Gathering Sky.]
From now on, that would be my name.

1. Wrote. ☜


2. A golden Skill. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 363: The Scream-Gathering Sky (5)

    
      The duel was over. The Primordial Staff had been defeated, and I had won. It was a fight that ended with a unanimous vote, so all that was left was sorting out the aftermath.
    

    
      “Your Grace, are you planning to make the Death King—
      
        um
      
      , the Scream-Gathering Sky—a new Pillar?” River Eternal asked.
    

    
      The Tower master shook her head. “No, Scream Sky wouldn’t wish to become a Pillar now.”
    

    
      I tilted my head. “Scream Sky? Are you talking about me?”
    

    
      “Yes, the Scream-Gathering Sky is a bit long, isn’t it? Since it has ‘scream’ in the name, you are now Scream Sky. Gathering people’s memories means collecting their names, so I guess you can also be called Named Sky. Living that person’s life and returning their life to them makes you Life Sky too. Lastly, as the sky that rules the afterlife, Nether Sky would be a fitting name, too
      
        [1]
      
      .”
    

    
      “You’re good at coming up with names,” I said.
    

    
      “I have many children, so it’s a necessary skill.”
    

    
      For some reason, the princess, not the Tower master, puffed out her chest in pride at that.
    

    
      The Tower master asked, “So? Do you wish to become a Pillar now, Scream Sky?”
    

    
      I looked around. “If I became a Pillar now, that would mean...”
    

    
      “Your journey of climbing the Tower would end here. A Constellation rules one floor, but a Pillar manages the whole Tower. Just like a Constellation playing on the floor they rule can’t be considered an achievement, climbing the Tower as a Pillar is also illogical.”
    

    
      After contemplating for a long time, I answered, “I want to reach the hundredth floor first.”
    

    
      My statement seemed to have been a surprise to the Pillars, yet the Tower master nodded as if she had expected this.
    

    
      “Very well. For now, I shall conclude the matter with you becoming a complete Constellation, Mr. Kim Scream-Sky.”
    

    
      “I don’t think I like being renamed like that…” I said sourly. 
    

    
      “Mr. Kim Stupid-Sky?”
    

    
      “You’re mean! You gave me all those names and fancy reasons just so you can call me like that, didn’t you?”
    

    
      The Tower master ignored me. “To be a true Constellation, there are requisites and procedures one must go through. Only after you finish them can you give blessings to your followers.” 
    

    
      “What are these requisites and procedures?”
    

    
      “Once you become a complete Constellation, you can never erase your Skills. Let’s see.” 
    

    
      The Tower master flicked her finger. Squares appeared in the air and floated. Those squares—colored in gold, silver, and bronze—were my Skill Cards.
    

    
      “
      
        I Want to Be Like You.
      
       Class S+. 
      
        Regressor’s Clockwork.
      
       Class EX. 
      
        Sword Constellation.
      
       Class A+. 
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation.
      
       Class SSS. 
      
        High Society of Goblins. 
      
      Class F.
      
         Demonic Heaven Arts
      
      . Class A+. 
      
        A Torn Goddess’s Salvation. 
      
      Class A+. 
      
        Demonic Heaven Formula Arts. 
      
      Class S. 
      
        Earthbone Dragon’s Skull.
      
       Class SSS+...”
    

    
      Dumbstruck, the Tower master looked at me.
    

    
      “You really dug up all the treasure you can find. Isn’t it about time you realize that your conscience went missing long ago?”
    

    
      “But I still have the 
      
        High Society of Goblins
      
      , you know,” I answered.
    

    
      “What are you talking about? That Skill is your whole identity. Even if you give up all your other Skill Cards, you'd better keep this one at all costs.”
    

    
      The Tower master understood me. I nodded. “I see you’re a woman of culture as well.” 
    

    
      “So, I’ll give you an opportunity, Scream Sky.”
    

    
      I tilted my head. “Opportunity?”  
    

    
      “It’s simple. You upgraded the 
      
        Monster Legion Summon
      
      , a Class SS Skill, to the 
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation 
      
      of Class SSS as a reward for clearing the eleventh to the nineteenth floors, yes? This opportunity is the same reward. I’ll give you the chance to merge your Skills. It’s like when a baroness becomes a duchess. She gathers the small estates scattered across the land and makes one big duchy. At the same time, she can also prune things up.”
    

    
      The Tower master, who was also a noble from a realm, used quite a noble metaphor.
    

    
      “Can I then change Skills as I wish?” I asked. 
    

    
      “Yes, but you’ll have to convince me first.”  
    

    
      The Tower master chuckled, covering her lower face with her hand. Her long sleeves, not resembling any form of sleeves on Earth, fluttered as her purple eyes turned into the shapes of crescent moons. 
    

    
      “But this isn’t just a reward, Scream Sky. As you may already know, it’ll define what kind of Constellation you will become. A god should be clear and intuitive because a god is a helper by nature. They should make it clear who they can help. Only then can the followers ask for help. Think of Mutia. ‘I can rewind your life.’ How clear is that? Whereas—”
    

    
      “It was unclear what Taotie could do as a Constellation. I see. Is the power of a Constellation determined by how straightforward their abilities are?”
    

    
      “Yes, exactly. It’s about acquiring a good Skill set. Simple, right?”
    

    
      I rested my chin on my palm and looked down, contemplating. What could I do for people? What was my power? What kind of people could I help? How far could my domain reach? What did I need in order to stay as myself?
    

    
      In other words, what was my anchor? I contemplated for a long time until I found some answers of my own. The Tower master was watching me, patiently waiting for me. 
    

    
      
        She could have asked River Eternal to take care of the rest and left. The duel is over, and this is merely a cleanup. Why is she still here?
      
    

    
      Yes, the Tower master liked me, so perhaps she wanted to reward me herself instead of leaving the work to her advisor. However, I reached a different answer.
    

    
      “I can ask you for advice on what would be my best choice,” I speculated.
    

    
      The Tower master smiled. “That’s correct.”
    

    
      I knew it. A weight lifted from my heart. The Tower master was the goddess of the Tower, the Central Pillar, and the Constellation shining in the highest night sky. There would be no better guide to ask for if I wished to grow stronger as a Constellation. 
    

    
      
        The Tower master is right. This is an incredible opportunity. 
      
    

    
      Not only did I have the chance to merge my Skills, but I also had the chance to ask for the Tower master’s advice. I should really rename myself Kim Stupid-Sky if I didn’t use this opportunity.
    

    
      I bowed slightly. “Thank you.” 
    

    
      “No problem. Reward the deserving and punish the undeserving. Those who strive shall be rewarded. That’s the basic virtue that a noble must have.”
    

    
      “Then I’ll get to the point right away. How do you manage to never tire yourself out?” I asked. 
    

    
      I could feel that the Pillars were watching me, their gazes filled with a particular emotion. They didn’t try to hide it, so I could tell what that emotion was right away—jealousy. 
    

    
      The Tower master was their master. Judging by her life and personality, the Pillars were affectionate only toward her and no one else. It was only natural that they would want to have her all to themselves in return.
    

    
      
        I’m really competing with the Pillars now.
      
    

    
      Is that why they were acting like this even though my heart only belonged to Raviel? 
    

    
      
        Probably.
      
    

    
      They were jealous of me simply because I had the Tower master’s attention right now. It wasn’t because I had earned her favor, it was because she had given it to me.
    

    
      From now on, the Pillars would try to hinder me from reaching the hundredth floor. They wouldn’t break the rules since that was a foolish move that would cost them the Tower master’s favor. Instead, they would compete with me fairly. 
    

    
      The Primordial Staff had already lost, so the other Pillars knew better than to underestimate me. It was going to be a hard fight, which was why the Tower master granted me this opportunity. To put up a good fight and stay strong, I had to make the best out of this opportunity.
    

    
      “
      
        Hmmm.
      
       How do I never manage to tire myself out?” the Tower master repeated. 
    

    
      “Yes. Although I’m not tired yet, things might be different after becoming a complete Constellation. My fox god was also tired. Estelle grew weary because of me when we first met, but her heart had been festering long before that.”
    

    
      It wasn’t just them. Most of the Constellations I had met, including Hamustra, were weary. That was what living for a long time did to people.
    

    
      “So I’d like to hear how you deal with it, Tower Master.”
    

    
      “It’s love,” the Tower master answered, like a priest revealing the simple truth. “I keep those I love near. No, I make those near me love me. When I’m hurt, my lovers are hurt more. They’re happier if I’m happy. That makes life worth living.”
    

    
      “Wouldn’t that be too hard for your lovers?” I asked. 
    

    
      “It would be,” The Tower master agreed. “But only I can make my lovers the happiest, and that way, I become happier. Only I can give them great joy. When they suffer, I know their pain better than they do. Therefore, even if my lovers suffer because of me, it doesn’t matter. After all, no one can make them happier than I can.”
    

    
      Her confidence seemed to border on arrogance.
    

    
      “When I feel my lovers’ pain and joy, I can feel it in every fiber of my being that I’m alive. How do I not tire myself out? It’s simple. As long as I can feel alive, I’ll never be tired.”
    

    
      
        I see.
      
    

    
      It was a life that I would never seek, but it was worth noting. I made up my mind.
    

    
      “Please give me a Skill.”
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm? 
      
      If it’s just a revision, that might be okay, but giving an entirely new one is a bit…” 
    

    
      “It’s fine. It’s actually not an entirely new Skill. It’s safe to say that I already have it."
    

    
      “If that’s the case, then it’s fine. What is it?”
    

    
      “
      
        A Certain Returner’s Love.
      
      ”
    

    
      The Tower master’s eyes widened. “
      
        Huh?
      
      ”
    

    
      “As you know, Raviel has it. It links Raviel’s timeline with mine. I want the same Skill.”
    

    
      “It’s still effective even if only one of you has it. If you still want it, I have no reason not to give it to you, but it seems like a waste. You don’t have many Skill Slots left, do you?"
    

    
      I smiled. “You’re slow on this one, Tower master. Wedding rings are shared by both groom and bride, right? Please give it to me. Come on.”
    

    
      Hearing this, the Tower master laughed out loud. For some reason, she seemed to find the wedding ring example funny. Her laughter, resembling the sound of ripping silk, rang out sharply as she tapped the air.
    

    
      
        [The Master of All Life has noted your sublime love and pure yearning, giving you a Skill.]
      
    

    
      A golden card appeared before my eyes.
    

    
      
        
          A Certain Returner’s Love
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: EX
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Love is like poison to a returner. No matter how hard you struggle, you cannot share the same time with the one you love, so a certain returner made a wish. “Please protect my lover’s memories.” The wish reached the Tower and came true.
      
    

    
      
        You share your lover’s time. When your lover goes back a day, you also go back a day. If you go back a day, your lover will also go back a day.
      
    

    
      
        This is the oath of the cycle and the marriage of time.
      
    

    
      
        May luck be with you both.
      
    

    
      
        ※It is only active when you and your lover love each other.
      
    

    
      It was the same Skill that Raviel had. If I were a Star Sign, it would be the first star to shine.
    

    
      “Alright. I’ll be kind and give you a bonus, Scream Sky.”
    

    
      
        Swoosh—!
      
    

    
      A golden card fell onto the back of my hand and melted completely. After it turned into golden light, it seeped into my left ring finger, where my wedding ring was.
    

    
      “I linked the ring with 
      
        A Certain Returner’s Love.
      
       As long as the Skill Card isn’t torn, the wedding ring won’t be destroyed either. 
      
        Uh-oh
      
      . Scream Sky, but you can’t tear up a Skill Card once you become a complete Constellation. ”
    

    
      “So, it’s literally indestructible now, 
      
        huh?
      
      ”
    

    
      “Yes, it’s now a true wedding ring. Congratulations.” 
    

    
      The Tower master smiled. The gazes from the surrounding Pillars grew sharper, but neither of us paid them much heed. Of course, our reasons were different. I took it as a weight I had to bear anyway, while the Tower master chose to look away intentionally.
    

    
      She asked, “And? What other Skill do you want revised?”
    

    
      “Please remove the penalty attached to 
      
        Monster Legion Reincarnation,
      
      ” I said immediately. “Using the Skill once a week is too harsh. If I were to summon my legion to attack, the Skill would be too overpowered, but I don’t do that. I just want to return the memories to the lives I’ve taken in. Remove the penalty, please.”
    

    
      “Well, you have a point.”
    

    
      “I can give two, three, and four extra points
      
        [2]
      
      .”
    

    
      “Five?” 
    

    
      “
      
        Fwack, fwack.
      
      ” 
    

    
      After the stupidest exchange in the universe, the Tower master granted my request. 
    

    
      
        [Revising the Skill.]
      
    

    
      
        [The penalty of the 
        
          Monster Legion Reincarnation 
        
        has been removed.]
      
    

    
      
        [The 
        
          Monster Legion Reincarnation
        
         (SSS) has changed to the 
        
          Monster Legion Reincarnation
        
         (SSS+)!]
      
    

    
      “What else? You should consider this your only opportunity. Don’t come begging me later, so ask everything you can now."
    

    
      “Please revise 
      
        A Torn Goddess’ Salvation, 
      
      too. Hwia is no longer a torn goddess. She’s the Goddess of Protection. It’s only fair that I’m allowed to use her power fully.”
    

    
      “That makes sense.” 
    

    
      “Sesame?
      
        [3]
      
      ”
    

    
      “I don’t know anymore, Mr. Gong-Ja… Do you enjoy these kinds of jokes? I’m starting to feel embarrassed,” the Tower master replied sourly. 
    

    
      “Damn it.”
    

    
      
        [Revising the Skill.]
      
    

    
      
        [Changing 
        
          A Torn Goddess’s Salvation
        
        .]
      
    

    
      
        [
        
          A Torn Goddess’s Salvation
        
         (A+) has been changed into the Goddess of Protection (S)!]
      
    

    
      “As for the 
      
        High Society of Goblins
      
      …”
    

    
      The Tower master shook her head firmly. “No, I won’t change it. Never.” 
    

    
      
        [The 
        
          High Society of Goblins
        
         has been preserved.]
      
    

    
      
        [It is outrageous to erase it!]
      
    

    
      “I swore to spend eternity with my fox god. While Raviel and I are bound to the same timeline, my fox god is the watcher who ensures that the timeline remains unscathed. I want my fox god’s existence to be clearly stated,” I requested. 
    

    
      “It shall be as you say.” 
    

    
      
        [The Master of All Life has acknowledged your alliance of eternal time, recognizing your Skill.]
      
    

    
      
        [You have acquired 
        
          Your Exclusive Music Box
        
         (EX).]
      
    

    
      “What do you want to do with Hishimit Kritz and Mutia, Scream Sky?”
    

    
      “They’re temporarily my subordinates, but they aren’t the companions with whom I’ll spend eternity. I think they wouldn’t want that either,” I said.
    

    
      “That is a very sound judgment. Those forced to serve will rebel when you’re weakened or when someone stronger arises.”
    

    
      “Yes. Although I may borrow their power from time to time like I do now, it’s not my power.” I emphasized my next words. “But I would like you to merge the 
      
        Demonic Heaven Arts 
      
      and 
      
        Demonic Formula Arts. 
      
      Both of them are about painting the Demonic Heaven.”
    

    
      “That is also correct. I shall name it Demonic Heaven.”
    

    
      
        [Revising Skills.]
      
    

    
      
        [Merging the 
        
          Demonic Heaven Arts
        
         (A+) with the 
        
          Demonic Heaven Formula Arts
        
         (S).]
      
    

    
      
        [The two Skills have become the 
        
          Demonic Heaven
        
         (SSS)!] 
      
    

    
      My Skill set was now complete.
    

    
      
        Name: Kim Gong-Ja
      
    

    
      
        Class: S
      
    

    
      
        Skills (10/10):
      
    

    
      
        1. A Certain Returner’s Love (EX)
      
    

    
      
        2. Regressor’s Clockwork (EX)
      
    

    
      
        3. I Want to Be Like You (S+)
      
    

    
      
        4. Monster Legion Reincarnation (SSS+)
      
    

    
      
        5. Earthbone Dragon’s Skull (SSS+)
      
    

    
      
        6. Sword Constellation (A+)
      
    

    
      
        7. Goddess of Protection (S)
      
    

    
      
        8. Your Exclusive Music Box (EX)
      
    

    
      
        9. High Society of Goblins (F)
      
    

    
      
        10. Demonic Heaven (SSS)
      
    

    
      My first Skill, 
      
        A Certain Returner’s Love
      
      , was the base that was going to keep me from changing, letting the candle burn as a candle
      
        [4]
      
      . 
    

    
      The next four Skills were my authorities. They allowed me to experience others' traumas, summon them back from death, and give them physical bodies.
    

    
      My Skills from numbers six through eight were my allies. The Sword Constellation, the Goddess of Protection, and Your Exclusive Music Box didn’t just accompany me. We were soul bound.
    

    
      Skill number nine, the 
      
        High Society of Goblins
      
      … was the 
      
        High Society of Goblins
      
      . There was no need for additional explanations.
    

    
      Skill number ten, the 
      
        Demonic Heaven
      
      , was my strength, my sword, and my origin. It was the sword hilt I grabbed, not to get eaten by the world, but to cut it down.
    

    
      After all was said and done, the Tower master looked up at me. “Mr. Gong-Ja. Now, all you have to do is nod, and the official process of becoming a Constellation will be done.”
    

    
      “I understand.”
    

    
      “You can’t erase your Skills now.”
    

    
      “Okay.” 
    

    
      “You can’t die either. Until now, you could tear the Skill Card of 
      
        Returner’s Clockwork
      
       whenever you wished if you wanted to regain a life that death can end for good. However, once you nod, you can never go back to the person you once were.”
    

    
      Yes, that was what she meant that I would be unable to tear apart the Skill Cards.
    

    
      “When you die, you only return to the previous day, and the Skill only works within the Tower. Even if you die again trying to return as a child or go back to any time before you entered the Tower, you can’t leave the Tower and go back to that time, so I’ll ask you one last time. Are you truly ready to endure eternity?
    

    
      I knew how heavy those words were, but I had come this far to be able to bear that weight. 
    

    
      I nodded. “Yes, I’ll forever remain as the sky for those who scream.”
    

    
      The Tower master, who had come this far solely to tell me the following words, said, “May luck be with you.”
    

    
      
        Tick.
      
    

    
      Time began to flow again.
    

    
      
        [The seventy-sixth floor has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The seventy-seventh floor has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The seventy-eighth floor has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The seventy-ninth floor has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      With the Primordial Staff’s defeat, all the floors she had been managing were cleared. Yoo Soo-Ha was still the examiner. I wondered what happened to him. I would soon find out.
    

    
      Light seeped from under my feet, swiftly obscuring my vision.
    

    
      
        [Your level has increased.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Skill Slots have increased]
      
    

    
      
        [Your Hunter Class is SSS.]
      
    

    
      
        [You are now the Scream-Gathering Sky.]
      
    

    
      
        Whoosh!
      
    

    
      White light enveloped me.
    

    

    
      1. The word is the same in the raw. 명천(Myeongcheon). The author offered different meanings by using hanjas. ☜

    

    
      2. This is a Korean wordplay on the word 일리(illli.) 일 in 일리 can also mean one. They counted up to five. It makes 오(five)리, which can also mean a duck. ☜

    

    
      3. It’s another dad joke. ☜

    

    
      4. Referencing the murim arc. The candle represents the grassroot’s life. Gong-Ja doesn’t want the teachings and beliefs of the Demonic Heaven to be tainted, he wants them to remain as they are. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 364: The First Floor (1)
“I don’t recognize this ceiling…”
After white light surrounded me, the words that left my mouth were probably among the top one hundred quotes in the history of most overused lines, but I was actually lying. The sight before my eyes was very familiar. This was Cafe Planetarium. Once the lobby of the Great Library of All Life, it was now a cafe with a high ceiling. 
—Oh? Why are we here? Ah, by the looks of it, you were called to another Pillar meeting. And I lacked the authorization level to watch it. Is that right, Zombie? 
Yes, that’s...
I was about to say “right,” but I suddenly felt mischievous. If I were to list people I shouldn’t tease, the Guardian would be at the bottom of the list. I immediately put my prank into action.
[The Scream-Gathering Sky confirms the Sword Emperor’s statement.]
I had only thought of it, yet the message was still sent. Well, I had done this before, but still, it was the first time the Guardian received my message.
—...Huh.
The Guardian forgot what he was about to say and simply stared down at me. The feelings in his gaze were mixed, yet it was clear there was satisfaction with a hint of regret there.
—Yeah, it’s about time you become a complete Constellation. Gosh, you aren’t even a hundred years old, and you’re already acting like a Constellation? You’ve grown a lot.
I shrugged. 
Come on. If you count the time I spent in people’s traumas, I would be way over a hundred years old. Anyhow, as you guessed, I went to the Pillars’ meeting. I won a duel and earned the right to edit my Skills.
—What? You edited your Skills? I never had that in my time!
Well, you’ve never beaten a Pillar, and you don’t even remember them…
—Damn it! This is Hunter discrimination! Why do they favor Kim Zombie so much! You—Pillars, Tower master, or whatever you are! If you had given me even one-hundredth of the favors you’re giving Kim Zombie, I wouldn’t have become a ghoooooost!!!
The Guardian shouted at the top of his lungs, seemingly convinced that his voice could reach the Tower. All I could do was chuckle. 
A man walked over toward us.
“Hey, you bum.”
He was wearing a cafe uniform. Even at work, he chewed gum loudly. His eyes were so sharp that one would doubt that he was a decent person at first glance. His mere existence lowered humanity’s average moral level by one percent. 
The man was none other than Yoo Soo-Ha. Who else could it be? 
“What, Ponytail?” I asked sourly. 
“Weren’t you on the higher floors to clear the Tower? Why are you here? A moment ago, no one was here, but you suddenly made yourself at home.”
This was a quiet corner, even within Cafe Planetarium. The other customers were far away and hadn’t noticed I was there. I was quite a celebrity, so if they had noticed me, there would have been a commotion.
“Don’t you remember?” 
Yoo Soo-Ha narrowed his brows, looking confused. “Huh? Remember what?” 
I guessed that made sense. All Hunters who had gotten involved with a Pillar lost their memories. Yoo Soo-Ha didn’t remember meeting the Primordial Staff, nor did he remember acting as my examiner. It was to be expected, but I felt disheartened for some reason. I quickly swallowed the bitter taste in my mouth and asked, “Hey, do you want to see me dance?”
Yoo Soo-Ha’s face seemed to say that I had reached a new level of insanity, though he knew I was already crazy. “You’re married. Are you asking me to go to a club with you? Forget about it. I’m the only one who will suffer if I piss off your duke.”
I scowled. “Are you insane? I didn’t ask if you wanted to go clubbing. I asked if you wanted to see me embarrass myself by dancing the hopak.” 
“No, you still sound like an absolute maniac… Hmm.” 
Only then did Yoo Soo-Ha cross his arms, probably getting intrigued, but he still gave me a wary look, thinking I was teasing him. It was understandable since Yoo Soo-Ha was ranked just after the Guardian on the list of people I could pull pranks on.
“Alright. Since you’re putting on a show in front of your big brother, I better watch it. Why don’t you try it in the caf—what the heck are you doing, you wacko?”
“I’m! Dancing! Hopak!” I answered. 
“Fucking stop!” Yoo Soo-Ha turned his head to the customers. “Don’t look over here! I’ll make sure anyone who makes eye contact with me will feel nervous about their every coffee order from now on! Got it? If you stare for more than one second, you’ll get phlegm coffee. Three seconds will get you… I don’t fucking know either! Hey! Hey!! What are you still staring at? You, over there!” 
At Yoo Soo-Ha’s bellow, the customers who had looked over to see the commotion quickly turned away, scared by his fierce glare. The handsome part-timer, who had become a celebrity at Cafe Planetarium, was now more known for his temper than his looks.
He sighed. “Phew… You freaking wacko. You really danced just because I told you to?”
“Yeah, it’s no problem to dance hopak whenever you want.”
“What’s wrong with you? Did you eat something bad?”
I shrugged. “Not really. I just thought that if seeing me dance makes you feel that this world is worth living in a little longer, then it may not be so bad to dance for you.” 
Yoo Soo-Ha looked like he’d heard something he shouldn’t have. “You really went nuts. No, you were already a lunatic, but what do you call a nutjob who has gone insane a second time?”
“Yoo Soo-Ha. I’m… a god who can dance for you.”
“If a normal Hunter went mad, I could report it to the Watchmen League, but where am I supposed to report it when the Rank 1 Hunter becomes a nutcase? Do I have to contact the Ducal Family of Ivansia?” Yoo Soo-Ha muttered, expression serious.
Although none of the words he had just muttered were serious, something particular stood out to me.
“Rank 1? What are you talking about? I’m still number two.”
“Huh? Ah, right.” Yoo Soo-Ha frowned and let out a sigh brimming with annoyance. “Come to think of it, you don’t know yet. Go.”
“Where?”
“Babylon Plaza. It’d be easy if you had a smartphone, but you don’t carry one, do you? If you stay here, the customers will cause a commotion. Leave before you cause me more trouble.”
Yoo Soo-Ha waved his hand dismissively.
Like he said, I had discarded my smartphone long ago. I patted him on the back, though he punched me in return. It wasn’t a big deal, so I let him. Still, it freaking hurt. 
I went to the first floor. When I arrived at the plaza, I saw a large hologram image floating around.
Rank 1: Death King
Rank 2: Sword Star
Rank 3: Black Witch
Rank 4: Viper
Rank 5: Countess
Rank 6: Inquisitor
Rank 7: Paladin
“Huh, that man over there… Could it be…?”
“Isn’t that the Death King?”
“There’s no news that he came back. No way.”
“Maybe he came back briefly to rest! Look! His face looks exactly the same. Compare it to this photo…”
Murmurs arose. The plaza quickly began to stir. Many people were coming and going from all directions. Even compared to when I had been clearing the tenth floor, Babylon Plaza was much more vibrant. I wouldn’t even have to mention the timeline where I had decided to regress over four thousand days.
The Five Guilds had chosen teamwork over war. The tenth, twentieth, thirtieth, and fortieth floors provided endless land and new markets, promising to be the Tower’s New Continent forever. Raviel was my lover, and Uburka was my son. 
The rules were strict and the policies were detailed. With the work of the Five Guilds and local factions from the other floors, our Tower was flourishing. It was blossoming even at this moment. 
Those passing through the plaza weren’t only people who had come from different worlds, like the imperial exchange students that the Ducal Family of Ivansia had picked. Though still a tiny minority, many species walked the streets. There were Skians who had followed the Viper here and joined the OJP Sect. The Terra warriors who led the trend of Cavefire plays were also walking around. 
There would be discrimination and hatred. However, while I handled external affairs by climbing the Tower, my comrades worked on internal affairs. In our world, at the very least, there was no place like Babylon Plaza that had been reduced to ruins by many terror attacks. We wouldn’t allow even an inch of this place to be turned into ruins. Ever.
“Huuuuh? Look at that!”
Someone raised a hand and pointed at the hologram. They didn’t get a lot of reactions because most passersby were staring at me. Regardless, the ranking chart they were pointing to was clearly changing. It was a big enough change to draw people’s attention.
Pzzzzzzz—!
The hologram crackled, and the text suddenly changed.
Rank 1: Scream-Gathering Sky
Rank 2: Sword Star
Rank 3: Black Witch
Rank 4: Viper
Rank 5: Countess
Rank 6: Inquisitor
Rank 7: Paladin
It was as if someone had been waiting for me to arrive here. At first, only two or three people saw the change.
“Huuuuh?”
That one “huh” had the power to instinctively draw people’s attention. Dozens of passersby turned their gaze. In an instant, “huh?” spread across the plaza.
“What? Scream-Gathering Sky?”
“That was the Death King’s spot.”
“I-Is the Death King dead? Is that why he was removed from the ranking board?”
“My god. You mean the Death King might be dead?”
“The Death King is dead?”
“The Death King is gone for good?”
“The Death King has been brutally slaughtered.”
Dear citizens of the Tower, you show a prime example of how information gets distorted… 
“Then who is the Scream-Gathering Sky supposed to be?”
“Even if the Death King is dead, there’s no way a new Hunter would suddenly take first place.”
“That guy standing over there looks like the Death King…”
Many were still making logical assumptions. However, the rumor that I was dead drowned out the fewer logical opinions. Like that, the plaza turned chaotic for about four minutes.
“Seriously?” 
The first person to push through the crowd and run toward me was the Black Witch. Well, she didn’t exactly push through. She used her teleportation to show up right beside me. 
“Would it kill you to not start a problem right after you come back?” she asked, clearly annoyed.
I waved at her. “Wassup, man?”  
“What the heck is wrong with you?”
“Don’t you know? This is how people greet each other nowadays,” I replied.
“What are you even… Never mind. I’d rather become the infantry troops breaking through the Maginot Line than try to make sense of what you’re saying[1]. The first thing you do after returning is spread the rumor that the Rank 1 Hunter might be dead!”
“That wasn’t me!”
I felt wronged. I just got a new title, and it was the passersby who spread the rumor. Some Black Dragon Guild members were likely among them and had gone to the Black Witch to report the commotion. Because of that, the Black Witch had teleported here in under five minutes.
Anyway, it’s been a while.
I assumed that my friends didn’t remember what happened on the Nine Heaven floors. If they had, they would have told the Black Witch.
“You’re right. It’s been a while. How have the others been?” I asked.
That was why I hadn’t expected the Black Witch’s response at all. 
“Huh? What are you talking about? You talk as if you haven’t met them in months. You met the Countess a few days ago, didn’t you?”
My head went blank for a moment. “What?”
“What do you mean what? I heard the stories. Heaven floors, right? You would be the only one who would go to such a dreadful place without hesitation. What if the examiners betrayed you?”
My eyebrows twitched uncontrollably. The noise coming from the passersby around us died down because the Black Witch had come in person and was arguing with me. If I weren’t the real Death King, she wouldn’t have come all this way, so the rumor of my death ended as fast as it appeared. In contrast to the crowd, my heart was racing.
“Wait a moment. How do you—” 
“Let me explain,” someone said from behind me.
I turned my head in the direction of the voice. The MA guild members wearing cat ears were escorting someone through the crowd, clearing a path. There stood the Countess with a fan in hand and a smile on her face.
“It wasn’t hard.”

1. ”I’d rather die than try to understand you.” ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 365: The First Floor (2)
“Come when I call you. If I ask you to put on a show, do it right in front of me. When I tell you to open a chip bag, obey me. You must always tell the truth and never lie to me. That’s not all. If I tell you to meow, you’ll meow. When the time comes and I get tired of your meowing, I’ll tell you to bark, and you’ll have no choice but to bark.”
***
The Countess looked around. “There are too many ears around us for this talk. Let’s go elsewhere.”
She had a point, so we left the plaza, though the next place we went to was a cafe on the edge of the plaza.
It’s also been a while since I was here.
This cafe was where the Five Guild leaders and I first met and where I became a member of all the Five Guilds, so it was a historic site in a way. However, this place, which used to be dominated by the world’s most famous green-star octopus-armed mermaid queen franchise, was now a cat cafe.
“Oh, w-welcome, Master! Woof!”
A group of cats that I clearly remembered seeing in the Golden Heaven Realm ran out the door. No matter how I looked at them, they were indeed the Goldcoin-Biting Cat. 
“Woof, woof! Master, we are so touched by your arrival that we can hardly stand!”
“Ah, I’ve already fallen to the ground!”
“We wrote a hymn called the Songs of the Countess Flying to Heaven!”
The cats lined up and lay flat on their bellies. They kept their heads low but stuck their tails up and wagged them hard, barking like dogs because the Countess had ordered them.
“Hmmm.” The Countess covered her mouth, revealing her crescent eyes. “Your hospitality service isn’t bad. Well, you’re the God of Trade, so you shouldn’t be bad at such basics. Show us our seats.”
“Woof, right away!”
The cats immediately sprang up to their feet and led the way to a table by the window. Sitting there made the price of the coffee seem fair—it was truly the shop’s best spot. It was also warm, too, because a cat was already perched on each chair. 
“We were warming the seats in case you arrived, Master! Woof, woof!”
“If our butt heat can warm even a bit of our owner’s cold body, it would be a great honor!” Wooooof!”
“Sit down, Master. We all wish to serve you!”
“We chased away all the other guests. Don’t worry. We gave each of them ten gold and asked them to leave, so they gladly left.”
“If they knew their useless lives contributed to making Her Excellency the Countess comfortable, they would be thrilled!”
“What the…” I shuddered. “I’ve never seen or heard of such a servile being.”
“I pondered what would be the best punishment for them. Upon some thought, I felt like there is no worse punishment than to be petted forever by the same people they scorn so much, so I bought a cafe,” the Countess explained.
“As far as I know, this is the most expensive estate spot in the Tower…”
“Regarding money, I have more than I can use.”  
We sat at the window table. I had said this before, but this cafe was near the plaza. The cats guarded the door, so no one followed us in. However, the passersby could easily see us outside the window. They took photos through the glass, waved at us, and shouted cheers. When I flashed a small smile and waved back, a loud burst of cheers erupted, rattling even the soundproof glass. Scary.
“Wouldn’t it be better to sit somewhere more private?” 
“No,” the Black Witch flatly refused. “Do you know how long you’ve been gone? I won’t ask you to spend ninety out of one hundred days in Babylon, but you should stay for at least thirty days. You’re basically a king here. There’s no worse king than the one who leaves his throne empty.”
“Is that why you brought me to a cafe?”
“Yes, people should be able to see you, at least when you’re on the first floor. It’s better than us meeting in a hidden room no one else knows. They feel safe knowing the highest-ranking Hunter is nearby. Don’t you think so?”
I guessed that this was also part of building my image. Unlike my smile, Anastasha’s was flawless as she waved her hand.
Clink! Clink! Clink! 
The glass window rattled again. Indeed, the Black Witch never let any chance go to waste.
The Countess got straight to the point. “Now, you might be wondering why I remember what happened on the heaven floor.” 
“Yes, I am. Frankly, I don’t really understand.”
“As you know, I brought the Goldcoin-Biting Cat to their knees.”
As a matter of fact, four cats were kneeling in a row beside the chair where the Countess was sitting. I knew the Countess had made her ultimate joke, but I didn’t react. 
“Tsk, you’re no fun,” the Countess said, fanning herself. “I forced absolute obedience on the God of Trade, but that wasn’t really what I was after. To hide a beast, one must have a place to hide it first, and full obedience was my lush forest.”
“Then what was the beast?”
“The fact that they can’t lie to me.”
Hearing that, I recalled a certain memory.
“You must always tell the truth and never lie to me.”
The terms of surrender the Countess had presented included that rule. Noticing that I caught on quickly, she gave me a slight nod.
“From the look in your eyes, it seems you’re still sharp. In that case, Gong-Ja, I’ll ask you a question.” The Countess’s fan snapped shut. “Do you think the Goldcoin-Biting Cat lost their memories?”
I blinked. “Pardon?”
“It’s a simple question. The Primordial Staff can distort the memories of Hunters and Constellations. At first, it seemed that the Goldcoin-Biting Cat would also lose their memories about the heaven floor and the Pillars. However, it got me thinking. That can’t be true.”
The Countess tapped the table with the tip of her fan. She didn’t explain why she thought it wasn’t possible. Instead, the cats under the table perked up their ears.
“Woof! What Master thought is correct! We work together with the Primordial Staff! When that Pillar sends souls, we accept them. Even if the other Constellations can’t recall the memories involving the Pillars, we should be able to remember them as their helpers!”
“I see.” I felt like I understood what was going on now. “Nisha, you lost your memories, but the God of Trade kept theirs. You then asked the cats what happened and learned the whole story. Since lying is impossible, you learned the whole truth.”
“My god. Even you two are calling each other by your real names…” Anastasha murmured, sounding impressed. Or maybe she was just dumbstruck. 
The Countess shrugged, then picked up a calico cat and placed it on her lap. She stroked the head of the cat, who trembled like a mortal touched by a mythical monster.
“Woo… woof…”
“Hmm, you’re right, but that alone wasn’t enough to convince me. I needed to be sure that the Pillars won’t mess with the God of Trade’s memories no matter what. Unfortunately, I wasn’t in such a position to make such a demand from a Pillar. To them, I’m just a Hunter, so I decided to think outside the box.”
I tilted my head. “Outside the box?” 
“The answer was simple. All I had to do was cause an incident where the Pillar can’t meddle with the God of Trade’s memories. Ever.” 
The Countess tapped the cat’s head. Shuddering, the cat answered, “W…wooof… W-we became Her Excellency the Countess’ slaves under the treaty, and that was the final touch. From that point on, the Primordial Staff could never twist our memories, no matter what.”
“Why?” I asked. 
“Because it’s an insult to our feline lives.” The cat waved its tail. “If the Pillar erased our memories, we would become the Countess’s slaves without knowing why. That would be unfair. In the blink of an eye, we became the servants of some fl[1]—I mean, the universe’s noblest person! Woof! Of course, we would still be grateful and praise our master’s elegance. Still, objectively, it would be irrational violence.”
“That’s how it is.” The Countess grabbed the cat’s ear and rubbed it hard. Startled, the cat chaotically meowed and woofed in protest, but it got them nowhere. “I basically needed a save point with memories that couldn't be rolled back. An absolute anchor that couldn’t be destroyed or distorted. That’s why I let you stir up the Golden Heaven Realm as much as you wanted and actually encouraged you until the God of Trade yielded.”
In short, as soon as the Countess had been summoned to be the examiner and started suspecting that the realm was ruled by the Goldcoin-Biting Cat, she aimed to make the cats surrender. 
Upon hearing her intricate plan, I opened and closed my mouth several times before finally saying, “Are you not worried?”
“Hm? Worried about what?”
“The Primordial Staff could have been a violent person who tolerated irrational violence. Why did you trust her?”
The Countess’s eyes widened. She covered her mouth with her fan and chuckled softly. “Oh, that’s what you meant. Gong-Ja, I never trusted the Primordial Staff.”
“Eh? But...”
The Countess stared at me. “I trust you. You cherish the Tower more than anyone. If the Pillar that ruled such the Tower had been such a tyrant, you would have been the first to step forward and take her down. Am I wrong? Yet, you willingly tolerated her existence, not because you were forced. If you respect someone, they have to be a person worthy of that respect.”
From afar, the cats waddled toward us and gave each of us a cup of coffee. 
The Countess held an Americano in one hand and smiled. “Just as you trust my skills, I trust your judgment.”
“... Nisha.”
“You’re our leader, and we’re your comrades. I firmly believe that camaraderie is a bond where we strive to be equals. A world where only you remember what we did, how we cleared the floors, and the talks we shared is a hard no for me.”
The smile the Countess wore as she said this made it clear why Patricia, whose nature was almost the opposite of hers, had fallen for her.
“I lost my memories, but when I opened my eyes, some cats were moving at my feet. I asked what was going on, and the cats showed me a high-definition hologram of what had happened on the heaven floor. I’d like to praise myself for everything going exactly as I planned.”
The cats that brought coffee to the Countess pressed firmly against my leg. Three of them were working together to lift a tray.
“Woof, woof. It’s a venti white mocha frappuccino with four shots and java chips. We didn’t forget the half-and-half chocolate drizzle!”
I hadn’t ordered my usual drink, yet the cats brought it to me. With a chuckle, I looked at the master of those cats.
She told me, “It’s a gift.”
I was at a loss for words.
“Ah, of course, the real gift is something else. I just wanted to tell you something.”
“Really…”
“Welcome back, Gong-Ja. You’ve worked hard to clear the heaven floors. We’ll always remember the trials you face. There’s only one thing you need to remember. Even if you leave us, we’ll never leave you.”
“Really, my comrades are amazing.”
I was probably making a face that was too embarrassing to show to the passersby outside. To hide it, I lifted my cup and took a sip. Today’s white mocha frappuccino was very sweet.

1. The cat wanted to call the Countess a fly/bug. ☜
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Chapter 366: The First Floor (3)
The fact that my trustworthy comrades had my back reassured me, so I started climbing the Tower again… is what I would have done if only there wasn’t work left to do on the first floor.
“Where do you think you’re going? There are hundreds of interviews I’ve been delaying because you were gone. The media pressure was becoming overwhelming, so it’s good that you’re here now. Let’s get this over with now.”
Judging by Anastasha’s eyes, I could tell there was quite a lot of stuff left to do.
“One more thing, Gong-Ja. The first wedding between a Hunter and a Terra is about to take place.”
“What?”
“Yes, I reacted the same way when I first heard the news. It seems to have happened too quickly, but it’s a joyous occasion, right? The wedding is soon. You’re the Terras’ oldest friend and god, so go congratulate them. No, wait! Stop! The interviews come first! Hey, Gong-Ja, why are you always an idiot when it comes to your duke and your children?!”
I immediately went to congratulate the Terras, who had a unique wedding custom. The couple gathered flames from their hearths and put them in lanterns. During the ceremony, they blended the flames into one.
The guests also had to bring empty lanterns to the ceremony. Once the couple’s flames united and became one, the guests congratulated them and received the fire to light their lamps. After that, the guests carried the lit lanterns home and placed them in their own hearths. 
This was how all the guests became witnesses to the couple’s union. If they didn’t have hearths, they at least lit a bonfire. It was a wonderful wedding ceremony, suiting a species that worshiped fire, but of course… there was a problem.
“W-what should I do? My house doesn’t have a hearth, Mr. Death King!”
The Hunter, about to be betrothed, looked sad. Yes, the Babylon citizens were enjoying the peak of modern—no, futuristic civilization, so they didn’t have hearths.
“Ugor, I don’t obsess over such customs. Love is all we need, isn’t it?”
“Ah, my love! But I also like your customs! If we put our heads together, we’ll be able to find a good solution.”
“My love! Your heart is more delicate and beautiful than the dew on the flowers at dawn.”
I assumed that two people should love each other that much to become the first interspecies couple. Yeah, that had to be it…
“Haha, yes, everything must look beautiful right now for you two.” I forced a smile, although I could feel a sweet acid reflux within my stomach. 
“Ah! I shouldn’t have shown so much PDA before the Great Kekerukker. Ugor! Well, you’d understand!”
“It’s fine. It’s something I should have expected when visiting a couple’s home.”
“Exactly.”
Terra children surely treated their god like crap. Uburka also did that, but…
“Let’s do it like this. Since this is the first interspecies wedding in history, the world’s attention will inevitably be on you two. It looks like the Five Guilds are also determined to promote this as harmony between two species, but that would make you feel too burdened.”
“Ugor? Is that so?” the Terra asked, looking confused. 
The Hunter nodded. The differences between their cultures were highlighted in this moment[1]. I knew it would be like this, so I was glad I came. 
“I’ll keep the reporters from entering the wedding hall. We cannot let random people interrupt the holy union of fire,” I told the Terra and reassured the Hunter at the same time. “While we’re at it, I’ll place divine fire in the middle of Babylon Plaza.”
“Ugor, holy fire?”
“I’ll use my aura to light fire. We’ll build something like an Olympic cauldron to keep my fire burning.” I turned to look at Hunter. “You can take the flame from there and carry it to the wedding. In the eyes of the Terras, you’re bringing a god’s fire, so it would be more than enough. Still, whether or not you respect the Terras’ wedding customs is up to how you two work it out.”
“Ah, um... T-thank you for being so considerate?” 
The Hunter bowed one too many times.
I offered a bitter smile. Sorting out the details of an interspecies union had to be dealt with at least once, so I was helping them as much as I could. However, the Rank 1 Hunter was helping with the wedding, acting as a shield from the press and installing something in the middle of Babylon’s most expensive land. It would feel veeeery burdensome for the Hunter who was getting married to the Terra.
It reminds me of when I married Raviel…
Back then, all kinds of nobles from across the empire came to my wedding. My social rank was lower than Raviel’s, so I had to become the imperial steward’s foster son. Even now, it was easier to act as the Duke Consort of Ivansia than the Rank 1 Hunter of the Lion Realm when I worked in the empire. I wasn’t the only one. Even the Black Witch and the Inquisitor had noble titles of their own, even though they were only nominal. That was the difference between worlds.
“This is all I can do for you.”
Raviel had even used her power to arrange the adoption by the imperial steward. Seeing that as her considerate gesture or a burden was my choice. 
I supported the couple before me. Since they defied even the differences between species, I was sure that they would find their way in the future as well.
“I’ll try to stop the press and hold a ceremony that most Terras can accept. Still, there will be some difficulties that you two would have to face on your own.” 
“Ah, um... What will you do about the press?”
“It’s simple,” I replied with a small smile. “I’ll give them bigger news than the first interspecies wedding, and they’ll forget all about it.”
***
The media was on fire the day before the wedding.
“Shocking encounter with a new species!”
“Evidence of a city of sentient entities in the underground of the fifth floor!”
“A hidden city lies under the ordinary fifth-floor hunting ground?”
“An encounter no one expected! What kind of beings are these sentient creatures of the underground city?”
“Is this urban legend true?”
“It’s said that one can’t see under their nose, but it’s too hard to miss this one.”
“Upon hearing the news, the Black Dragon Master stated that although it’s shocking, she would like to welcome the new species.”
The fire was similar to an inferno. As proof, Anastasha stormed into my lodging and started choking me.
“Die! Please die, you evil wacko!”
“Gyaaaaaah?!”
“I’m going to lose my mind! Do you want to see me die from overwork?! The pile of documents I have to handle is already the size of Mount Everest, so did you really have to add another mountain to it?!”
Anastasha squeezed my neck and shook me up, down, left, and right. She wasn’t playing around. Her hands were enveloped in dark aura. Her aura mastery wasn’t as good as mine, but most Hunters couldn’t defeat her in aura.
“I… am going to die…. I can’t… breathe…”
“Yeah, die. Just die. You don’t stay dead, do you? Go back to yesterday and stop this chaos!”
“Someone… help me…”
Only when I was near death did Anastasha release me. She sighed so hard that it felt like she could sweep away the world. “Fine, I’ll hear your excuse now. Wait. How did you even know a new civilization lay under the fifth floor?”
“Phew, I met a Constellation named Mutia on the sixty-second floor,” I said after catching my breath.
“Mutia?”
“Yes, her title is Ruin-Harvesting Cow. She has the power to make people regress. You could say this Constellation can roughly tell what life a person can live and how many paths they have in life.”
The Black Witch frowned. “What? That’s cheating.”
“Yes, it is. Anyway, that overpowered Constellation used a lot of tricks while fighting me.”
One of them was showing me the timeline built on the assumption that the Fire Emperor didn’t get his Returner’s Clockwork. In that timeline, he didn’t kill me, and I carved my own path. While wandering through the second to the ninth floors, I had finally found the city hidden under the fifth floor by chance and luck. 
“Thanks to Mutia, who showed me my potential, I learned about the underground civilization on the fifth floor. Now that I know about it, I should use it.”
“I understand, but you could have waited a little to reveal it. At this rate, my people won’t be able to handle the extra tasks and faint from overwork.”
“Actually, that was part of the plan.”
“Huh?” Anastasha asked in disbelief. “What the heck are you talking about?”
I was serious. “We and the other Five Guild leaders trust each other completely, but it’s different for the guild members, right? After years of fighting, do you think they’ll be able to sincerely smile at each other and cooperate?”
“... That’s…”
“Yes, they won’t fight right now because of us, but they have a lot of pent-up resentment.” 
The top Hunters had chosen to cooperate after working together on many floors, but it was different for ordinary guild members. They didn’t get to take part in the floor expeditions beyond the twelfth floor, so they had never experienced overcoming trials together.
“You’re right, Anastasha. We’re all busy and overloaded with work, but we even ran into the underground civilization on the fifth floor. No guild can handle their work on their own now.”
Therefore, I had deliberately created the opportunity for the guild members to experience that.
“The guilds should work together unless they want to die from overwork. Only when every guild cooperates fully can this insane amount of work be done.”
She sighed. “My god…” 
“Past conflicts? Old grudges? That’s all understandable, but think of running into a nine-month backlog of tasks piled up in front of you and you can’t even see the top of the pile. All the guild members would want to do is sleep or go, so they’ll cooperate no matter what.”
Anastasha looked fed up.“You’re really a devil...” 
I shrugged. “For the next few months, all the Five Guilds will act like one.”
“Fine, but how are my people supposed to relieve stress?”
“There is a good punching bag right in front of you. Just say that I was the one who discovered the underground civilization and told the media about it. Everyone will blame me, and we can be done with it.”
“So you’re going to put yourself under fire…”
“Yes, it’s part of a leader’s duty. Also, it’s my job to distribute the loot to others since I’m clearing the floors on my own.”
The members of the Five Guilds both liked and disliked me. They disliked me because of the workload that came with me, but they liked me as they benefited a lot from the floors I cleared.
If someone has to take the blame, it’s better to be me.
If they didn’t want to work, they could leave the Five Guilds. Many Hunters outside the guilds were begging to join the guilds, even if it meant that they would practically be enslaved. After all, Hunters who could travel to and from worlds beyond the eleventh floor were practically only members of the Five Guilds.
We limited people’s authorizations to reduce the cultural shock they would feel in the other worlds. This rule blocked Hunters from small guilds from the opportunity to go to other worlds, though some Hunters, like the Chemist, still succeeded through their own skills.
“If the saying that ‘the more people badmouth you, the longer you live[2]’ is true, then you’ll live for a very long time…”
“It looks like I’ll live forever.”
“What?”
“I’ll explain later.” 
I looked at the laptop screen filled with articles celebrating the discovery of the fifth-floor underground civilization. Amid this flood of news, a short article appeared. It had only two or three lines.
“The first marriage between a Babylonian and a Terra! It was a small yet lovely wedding. The citizens sent their blessings…”
I smiled before closing the laptop.

1. The human Hunter cares about the media’s reaction to the wedding, meanwhile the Terra doesn’t because Terras generally don’t care about what others say. ☜


2. It’s a Korean saying. The origin is unknown. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 367: The Last Threshold Of Wrath (1)

    
      Not everything went as smoothly as the wedding. Days sped by. I felt like I closed my eyes for only a moment, but when I opened them, a month had passed. I wish I was exaggerating. Time moved on, leaving me behind. It almost felt unfair.
    

    
      
        Well, there is nothing I can do about it.
      
    

    
      It was said that time flew faster as one got older. My body was young, but my mind was much older. I tried counting how old I was, but stopped when the number reached three digits. Whatever. My body was still in its twenties. Hm, that could be seen as me insisting that I was much younger than I actually was… 
    

    
      As I thought about the cruelty of the passage of time, a knight rode up and saluted me, snapping me back to reality.
    

    
      “Glory to the Moon of Ivansia! Your Grace, we’ve surrounded the castle as commanded!”
    

    
      “Ah, great work, Knight Commander.” 
    

    
      “No problem!”
    

    
      “Did you send the envoy to ask for their surrender but still nothing?"
    

    
      “Yes, Your Grace! They say they will fight to the end!”
    

    
      I clicked my tongue. “How foolish.” 
    

    
      The Ducal Family of Ivansia’s best troops, including their knight commander, surrounded me in a tight circle. An army of at least six thousand was encircling a small city. Since I had been doing interviews not too long ago, some wondered why I was now in the middle of a medieval battlefield. The reason was simple. Raviel had nearly been killed. Well, she had actually been killed.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      After winning the duel against the Primordial Staff, I stayed on the first floor for a while. As Anastasha had strongly insisted, I needed to make public appearances. The interspecies wedding had wrapped up nicely and the fire kindled by the discovery of the underground civilization was still burning brightly. 
    

    
      As I was talking with a reporter, a message rang in my head.
    

    
      
        [Activating the Skill.]
      
    

    
      I hadn’t used any Skills, so I was rightfully confused. 
    

    
      The reporter probably noticed something was off with me. He asked, “What’s wrong?”
    

    
      Just as I was about to smile and say it was nothing, I realized a certain Skill had activated for the first time.
    

    
      
        [A Certain Returner’s Love has been activated.]
      
    

    
      
        [You share your lover’s timeline.]
      
    

    
      
        [The timeline has ended.]
      
    

    
      That was how it all began.
    

    
      The world around me spun, and my vision became as dark as squid ink pasta.
    

    
      The reporter panicked. “Mr. Death King? Mr. Death King!”
    

    
      His voice came from far away but quickly faded.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding time to twenty-four hours ago.]
      
    

    
      I was probably the first human to die without doing anything at all.
    

    
      “Die! Please die, you evil wacko!”
    

    
      When I blinked, the world around me changed. The reporter who had been interviewing me was gone. Instead, Anastasha was squeezing my neck and shaking me hard; I had regressed twenty-four hours.
    

    
      “The hell.” 
    

    
      I understood why I had suddenly died. The Tower’s system message had told me that A Certain Returner’s Love had been activated. The Skill allowed Raviel and me to share the same timeline. If I regressed a day, Raviel also went back a day. The two of us always existed on the same timeline. If Raviel died, so did I. 
    

    
      However, I had the Returner’s Clockwork. When I died, I went back twenty-four hours. Since my timeline had been rewound, so had Raviel’s. As long as both skills—A Certain Returner’s Love and the Returner’s Clockwork—stayed intact, the two of us would never face irreversible death. Only one day would be lost. 
    

    
      I was just talking to a reporter, but the timeline was still wound back. It meant someone else died instead of me—Raviel.
    

    
      “You evil wacko! Die! Die!!”
    

    
      Of course, Anastasha didn’t notice that I had regressed just now. That would have been why she didn’t understand why I was so out of it.
    

    
      “You don’t have to bother, Anastasha,” I said. “I already died just now anyway.”
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I regressed just now.”
    

    
      Only then did Anastasha really look at me. “What? Then why do you look like that?”
    

    
      “Look like what?”
    

    
      “Ready to slit someone’s throat. It’s a little scary. Was the death so shocking that it made you glare like that?"
    

    
      “It’s different this time.”
    

    
      “Uh… umm… I see. What’s different?”
    

    
      “It wasn’t me who died. It was Raviel."
    

    
      For some reason, Anastasha’s face darkened. Silence fell. She let go of my neck and closed her eyes, sighing so deeply that the floor seemed to sink around her.
    

    
      “The hell?” she muttered. 
    

    
      “I’m sorry for revealing the underground civilization’s existence without telling you first, but I think it’ll be an opportunity to spur some camaraderie among the Five Guild members. If you need someone to blame, you can use me.”
    

    
      “Okay… yeah… I guess so…”
    

    
      “Anastasha.”
    

    
      She gestured in resignation. “Go on…” 
    

    
      “I’m sorry for making you handle all the work at this busy time, but I have to visit the empire.” My voice sounded so cold that it sounded unfamiliar even to my ears. “I can’t tell you for sure how long it will take, but I promise I’ll take care of it as soon as possible and return.”
    

    
      “Kim Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      “I’m listening.”
    

    
      “Don’t kill too many…”
    

    
      “I can’t promise you that.” 
    

    
      I picked up my holy sword. Snakey and my fox god had been playing with the sword, and now they both looked up at me.
    

    
      “Kieee?”
    

    
      “Peep?”
    

    
      It was as if they were asking, “What’s going on?” Both of them fell silent the moment they saw my face. Snakey quietly climbed onto my wrist and coiled around it while my fox god turned into my scarf as I walked out of the room.
    

    
      “Sylvia Evanail!” I shouted. 
    

    
      Sylvia was waiting in the hallway. Once known as Lady Goldencup, she was under my complete subordination since I had defeated the Ruin-Harvesting Cow. It looked like she had been yawning in boredom only to flinch at my shout.
    

    
      “Y-yes, Patriarch?”
    

    
      “Summon every member of the clan. You don’t have to call those who are far away. You have five minutes. Gather every clan vassal who can come now in the garden.”
    

    
      “Eeek. That sounds very bothersome. Besides, five minutes is too little time. Why are you—” Sylvia met my gaze. “I’m sure you have a good reason of your own, Patriarch! Yes! I’ll gather everyone at once! Woohoo! Work! Work! I’m happy to work! Damn it!”
    

    
      Sylvia ran off. I went down to the garden and waited. My lodging was shared not only by me and my clan vassals but also by the Black Witch, the Inquisitor, the Countess, the Paladin, and others. We didn’t really live together in the same building. Everyone lived in separate buildings, and our only shared space was the garden.
    

    
      One by one, my clan vassals came to meet me. The first to arrive was Estelle. Although she usually acted as the clan advisor, she was also my heiress who would lead the clan on my behalf in an emergency. She and I quickly exchanged glances as we continued to wait in silence. She didn’t ask why I had called everyone or what the problem was. 
    

    
      After Estelle came Kim Yul and the Four Demon Kings. Next were the Heavenly Demon Cult followers. They looked between Estelle and me, still silent. 
    

    
      Five minutes passed. Some of the vassals weren’t here, but I didn’t plan to wait longer. In fact, the five minutes I had mentioned before were already testing my patience.
    

    
      “Where is Uburka?” I asked. 
    

    
      “The chief warrior has been sent to the fifth floor to help in the negotiation with the people from the underground civilization, Patriarch,”  Estelle replied calmly. “The Terras love the scent of the earth and find the dampness of the underground comforting, so I believed that he would get along well with the underground civilization and sent him there. Shall I bring him back?"
    

    
      “No, it’s fine. There’s no time.” 
    

    
      Over a hundred clan vassals were watching me. Although they weren’t taken aback by the sudden call, they were still wondering why they had been gathered. I answered their unspoken question.
    

    
      “Raviel is dead.”
    

    
      The garden fell silent.
    

    
      “To be accurate, she’ll die tomorrow,” I clarified with a smile. “Thanks to my Skill, I can know about her death in advance. Heaven has helped me.”
    

    
      I was joking in a way. I represented the Demonic Heaven, yet I learned of Raviel's death through my Skill because heaven helped me. 
    

    
      No one reacted or even forced a smile. Estelle’s face froze while Kim Yul closed his eyes. The Sword Demon King broke into cold sweats, and the Ghostfire Demon King let out a deep sigh.
    

    
      I forced another smile. Since no one was laughing at my joke, I may as well do it myself. 
    

    
      “I have no idea which bastard harmed Raviel. I don’t know how stupid one can be to do such a thing. One thing is clear. That bastard’s imagination is far worse than mine. Why? Because they don’t know how to imagine hell. Whatever hell that person imagined will seem like joyous heaven compared to the hell they’re about to go through. I would like to show everyone that no one is better at creating hell than those who speak of heaven.”
    

    
      Without saying more, I turned around and started walking. Over a hundred footsteps echoed behind me.
    

    
      
        [Teleporting you to the twenty-fifth floor.]
      
    

    
      The destination was Sormwin Academy. Sormwin was already the empire’s top academy, but it had grown even bigger after the treaty between Babylon and the empire was signed. A government office was set up in charge of immigration, leading to building homes for the civil servants working in the office. As rare goods came from Babylon, trading guilds were also built to manage them. Sormwin was now more of a city than an academy. 
    

    
      The moment I arrived, an imperial official greeted me with a smile. “Greetings! Welcome to the empire! If I may ask, what is the purpose of your visit?”
    

    
      “I’m the Duke Consort of Ivansia. I’m here for my family matters, not Babylon’s affairs.”
    

    
      “Uh…” the official trailed off, seemingly recognizing me. 
    

    
      Well, since he was a public official in charge of immigration, he should get fired if he didn’t know who I was. The official’s face darkened when he realized I had over a hundred of my clan vassals with me. The imperial immigration office was surprised by our sudden arrival.
    

    
      “I’ll say it again. This is a family matter,” I emphasized. I had no time for this. “Unless you plan to antagonize the Ducal Family of Ivansia, get out of my way right now.”
    

    
      The official couldn’t stop me. The knights and soldiers at the immigration checkpoint opened a path for me. The Hunters sent from Babylon and the guild members of the Black Dragon Guild and MA all returned to their posts the moment they saw me.
    

    
      I headed to the Ducal Family of Ivansia’s villa, built next to Sormwin. Flustered, the ducal family’s soldiers blocked my path.
    

    
      “Y-Your Grace! What happened?!"
    

    
      “If you wanted to come, you should have sent a notice so we could make preparations to welcome you properly!”
    

    
      I scoffed. “I don’t know how you can hold your head up high and get in my way when you couldn’t even protect your master.” 
    

    
      “W-what?”
    

    
      “I’d like to tie you all up and interrogate you, but I want to see Raviel first. I won’t repeat myself. Step aside. Even if you don’t, it doesn’t matter,” I said with a cold smile.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “I have no time to waste on you.” I gestured with my chin toward them. 
    

    
      Estelle moved and applied a joint lock to the soldier, instantly incapacitating him. A half-second later, the cultists stepped forward. In an instant, the ducal family’s villa was under my control. The Blue Lion Knights tried to resist, but their attempts were crushed quickly.
    

    
      I walked down the hall. Six servants stood guard outside the room where Raviel stayed, all of them trusted by Raviel and having been trained to stop assassins. I usually found them very reliable, but they were now leeches living off the ducal family’s money.
    

    
      “Your Grace.”
    

    
      “Please step aside, Moon of Ivansia.”
    

    
      “Even if it’s you, you can’t just—”
    

    
      Did I have any reason to listen to this nonsense? No. I used my aura to pressure the six servants’ acupoints. Unable to make a sound, the servants collapsed in the hallway, still awake but trembling. I did that because I wanted them to feel utter shame for failing to stop me for even a second. 
    

    
      I opened the bedroom door, leaving the servants behind.
    

    
      
        Creaaaak!
      
    

    
      “Hmm.” 
    

    
      Raviel was sitting in her chair, looking down at the wind-up clock. Despite the chaos I had caused, she wasn’t surprised. Instead, she nodded lightly as if she had expected this.
    

    
      “Thirteen minutes and twenty-seven seconds, I see.” She lifted her red gaze from the clock and met mine. “I thought that if you came alone, it would take no more than five minutes. If you came with your people, I thought it would take no more than fifteen minutes. Indeed. The gap between us was thirteen minutes.”
    

    
      I smiled. “I’m sorry for being late, Raviel. So, which son of a bitch should I kill?”
    

    
      Raviel returned a bitter smile.
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    Chapter 368: The Last Threshold Of Wrath (2)

    
      “Calm down first, Gong-Ja. Your eyes are dripping with bloodlust.” 
    

    
      Raviel tapped the chair beside her. The fan she tapped on her chair’s armrest was one of the luxury gifts I had given her. 
    

    
      I bit my lip. The fan wasn’t just an expensive gift. Namgung Woon—Buwolseon, Teacher’s rival, the Murim Alliance’s leader, and the OJP Sect’s grand protector—had made the fan with great care.
    

    
      Raviel would have known that I would come barging in. She was wise. Instead of simply telling me to calm down, she found a way to calm me down better than any words could. Her plan worked very well. Seeing an item that had even a little bit to do with Teacher cooled my rage. Still, it was like pouring ice cubes on lava.
    

    
      “When else would I harbor bloodlust if not now?” I asked. 
    

    
      “Whenever that time may be, even if it is this very moment, it’s clear that the place where you should harbor that emotion isn’t in front of me. It’s not a matter of time but of place.”
    

    
      “I’m aware, but I don’t want my rage to dull. The more I speak with you, the more rational I’ll become,” I said in a small voice. 
    

    
      Actually, ever since I had learned about her death, I had been speaking rather quietly. It wasn’t to stay levelheaded—quite the opposite. I didn’t want the anger in my heart to creep into my voice, not even a drop of it.
    

    
      “I want to stain my hands with blood through pure rage and emotions. Please tell me who dared to hurt you, Raviel.”
    

    
      “To my ears, that just sounds like an excuse for you to go mad.”
    

    
      “You heard me right.” 
    

    
      Raviel smiled, seemingly pleased, as if she had found a new toy. For a moment, she seemed to tremble after witnessing the fierce wave of my emotions. Seeing the curve of her lips etched on her pale face, I knew I couldn’t keep this up any longer. Raviel was more interested in my reaction than her own death.
    

    
      “Do you want to kill the one who killed me?” she asked. 
    

    
      “Yes.” I could feel the taste of blood seeping into my mouth; my teeth had bitten into the inside of my cheeks, cutting deep into the flesh.
    

    
      “How do you want to kill them?”
    

    
      “I want to tear them apart.”
    

    
      I knew in which direction this discussion was flowing. Nonetheless, I could never stay silent at my love’s question, so I used my teeth as wheels and my tongue as a stream. 
    

    
      “I want to slice their lips along the lines of their teeth. I must hear their voice croak through the gap between their teeth and cut lips.”
    

    
      “And the eyes?” she asked.
    

    
      “I’ll dig them out. I’ll then mend their blood vessels and nerves with my aura before putting the eyes back in the sockets. Each blink will hurt so much that they’ll wish they were rather blind.”
    

    
      Raviel’s smile clearly deepened. I saw a delicate shiver travel down her frame; she was enjoying the rare sight of her husband losing his reason completely. 
    

    
      “... Raviel.”
    

    
      “I see. I wasn’t considerate. Close the door.” She pointed at the bedroom door behind me. “No one else may hear you or see you right now. That luxury should be allowed to me and me alone.”
    

    
      I stayed silent. 
    

    
      “Please close it, Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      I closed the door. The air in the room grew more toxic, smelling of blue lilies. 
    

    
      “What about hands? Fingers? What do you intend to do with their fingernails?” 
    

    
      The source of the toxin was those red eyes. 
    

    
      “I want to hear it. Tell me, my love.”
    

    
      I told her about every hell that a human could imagine, envisioning a purgatory filled with white fire that would put hellfire to shame. My flames in my heart and the venom of my blood leaked out of my mouth. Raviel indulged in my warmth and venom, devouring them. The more my anger rose, the more Raviel’s red eyes glinted. My venom was sweet to her, like vitality.
    

    
      “So, that is how you’ll kill them?” Raviel asked, calm as a lioness with a full stomach.
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Among the shadows you took in, only a few aren’t killers. Some might as well be mass killers.”
    

    
      “Ah...”
    

    
      “The one who killed me ought to pay the price. Gong-Ja, my love, I won’t stop you from making that happen, but I wonder if the price will be measured fairly.”
    

    
      I pressed a hand over my forehead. Raviel was asking me to be fair. I was the one who accepted Estelle and even forgave Yoo Soo-Ha, so the rules I had set when I took them in should be applied this time, too.
    

    
      “Raviel, but…” 
    

    
      “Do you think I wasn’t enraged like you when you died?”
    

    
      My heartbeat slowed down.
    

    
      “How many times do you think you’ve died since you and I shared rings?”
    

    
      I couldn’t say anything. 
    

    
      “How many times do you think I’ve held myself back?”
    

    
      I bit my lower lip. 
    

    
      Raviel smiled. “Gong-Ja. You’ll also have to hold yourself back as much as I have.”
    

    
      I couldn’t say anything after hearing that. I couldn’t allow anger to erupt out of me. Raviel knew my rage and how to quell it. Even if I had more to say, the words weren’t able to leave my lips. 
    

    
      Raviel grabbed my wrist and silenced me with her lips. Her scorching heat seemed to burn my tongue. I was sure that she had also taken the heat from my heart, too.  
    

    
      The door stayed shut.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      It wasn’t until after the sun had set and the silver moon flickered outside the window that we calmed and talked.
    

    
      “It’s the crown prince,” Raviel said.
    

    
      There was that low resonance in her voice again, resembling a deep ripple in an icy sea. I loved this voice of hers. However, what she had said included someone I could never like. I gritted my teeth. 
    

    
      “That fucking ramen bastard. Was his blond ramen hair not enough? Did his brain also have to turn into bloated udon noodles?” 
    

    
      “I always look forward to hearing what you’ll compare the crown prince to. You didn’t let me down this time, either.”
    

    
      The anger that had barely subsided over the last four hours reignited. However, only ashes remained where the fire had already swept through. As Raviel intended, anger like I had experienced before didn’t rise. Water—cold rationality—had seeped into the places the fire hadn’t gotten to burn. This rationality clung to my mind like dampness in an old basement, helping me get back to my habit of making reasonable deductions. 
    

    
      I said, “Well, no one but the imperial family would dare to think of harming the Duke of Ivansia.”
    

    
      Once the flow began, the rest was clear. The gears in my head started turning. 
    

    
      “But the emperor is a wise ruler and knows that the Ivansia family has power in the empire. The crown prince acted alone, not the entire imperial family.”
    

    
      “Hmm.” Raviel rested her chin on her hand. She was clearly enjoying this and gestured for me to continue.
    

    
      “But if you die, everyone will immediately suspect the imperial family. The emperor will claim innocence, but it’ll be hard to ease the people’s suspicions. That is when the crown prince will rise against the emperor. ‘The emperor, blinded by power, assassinated the Duke of Ivansia, a loyal servant of the empire. As the crown prince, I cannot watch the empire fall, so I’ll hold back my sorrow and rise. Though I’m committing an unforgivable, unfilial deed toward my father, I’ll gladly pick up the sword and bear the sin if that’s what it takes to save the empire.”
    

    
      Raviel didn’t refute me, which made me confident in my theory. That son of a bitch. That ramen bastard was too blinded by power. The only reasons he got to keep his position were that he was the heir to the empire and that the imperial family wanted to maintain their dignity. 
    

    
      
        How dare he…
      
    

    
      I scratched my jaw. “Although it’s history now, the crown prince was once your fiance, Raviel. ‘Even if it ended in tragedy, I cannot overlook the death of a noble who was once my fiance.’ It would make a nice justification to gain the ducal family’s support.”
    

    
      “How unfortunate…” Raviel let out a soft sigh, glancing at me sweetly. “People always marvel at your martial prowess, but no one knows that there’s another sharpened sword in your head, too. Well, what do they know anyway?”
    

    
      I cleared my throat. “If the crown prince secures the ducal family’s backing, he practically has the support of the whole aristocratic faction. Therefore, in his own way, he would have thought that the success chance of his coup was high. Yes, in his own way. For this plan to work, he has to convince the people that the emperor is the one who killed the Duke of Ivansia. Raviel, where are you supposed to die tomorrow?”
    

    
      “The people of the empire should rejoice for having such a wise Moon of Ivansia. I was waiting at the palace to have an audience with His Majesty.”
    

    
      I knew it. 
    

    
      “... So the crown prince didn’t send an assassin but poisoned you. Yeah, I knew he was a fool when he left you and fell for Goldencup. He would have seduced a palace servant with his looks.”
    

    
      “Correct. No one would blame me even if I scored one hundred twenty points on your one hundred point test.”
    

    
      “Obviously, the crown prince wouldn’t have been in the palace at that time to avoid suspicion. Did he go hunting or something?” I asked with a frown. 
    

    
      “I see. Make that one hundred fifty points.” 
    

    
      “He would have brought some imperial guards for this hunt so that he could rush into the palace with them as soon as he heard the news of your death.”
    

    
      “Two hundred points. This is a problem, Gong-Ja. Even if I’m a duke, giving more than double the top score will make people doubt my fairness as an examiner. Are you trying to force me into enduring the rumor of making a biased judgment?”
    

    
      “Very well. I’ll step out for a moment. I’ll come back after killing the crown prince and those bastards who joined his hunt.”
    

    
      “One hundred points deducted, and the score is brought back to one hundred points. How considerate of you.”
    

    
      I looked at Raviel, who stared back at me. I said, “On second thought, five hours is not enough to calm my anger.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      “Also, it’s been ages since I’ve spent time alone with you like this. I’m angry that I can’t purely enjoy this moment because of the crown prince. That son of a bitch!”
    

    
      “Then?” She tilted her head. 
    

    
      “Play with me all day.”
    

    
      “Do you plan to give one whole day to the crown prince and his faction?”
    

    
      “No, I’ll play with you for a day and rewind time.”
    

    
      “A great plan. I see no reason to refuse your proposal.”  
    

    
      We played all day.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding time to twenty-four hours ago.]
      
    

    
      We then played for another day.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding time to twenty-four hours ago.]
      
    

    
      The more we played, the harder it became to find a reason not to play another day.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding time to twenty-four hours ago.]
      
    

    
      The rest of the world? Assassination? Power struggles and political fights? They could all go to hell for all I cared. For now, I was going to spend time with my lover.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding time to twenty-four hours ago.]
      
    

    
      It took us a week to calm down. Beyond the window, the silver moon still shone in the same spot. Raviel and I sat side by side with our chins resting on our hands, thinking.
    

    
      “Was that too much?” Raviel asked. 
    

    
      “It may have been too much…”
    

    
      “A week was too long, wasn’t it?”
    

    
      I nodded in agreement. “A week might have been too much.”
    

    
      “Then let’s just play one more day.”
    

    
      “Yes, let’s play one more day and then stop,” I answered eagerly. 
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding time to twenty-four hours ago.]
      
    

    
      And so another week passed. I wasn’t going to mention what kind of chaos we caused that week. We did three times what anyone would do when they could rewind time and everyone else forgot about it. All that mattered was that we were fully content.
    

    
      “What’s the plan now, Gong-Ja?” Raviel asked in a perfectly satisfied voice.
    

    
      I shrugged. “I’ll find the crown prince first.”
    

    
      “Don’t kill him. If you must do so, do it later quietly, when no one cares.”
    

    
      I kissed her cheek. “Okay. I’ll get going.” 
    

    
      Yes, I wasn’t going to kill him. Instead, I was going to show him pain that was worse than death.
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    Chapter 369: The Last Threshold Of Wrath (3)

    
      Just because I wasn’t going to kill the crown prince, that didn’t mean that I couldn’t do anything about him.
    

    
      “Summon the Blue Lion Knights,” I ordered the ducal family’s servants the moment I stepped out of Raviel’s bedroom. 
    

    
      They looked noticeably flustered. Well, it had to be upsetting for them. After all, I had never interfered in the affairs of the Ducal Family of Ivansia before. The servants, who had spent half a day kissing the cold hallway floor after I pressed their acupoints, had noticeable grimaces on their faces. 
    

    
      “Your Grace, with all due respect, even you can’t command the kn—”
    

    
      “Did you think I could not? But ta-da, it turns out I can.” I pulled the family crest medal from my pocket and showed it to them. “Her Grace gave me full power. My orders at the moment are given in Ivansia’s name. Unless you plan to rebel, comply.”
    

    
      The servants gritted their teeth and stared at the crest medal, as if looking at it harder would turn it into an imitation.
    

    
      I chuckled. “If you don’t believe me, go to Her Grace and ask if I’m telling the truth. Of course, doing so would only add another bruise to your pride, but everything is a valuable experience that will improve your lives.”
    

    
      “We’ll obey your command, Your Grace… ”
    

    
      “My, thank you.” I put back the family crest medal and waved my hand at the best angle to piss them off, fully copying Yoo Soo-Ha’s pose. “Then get going now. What are you waiting for? What are you taking the ducal family’s money for? I knew Ivansia did charity work for the citizens, but I didn’t know it also included the family vassals and servants. As the duke consort of the family, I may have been neglecting the family too much.”
    

    
      The servants groaned. 
    

    
      “If you have time to groan, go carry out your orders first. Repeat after me. Assemble the knights.”
    

    
      “Assemble the knights!”
    

    
      The servants scattered, looking at me as if saying, “Just you wait.” Of course, I wasn’t scared. The moment they failed to stop Raviel from getting poisoned, I was going to torment them forever. They would soon see that they got on my blacklist.
    

    
      “Sylvia Evanail,” I said.
    

    
      “Ah, y-yes, Patriarch.”
    

    
      The clan vassals who followed me had already secured the duke’s villa, waiting in the hallway outside the bedroom. One of them was Sylvia, once known as Lady Goldencup. 
    

    
      Hesitantly, she studied my face. “I’m glad to see you’re feeling better than earlier…”
    

    
      In Sylvia’s eyes, I had only been in the room for an hour before I came out. In truth, Raviel and I had spent two weeks repeating the same day, so our perception of time was different.
    

    
      “Well, what did I look like earlier?”
    

    
      “Do you want an honest answer or a pleasant one?” Sylvia asked cautiously. 
    

    
      “Just be honest.”
    

    
      “I knew you were a wacko, but seeing your switch flipped and smiling only with your mouth made me realize that you can become crazier than you already were. I was amazed at how you were trying to invent a crazier version of the word ‘wacko.’”
    

    
      The corners of my mouth curved in a sad smile. The fact that Sylvia was talking like this meant I looked a lot better, so joking like this wouldn’t cause any trouble.
    

    
      “Sylvia, I have a question.”
    

    
      “What is it?”
    

    
      “You dated the crown prince before, right? It was quite serious. You even discussed marriage. So, I want to ask you. Did the crown prince really love you?”
    

    
      Sylvia frowned. “That’s a question I didn’t expect.” 
    

    
      Even though her eyebrows were only slightly furrowed, her face had the typical arrogance of a noble. If I put it in a nice way, it was elegant. To put it bluntly, it was sass. Well, she was now just the head steward of the clan, but she and Raviel had once been the two leading noble ladies in the empire’s high society. 
    

    
      “Love? Did he love me…? Well, if you’re asking if the crown prince fell for me, I would have said yes since I seduced him. Hmmm…” Sylvia tapped her chin in contemplation. “But no, I don’t think he loved me. It was probably not the kind of love you think, Patriarch.”
    

    
      “Why do you think so?”
    

    
      “Since you took me in, he never looked for me. Do you know what we talked about most when he and I were alone together?”
    

    
      “I have no idea.” 
    

    
      “Use your imagination a little. We trash-talked. Every time we met, we’d talk about Lady Silver Lily… Ah, I guess calling her like that can be considered problematic now. Anyway, we trash-talked the Duke of Ivansia.” Sylvia sighed and shrugged. “This was why we chose our date spots where as many students as possible could see us. We wanted people to see us flirting and then tattle on us to the Duke of Ivansia.”
    

    
      “So Raviel would feel insulted?”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “You guys were more pathetic than I thought…”
    

    
      “You have to understand us. The Duke of Ivansia stays calm no matter what others do. You know this better than anyone.” Sylvia narrowed her eyes. “That woman’s only flaw is love. Having an affair with me was the crown prince’s only way of affecting the Duke of Ivansia. He was worse in academics, diplomacy, public administration, public support, and political schemes, probably in swordsmanship too. Despite being born into the imperial family, he wasn’t better than the Duke of Ivansia at anything.”
    

    
      “So, what you’re trying to say is that he wanted to feel superior to Raviel by having a secret affair with you?” I asked. 
    

    
      “Yes.” 
    

    
      “He’s definitely scum.”
    

    
      “Is this your first time seeing scumbags?” Sylvia asked calmly. “There are many people like him in the universe.”
    

    
      Yes, there were many of them. The issue was that even if this was true, he was still the crown prince of this empire. I sighed. “I left him alone since he’s been quiet, but that will have to end.”
    

    
      Sylvia looked up at me, and I looked back at her.
    

    
      “He’s going to be taken down.”
    

    
      Sylvia’s eyes widened, but that was all. Her surprise was brief. She said, “Hmm, I’ll advise against it…”
    

    
      That surprised me. “Why? Is it because of your loyalty to your past lover?” 
    

    
      “I don’t care if he goes riding on a turtle. It’s just that it’s far easier for him to inherit the throne.”
    

    
      “What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “That man won’t rule the empire well once he becomes the emperor,” Sylvia said firmly. “In five to ten years at most, people, from the nobles to the commoner citizens, will start talking about the emperor’s incompetence and cruelty. When the time comes, the Ducal Family of Ivansia can just take down the emperor. It’s much easier, right? Well, replacing him wouldn’t be difficult either. After all, the real power of the empire is already shifting to Ivansia, but the commoner citizens still don’t know about the crown prince’s incompetence. If Ivansia is going to become the new imperial family, it’s better to do it after they have the people’s support... What? Why are you looking at me like that?”
    

    
      “I just find it surprising that you know your way around politics.”
    

    
      Sylvia sourly replied, “Come on. If it weren’t for you, I would already have become crown princess, then empress, and brought down the ducal family, okay?”
    

    
      Yes, that was right. Sylvia also used to be a regressor.
    

    
      “This is good advice, but you misunderstood something, Head Steward.” 
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Yes, I’m going to bring down the crown prince, but I don’t want Raviel to lead this empire.”
    

    
      “Huh? Why not?”
    

    
      “Isn’t it obvious? Raviel is already busy, so she’ll become busier once she takes the throne.”
    

    
      “... Seriously? That’s the only reason?” Sylvia gaped.
    

    
      “Honestly, I’m not sure if any other reason is needed.”
    

    
      “You freaking wa— Fine. Yeah, that sounds like you, Patriarch. Of course you’d say that. Gosh. Staying with you had made my standards all weird. It’s annoying.” Sylvia scratched the back of her head. “I suppose that’s why you two can love each other like that. Anyhow, you want to keep the imperial family but want to get rid of the crown prince. Is that right?”
    

    
      “That’s right.”
    

    
      “Then we should choose from the second prince, the third prince, the first princess, the fourth prince, and the second princess. Shit. I was chosen as your advisor on this matter because I’m the only one who knows how the empire works, aren’t I?” 
    

    
      Despite her grumbling, Sylvia went on.
    

    
      “If you want my recommendation, I’d say go for the second prince. He can’t think for himself and lacks the gut to wreak havoc like the crown prince. The second prince is your safe choice.”
    

    
      “Is there an imperial family member who would be a good ruler if they became emperor?”
    

    
      Sylvia scoffed. “If there were, the crown prince wouldn’t have had his title until now.”
    

    
      The head steward had a knack for being a truth nuke.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The next day, Raviel and I entered the imperial palace. Though it was called the imperial palace, it wasn’t the palace in the capital. Sormwin had grown into the secondary capital. Fitting its significance, a second imperial palace had been built. Coincidentally, the emperor was staying there.
    

    
      “If it were the palace in the capital, he wouldn’t have dared to order a servant to poison me,” Raviel said. “But this place is different. Aside from the emperor’s own attendants, servants were picked from the crown prince’s staff to do simple tasks. It would have been relatively easy to plan my poisoning.”
    

    
      Yes, it was relatively easy. The crown prince had used all his ties and power to carry out this plan of poisoning Raviel. Yet only two servants from the secondary palace actually took part in the poisoning. We had been blindsided by the crown prince’s last-ditch effort, but we now knew every person who took part in the poisoning.
    

    
      During our two-week vacation, Raviel and I hadn’t just shut ourselves in the bedroom and indulged in decadence. The servants’ families, their ties to the crown prince… We uncovered all the information we could. 
    

    
      “P-please, show mercy to my family! Make me your slave. Even if you cut my flesh into pieces and cast it into the sea, I would accept that. Please, please just spare my family…”
    

    
      In the end, we easily got confessions from the servants. We told the emperor at once. Though skeptical at first, the emperor could only groan after questioning the criminals himself.
    

    
      “How foolish. Has that child always been so foolish?” the emperor asked with a sigh.
    

    
      Although the crown prince lacked in a lot of aspects, he was still the emperor’s son chosen as the heir. How could the emperor not be sad? 
    

    
      I was ready to bring the emperor more sorrow. “Your Majesty, his foolish choice of poisoning the Duke of Ivansia is bad enough, but I’m afraid that you’ll have to face news that is even more gravely foolish.”
    

    
      “What is it, Ruler of the Lion Realm?” the emperor asked, choosing not to address me as the Duke Consort of Ivansia. Though I showed the emperor great respect in public, he didn’t try to protect his dignity in a room as secure as this one.
    

    
      “The crown prince has left for a hunt with his aides. Reports say his bags are too heavy for a hunt.” I bowed. “They also say the horses were armored. Isn’t that too much for just a hunt?”
    

    
      The emperor’s face darkened. He was just soft for his son, but he was a smart ruler by nature. He immediately understood the hidden meaning in my words. 
    

    
      The emperor turned to his chief steward, the old man who had adopted me as his son, and said, “Go to the front and rear gates and check the guards.”
    

    
      “Yes, Your Majesty.” The chief steward checked the palace guards and quickly returned. “Your Majesty, the guards at the front gate are fine, but the one in charge of guarding the rear gate is gone. More than half of his people are also gone.”
    

    
      The emperor sighed. “Ah, did that boy truly mean to harm me?”
    

    
      No one answered. Raviel stayed silent. Her mere presence was enough. I was the one who had reported the poisoning, the culprits’ detailed confession, and revealed the crown prince’s true intentions. Any words that could be seen as disloyal to the emperor had come solely from my mouth. Even when reporting the poisoning to the emperor, I spoke not as the Duke Consort of Ivansia but as a representative of another world. It was wise not to give cause for blame later.
    

    
      “Your Majesty, I request you to summon the crown prince back here from his hunt. If His Highness is innocent, he’ll answer your summons since he has no reason to refuse. However, if he truly planned everything, he would flee, fearing that his plan had been exposed.”
    

    
      “Very well. So be it.” 
    

    
      The emperor sent a messenger as I advised.
    

    
      Time passed slowly. After a long while, the messenger returned and whispered to the chief steward. When the messenger left the audience room, the chief steward said, “Your Majesty.”
    

    
      “Is that boy coming?”
    

    
      “I’m sorry, Your Majesty, but His Highness has turned his horse around and left with his people.”
    

    
      Silence fell in the audience room again. After that short exchange, the emperor appeared five years older. Though he had kept his calm and ruled the empire in peace despite the arrival of people from another world, his son’s betrayal seemed to have broken his heart.
    

    
      “Duke…” The emperor addressed Raviel for the first time since the audience had begun.
    

    
      Raviel bowed, as if she had been waiting for this moment. “Yes, Your Majesty.”
    

    
      “What should I do for you, Duke?”
    

    
      “I have been and will always be loyal to you, Your Majesty.”
    

    
      Raviel was saying that she didn’t plan on using this incident to revolt against the empire. The emperor fell silent again, bringing silence back to the audience room.
    

    
      “... I only seem to hurt you.” 
    

    
      The voice that emerged from the emperor’s mouth sounded less like a ruler’s and more like a father’s.
    

    
      “I knew long ago that my son was lacking and foolish. I also knew you were a bright child. Even though he isn’t the brightest, I believed that he could rule the empire with your help, but was that judgment blindly made from my paternal love? Even that one?”
    

    
      “... Your Majesty,” Raviel said quietly. 
    

    
      “It was already over the moment he left you for the baron’s daughter. How could I blame only my son for his foolish deeds? My own foolishness is far greater.”
    

    
      “You’ve always been kind to me, even before I was a duke.” 
    

    
      “I’m sorry.” The emperor closed his eyes. “He shall no longer be the crown prince, nor will he be my son.”
    

    
      The crown prince’s fate was now sealed. Even though he had been born a prince, he wouldn’t die as one.
    

    
      “The Ducal Family of Ivansia will handle the matter.”
    

    
      At the emperor’s final command, I led the ducal family’s knights in pursuit of the crown prince.
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      The crown prince and his people holed up in a small city, but this was more of an escape from reality. I surrounded the city with the Ducal Family of Ivansia’s knights, the imperial knights, and my own clan vassals. After that, I sent an envoy out of politeness.
    

    
      “Well, let’s try sending an envoy to urge them to surrender first,” I said. 
    

    
      Of course, a crown prince who had fled from reality wouldn’t be polite to me in return. According to the envoy, the crown prince had said something like, “You all are just invaders from another world! I am the crown prince of this empire, and I’ll never bow to the thugs of the other world!” 
    

    
      I clicked my tongue at the news. “Idiot.”
    

    
      A few of the empire’s nobles and commoners were unfriendly to people from the different world, so if I had just blindly intimidated the crown prince, I would have been treated like an invader from another world. If the crown prince had played his cards right, his claim to fight the other world invaders could have gained some support.
    

    
      However, the emperor had given me the justification I needed. Even the clothes I was wearing now were in the empire style. Right now, I was the Duke Consort of Ivansia who was here to fight under the emperor’s orders. Checkmate. 
    

    
      “What do you plan to do now?” Sylvia asked, coming to stand beside me. She was aiding me on this matter with her profound knowledge of the empire’s matters. “As someone who has dated this guy, don’t expect him to surrender. He never goes back on his word once he’s made up his mind.”
    

    
      “Well, it doesn’t matter if he doesn’t surrender.”
    

    
      “
      
        Heh
      
      . That means…”
    

    
      I gripped the hilt of my holy sword. “I’ll go get him.”
    

    
      That night, I scaled the city wall alone. The crown prince’s forces seemed to have prepared to hold out within the city for a long time. It was pretty well guarded, but that was all. They would need to do a better darn job than that to stop me. 
    

    
      Less than an hour later, I broke into the crown prince’s bedroom. The blond ramen was deep asleep, snoring soundly. He couldn’t be more oblivious to what was happening around him; the knights standing guard outside were all passed out.
    

    
      Scoffing, I poked him in the cheek. “Hey. Get up already.”
    

    
      “
      
        Ugh, phhh, hmmmm.
      
       What... is the matter...?” The crown prince blinked and glared at me. He was yet to wake up to reality.
    

    
      “What do you mean? Show some respect. The person who married your first fiance and took your second fiance as a clan vassal has arrived.”
    

    
      The crown prince’s eyes widened. “What...? 
      
        Ack!
      
      ” 
    

    
      I had been waiting for this moment. I immediately flicked his eyelid with the fingers I had been pressing against his cheek.
    

    
      The crown prince covered his face and fell off the bed. “
      
        Aahhhhhh!
      
       My eye, my eyeeeeeee!” 
    

    
      “Stop whining. It was just a flick.”
    

    
      “G-guaaaards! Guards! There’s an intruder! An intruder! What are you doing, guards!”
    

    
      “All your guards are asleep, you vongole spicy udon. You’re like those extra noodle toppings that still aren’t on my table an hour after I ordered. Can’t you tell the guards are gone from how I’m stroking your eyebrows?”
    

    
      “G-guaaaaaaards! Guaaaaards!”
    

    
      I squatted down and looked at the crown prince, just like a neighborhood bully would do to their victim. The crown prince, born into the imperial family, had likely never seen someone look down on him like this before. As soon as our gazes met, he barely opened his eyes and shuddered.
    

    
      “W-why is no one answering my call…?” the crown prince asked in a trembling voice. 
    

    
      “Because I’ve covered a six-meter radius with my aura like a dome. Even if you screamed at the top of your lungs, the aura barrier would block it, so no one would be able to hear you.”
    

    
      “That’s imposs—”
    

    
      “It’s very possible, and the barrier will keep on standing. Crown Prince, I also don’t want to be here with you, so let’s just get this over with.” 
    

    
      I pulled out the scroll that bore the emperor’s seal.
    

    
      “W-what…? That’s…!” The prince’s mouth dropped open when he recognized the seal.
    

    
      This time, I flicked his lips. An ugly scream came out of his mouth.
    

    
      “Kid, for the sake of your udon brain, I’ll summarize and explain His Majesty’s divine words.” I smirked at the crown prince, whose lips had been split apart. “You’ll come studying abroad in my world, starting today.”
    

    
      “S-study abroad? What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “Well, it’s a fancy way to call it studying abroad, but you’re being exiled, you bastard. You dared not only to poison Raviel but also plotted against the emperor.”
    

    
      The crown prince turned pale, probably realizing that the others and I had all the physical proof of what he had done. “I-I have countless nobles who follow me. There’s no way they’d tolerate such tyranny!”
    

    
      “Well, interesting enough, they will. Look. If this continues, they’ll all be accused of treason, and their heads will be rolling on the floor. But I’m going to give them a chance.”
    

    
      “A chance?”
    

    
      “A chance to sever their ties with you and save their lives.” I tapped the crown prince on the forehead with the scroll. With each tap, the crown prince flinched, his shoulders shaking. “The nobles didn’t follow you and joined the treason. His Majesty the Emperor ordered you to go to the other world to study abroad, but you found the idea foreign and scary. That was how you ended up whining like a teenager in his rebellious phase.”
    

    
      “
      
        Huh?
      
      ”
    

    
      “You didn’t even just whine alone in your room. You begged the nobles to hide you, and they, unable to refuse the crown prince’s request, hid you here. But the secret didn’t last long, and His Majesty discovered your location.”
    

    
      The prince looked up at me as I grinned.
    

    
      “Do you still not understand what’s going on? This is my scenario. According to it, the nobles don’t have to face treason charges. They’re only guilty of pampering the pathetic crown prince. Sending you abroad. That’s all everyone needs to live happily ever after. How do you think the nobles will react? 
      
        Hmm? 
      
      ‘
      
        Oh
      
      , nooooo. We’ll follow you till the end, Your Highness. It doesn’t matter if our heads are cut off and our families are killed.’ Do you think that’s what they’ll say?”
    

    
      “
      
        Aaaaah! Aaaaaaaaaah!
      
      ” The crown prince finally understood and started to throw a fit. “You’re a plague from the other world! Yes, it’s all because of you! Everything’s been ruined ever since you came. You stole Lady Ivansia and also my sweet, lovely Lady Goldencup! It’s your fault! If it weren’t for you—”
    

    
      “Please have a good dream, Your Highness. When you wake up, it’ll be a brand new world.”
    

    
      I pressed the crown prince’s acupoint. The crown prince’s world went dark.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      “
      
        Aaaah!
      
      ” The crown prince jerked to his feet, breaking out in a cold sweat. He swallowed hard. “I-it was a dream, I guess. 
      
        Phew…
      
      ”
    

    
      “Did you have a good dream last night?”
    

    
      “
      
        Kieeeeeeee!
      
      ” The prince jumped back as if he had just seen a terrible monster when he turned in my direction. Such a reaction could break my delicate heart. “W-where in the world am I?”
    

    
      “This is the twenty-ninth floor, sir,” I replied with a smirk. “The genre of this floor used to be school drama, and it’s the floor that the Indoor Librarian used to rule. It’s also where one of my vassals, Kim Yul, lived.”
    

    
      “
      
        H-huh?
      
      ”
    

    
      “Of course, none of this information will be of any use to you. You were the one and only crown prince of the empire, destined to wear the emperor’s crown in the future. There’s only one piece of information you need to know. No one in this world will treat you as a crown prince.” 
    

    
      Someone knocked on the door behind us.
    

    
      “Come in,” I said.
    

    
      “Okaaay, ” Sylvia answered cheerfully as she pushed open the door into the six-square-foot studio. 
    

    
      Actually, it was more of a 
      
        gosiwon
      
      
        [1]
      
      , so it didn’t deserve to be called a studio.  
    

    
      Sylvia looked around the room and narrowed her eyes. “Wow, it’s small…. Patriarch, do you really think he can live in such a cramped space? It seems impossible to me.”
    

    
      “That’s the reality he’ll have to deal with from now on. Have you talked to the 
      
        gosiwon
      
       owner?”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      , yes. As soon as he saw the gold bars, his eyes lit up, and he said he looked forward to doing more business in the future. He seemed to think we were a mafia family from abroad or something.”
    

    
      Yes, the twenty-ninth floor was operating as an academy city. Babylon had academies of their own, but it didn’t have an organized public education system yet. The twenty-ninth floor, with its time frozen in Kim Yul’s generation, was used for education.
    

    
      “S-Sylvia?” the crown prince asked. Completely unaware of the situation, he was in disbelief at Sylvia’s appearance. 
    

    
      Dressed in modern clothes rather than a gigantic dress, Sylvia smiled brightly. “Yes, Your Highness. It’s me. Sylvia Evanail.”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      , my Sylvia! My lark with the name of Goldencup! You must have come to rescue me from this devil! Yes, I’ve always trusted you. No, I’ve only trusted you, my delicate Goldencup!”
    

    
      “
      
        Ewww.
      
       What? I feel like I’ve just stumbled upon my diary full of cringe history.” Sylvia looked disgusted and turned to me. “Anyway, I took care of the miscellaneous paperwork while talking to the 
      
        gosiwon
      
       owner. As of next week, that dried pollock will be able to start attending the school. He’ll be the blond transfer student who looks like a typical prince.”
    

    
      “Great work.”
    

    
      “Yes, indeed, I do nothing but work. Although I’m not the one to say this… Aren’t bureaucrats too corrupt on this floor? Their public administration has too many loopholes to exploit. The administration is basically a sponge.”
    

    
      “Well, that just proves the almighty power of the gold bars.” 
    

    
      “I wonder how many of those you’ve fed them…”
    

    
      The crown prince blankly watched us chatting idly. “S-Sylvia, don’t you recognize me? And why are you calling me dried pollock?”
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      , I forgot.” Sylvia pulled out a card from her briefcase. “This will be the only way to prove your identity from now on.”
    

    
      She politely handed him a student ID card. The crown prince’s square photograph was printed on the freshly made card.
    

    
      
        Student ID:
      
    

    
      
        Name: Kim Pollock. 
      
    

    
      
        Affiliation: Shinseo High School.
      
    

    
      “... K-Kim Pollock
      
        [2]
      
      ?”
    

    
      “Yes, that’s your name from now on.” I flashed him a smile. “Pollock, you’re a Korean born overseas, but you ended up returning to your home country. Your family kicked you out, and you’re now living alone in this 
      
        gosiwon.
      
       Of course, you don’t get any allowance, so you have to earn money by working part-time. Do you understand?”
    

    
      “Working part-time? What are you talking about?”
    

    
      “Yes, I’m so pleased that my Pollock doesn’t seem to understand his situation at all.” I patted him on the head. “If you’re three months behind on your rent, you’re out. If you miss school for more than a week, you’re still going to get kicked out. This may seem harsh for a boy who has been served as royalty his whole life, but that’s the way it is, Pollock! This is reality! Endure it! Be strong! You can do it!”
    

    
      I clenched my fists.
    

    
      “No one in this city will treat you like a crown prince, and they don’t care where the heck you came from or who you are. The world! Doesn’t! Care! About! You! At all! Work! A student can’t earn a lot of money, but that’s the way it is. It’s hard to earn money! Work hard every day. Sweat your ass off and make an effort to earn enough so you can get through the day! If you don’t, you’ll starve to death! But that’s also the course of nature, Pollock!”
    

    
      I grabbed Kim Pollock, who looked soul-crushed, by his shoulders and asked, “How many days have you starved in your life?”
    

    
      “What… what...?”
    

    
      “Don’t worry. Starve for two days, and you’ll see the world differently. I’ll be cheering you on from afar as you start a new life. Go for it, Kim Pollock!” 
    

    
      I put down thirty thousand won and turned away. 
    

    
      Sylvia bowed to Kim Pollock. “Goodbye, Mr. Pollock. I would have done something for you if you had ever come to find me when the Patriarch crushed me, but what can I say? I’ll also be cheering you on from afar!”
    

    
      The two of us left the room. As we walked down the dreary stairs, Sylvia asked, “So, how many years will he last before sending him back to the empire?”
    

    
      “What do you mean ‘send him back?’ The second prince has already been appointed as the next heir, so Pollock will only get purged if he goes back. It would be more merciful to leave him here.”
    

    
      “You’re really evil, Patriarch…” 
    

    
      A desperate scream came from up high in the 
      
        gosiwon
      
      . On that day, a blond international student who looked like a prince transferred to Shinseo High School. 
    

    
      I heard later that after starving for four days, Kim Pollock began a new school drama chapter in his life by helping out the 
      
        gosiwon
      
       owner with chores. 
    

    
      
        Cheer up, Kim Pollock! You’re the main character of this spin-off!
      
    

    

    
      1. A short-term accommodation in Korea that comes with shared facilities. ☜

    

    
      2. The raw is 황태, dried pollock, but when translated literally, it’s a yellow dried fish. It references the crown prince’s blond hair. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 371: Home Sweet Home (1)

    
      It had been over three months since I came back to Babylon. During that time, I had spent time with Raviel, established new diplomatic relations with the underground civilization, sent Kim Pollock to high school, spent more time with Raviel, and caught up on a lot of backlog. It had been a good and worthwhile time. 
    

    
      On the hundredth day, I suddenly looked up. “I need to climb the Tower again.”
    

    
      There was a moment of silence. I was lying on the couch reading a magazine, which contained my interview.
    

    
      
        “What is Kim Gong-Ja’s definition of Hunter?”
      
    

    
      
        “One hundred answers to everything you need to know about the Hunter industry!”
      
    

    
      Such silly subtitles. Who even read this? 
    

    
      “That’s sudden. Why?” the Black Witch asked after the initial shock wore off.
    

    
      Anastasha was sitting in the armchair opposite mine, reading the same magazine as I was. Funnilly enough, she was the cover model of this magazine. The picture on the cover seemed to have used everything in human civilization to embody the concept of nobility.
    

    
      At this very moment, Anastasha was lounging like a typical older sister on a Sunday evening, chewing on a dried squid leg. She was even wearing a Korean high school gym uniform
      
        [1]
      
       that I had no idea where she had gotten it from. It made me want to ask if Ukrainian schools also had maroon gym uniforms or if Ukrainians also had dried squid legs as snacks. 
    

    
      Still, everything about Anastasha was perfect right now—her posture, her facial expressions, even the chewing sounds she made as she ate the dried squid leg. It was the perfect portrayal of a jobless Korean person. Everything was so natural that I had no choice but to accept it as it was. 
    

    
      “No, I feel like I’m going to rot if I stay here any longer. I think my head is going to mold because of all the dampness inside,” I grumbled. 
    

    
      One by one, my friends looked up. This was the shared living room of our lodging. In the evening, after work, we all gathered here without making appointments. The Countess, the Viper, and the Inquisitor all looked up at the same time in perfect harmony.
    

    
      “Dampness? Mold? I don’t know what you’re talking about. Rao Fan, do you understand what he’s trying to say?”
    

    
      “I don’t know. It’s not the first time he speaks nonsense.” 
    

    
      “
      
        Oh
      
      , Miss Sylvia, I’ll have another half a plate of potato fries, please!”
    

    
      My friends wore yellow, navy blue, and blue gym uniforms respectively. I wasn’t sure when Korean gym clothes had become the dress code for this shared lodging. From what I could remember, I was the first one to walk around here in a black gym uniform. 
    

    
      When Anastasha first saw me, she’d said, “Wow, that looks so comfortable. Where did you get it?” 
    

    
      I felt like the tragedy had started to unfold the day after we had that conversation. For the sake of my mental health, It would be better to bury this memory.
    

    
      “Yes, that’s it! That’s it!” I scrambled to my feet and pointed at the Inquisitor. 
    

    
      Sylvia happened to deliver the fries with a sullen face, and the Inquisitor was cheerfully picking up a fry from the plate. He blinked. There was ketchup around the corners of his mouth. 
    

    
      “
      
        Hmm?
      
      ” 
    

    
      “Don’t 
      
        hmm
      
       me, Bambolina! You’re eating potato fries with your bare hands in a gym uniform with ketchup on your lips!”
    

    
      “
      
        Hahaha
      
      , Master. The standard way to eat fries is with your hands. I’d like to believe that you’re not one of those people who use a fork or chopsticks just to avoid getting salt on your fingers!”
    

    
      “Well, if I have to choose, I’d choose chopsticks…” 
    

    
      “My god.”
    

    
      “I can’t believe it.”
    

    
      “Are you crazy?”
    

    
      “I’m so disappointed in you, Kim Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      The Inquisitor, the Countess, the Viper, and the Black Witch all looked at me as if I were trash. 
    

    
      At that moment, the Paladin walked through the living room with a towel around her neck. She lowered her head and dried her hair as she walked by.
    

    
      “For your information, I prefer plastic gloves.” 
    

    
      We watched her walk around for a while. She looked like she was about to go for a jog and get some water from a mountain’s spring.
    

    
      I belatedly came to my senses. “No, that’s not the point! You guys! You’ve become rotten potato fries! All of you! You all used to be on edge, like the edge of a sword! Why are you now acting like soggy, old potato fries!”
    

    
      “That’s a rude thing to say.”
    

    
      “If you’re going to say that, at least take off your three-stripe slippers
      
        [2]
      
      !” I shouted. 
    

    
      “
      
        Eh?” 
      
      Anastasha looked at her feet. “They’re comfortable.” 
    

    
      Yes, she was sitting in the armchair, wearing those three-stripe slippers. It wasn’t just her. Everyone in the room wore the same type of slippers. Fashion criminals that mixed school gym uniforms and three-stripe slippers could only be found in Korea before, but this fashion crime had spread among the Tower’s people in power. 
    

    
      Was this also because of me? Did they see me walking around like this comfortably and start copying me? My god, no one wanted to spread Korean culture like this.
    

    
      “If I stay with you guys any longer, I’m going to lose my mind! Get to work! Go! Your subordinates must be dying from overwork right now, so why are you slacking off?” I yelled. 
    

    
      “Well, we aren’t our subordinates.”
    

    
      “Exactly. We work when we’re supposed to, and we leave the rest to our subordinates. Isn’t that what we pay them to do?”
    

    
      “It’s important to relieve stress sometimes, Master!”
    

    
      These guys were a lost cause… Their heads were already infected with mitochondrianitrovectortetraizinfluenzabacteria. There was no hope for them.
    

    
      I shook my head. “Forget it. I’m climbing the Tower.” 
    

    
      “Are you serious?”
    

    
      “Yes, I’m serious. I’m going to climb because if I stay here with you guys, I’ll go crazy or lose interest in clearing the Tower floors and turn into another soggy potato fry! I’m going to climb!”
    

    
      My friends stared at me.
    

    
      “
      
        Umm, 
      
      well… Do as you want.”
    

    
      “The urgent matters have been taken care of, so you can do as you wish.”
    

    
      “Everything will work out in your favor, Master!”
    

    
      “Wow, these fries are fucking delicious! Hey, Gong-Ja’s Head Steward! What kind of oil did you fry these in? Can you give me the recipe so I can cook these for my people?”
    

    
      It seemed that absolutely no one cared about what I was saying. Just as I began to wonder if these people really were my friends and comrades who trusted each other with their lives, the Paladin returned to the living room. She looked us over with an electric toothbrush in hand. “I believe slippers are better with socks than bare feet.”
    

    
      With that, she stretched and left the living room. Everyone fell silent and watched the Paladin walk away. The Countess then took off one of her slippers and threw it at the Paladin’s back.
    

    
      “I’m really going… I’m serious. I’m going for real,” I said.
    

    
      There was no answer. When the Countess and the Paladin began to wrestle, surprisingly, no one paid attention to me. I trudged on to the next floor, feeling like the neglected child in a family.
    

    
      
        [Teleporting you to the eightieth floor.]
      
    

    
      “That’s how I ended up here. Yeaaah, after all, a Hunter has to climb the Tower. No, I’m a Constellation now—or should I say, a Constellation Hunter? Either way, someone has to climb this Tower. The air is already different on the eightieth floor, isn’t it?” 
    

    
      “You...” The Primordial Staff looked at me in disbelief. “I’m sorry. Has anyone ever called you an idiot before?”
    

    
      She was harsh.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The manager who greeted me on the eightieth floor was the Primordial Staff. The mage sullenly looked at me with eyes like timeless silver swords. 
    

    
      “Well, I was starting to wonder when you would resume climbing the Tower again. I thought you may not come back at all, but you’re just in time.”
    

    
      “Yeah, I finished my business on the first floor… 
      
        Huh?
      
      ”
    

    
      I suddenly noticed something different about the Primordial Staff. Her eyes, face, or clothes hadn’t changed. However, the very long staff, her symbol that was as thick as her pinky, was now broken.
    

    
      “What happened to your staff? Did you fight someone?”
    

    
      The Primordial Staff laughed dryly. “Fight someone? You really don't know? I fought you and lost, Scream Sky. Ever since you took control of the underworld, I’ve been a broken staff.”
    

    
      “But you’re still in control of the heaven floors.”
    

    
      “Yes... for now... for now.” The mage sighed. “If you fail to reach the hundredth floor or give up halfway, I’ll become a complete Pillar again. If you conquer the hundredth floor, then my fate is sealed for good. As much as it frustrates me, I’m now serving you like a superior, not guiding you.”
    

    
      “I see. Could you get me some 
      
        yulmu
      
       tea
      
        [3]
      
       from the vending machine right now?”
    

    
      “... Fine, I understand why you would try to give me work as soon as I say I’m serving you. It’s hard, but I can understand. Still, why does it have to be 
      
        yulmu 
      
      tea from a vending machine?”
    

    
      “Think about it, Lady Mage.”
    

    
      She gestured at me. “Go on.” 
    

    
      “Imagine if your boss told you to buy a cup of 
      
        yulmu 
      
      tea from the vending machine. Just that. Now, picture the moment. You put the money in the vending machine, push the button, and wait. How would you feel?”
    

    
      “I think I’d feel like how I’m feeling right now.”
    

    
      “What? You know the feeling already? Well then, what are you waiting for? Go and buy it.”
    

    
      She growled. “You little shit…” 
    

    
      After three minutes, I slurped down the 
      
        yulmu
      
       tea that the Primordial had brought from the vending machine. The taste of chaos lingered in my mouth. The 
      
        yulmu 
      
      powder and sugar loved each other so much that I couldn’t tell which was which.
    

    
      “
      
        Mmm, 
      
      so this is what nostalgia tastes like. My orphanage director told me about it before. Gourmet Orphanage Director. Maybe this could be a spin-off series.”
    

    
      “You really aren’t going to die peacefully later…”
    

    
      I couldn’t die anyway. 
    

    
      She continued to grumble. “Do you like the 
      
        yulmu 
      
      tea for which I had to break all sorts of rules to deliver?”
    

    
      “Yes, it tastes sweet.”
    

    
      “Then drink up and listen. From the seventy-first to the eightieth floors, it was all about establishing you as a Constellation, and you passed these floors better than any other. You’re now going to build your own kingdom from the eighty-first to the ninetieth floors.”
    

    
      I tilted my head, straw in my mouth. “My own kingdom?”
    

    
      “Yes, it’s called a holy ground. Though many people also call it a dragon kingdom.” 
    

    
      With a flick of her broken staff, the mage touched the air. A pure white cube appeared with a familiar landscape smudged across the surface.
    

    
      “This is the Great Library of All Life,” I said.
    

    
      “Yes, the Great Library of All Life used to be the holy ground of the Indoor Librarian, Hamustra.”
    

    
      Now that I had an example, I had an idea what she was asking me to build.
    

    
      “Mutia, the Ruin-Harvesting Cow, had her holy ground in a nearly buried temple in the desert. The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye, that Hishimit Kritz you’re using as a bracelet, their holy ground is a doll showroom. Even Hunters who didn’t get to become Constellations are allowed to have their own space after clearing the ninetieth floor.”
    

    
      I took the straw out of my mouth. “So, the bottom line is that I’m going to have a home of my own from now on.”
    

    
      “Yes, a palace only for you.” 
    

    
      The Primordial Staff tapped the floor with her staff. White light enveloped me.
    

    
      
        [Teleporting you to the eighty-first floor.]
      
    

    

    
      1. Gym Uniform Image. ☜

    

    
      2. Slipper Image It’s a very common type of slippers in Korea. It’s very easy to get a pair, and it’s considered very comfortable. It’s mostly worn by students at school. ☜

    

    
      3. A tea made of roasted Job’s tears, mixed with nuts. It has a savory and milky taste. ☜

    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 372: Home Sweet Home (2)
When I stepped out of the long hallway of light, I saw my kingdom… was what I would have said if the world was kind to me. Unfortunately, all I saw was pitch darkness. 
“Whoa, what is this? It’s so dark!” I said. 
There was nothing but darkness. As I took a cautious step forward, my feet sank into something squishy. The texture of the darkness was almost exactly like a lump of mud.
“It’s because nothing has been created yet,” the Primordial Staff answered from behind. “This place is like bare ground where not even the framework of a house has been built. There’s no roof, let alone built-in furniture. Scream Sky, you earned enough to buy the land from clearing floors, but you haven’t built the house yet.”
“So I’m a landowner but not a homeowner, huh?”
If that was the case, then it meant that buying a plot of land needed grinding from the tenth to the eightieth floors. Supposing that I compared life to this Tower of one hundred floors, then acquiring the land for my home would be equivalent to completing eighty percent of my life’s goals. That was both realistic and kind of unpleasant.
“Where can I find an architect and interior designer to hire?”
“Sorry, but you are the architect and interior designer. You’re no longer a Hunter who just accepts and completes quests. Well, if I had to describe it like a quest, it would be like this.”
The Primordial Staff etched snow-white letters in the air with the tip of her staff.
—Build your own kingdom!
—Constellation: Scream-Gathering Sky
—Difficulty Level: Undetermined
—Goal: Create a holy ground.
“That sounds simple enough.”
“Be a good person, save the world, help humanity… The most difficult tasks in the universe can be described in one sentence. While you diligently build your palace, I’ll stand by and help out here and there.” The Primordial Staff sighed. “But there’s one problem.”
“Life is nothing but problems.”
“Yeah, but this problem needs to be solved immediately. The good thing about you is that you leave things neatly wrapped up when you have somewhere else to go, but you left one knot untied.”
Really? Did I forget about something? Ever since I danced the hopak for Yoo Soo-Ha, I thought I wrapped up everything there was, as if I scrubbed the floor with bleach.
“Haha. I think you’re misunderstanding something. I’m a man who ties up all his loose ends.”
The Primordial Staff shook her head. “Actually, I was waiting for you to come here. Stopping him is okay for a couple of days, but he barges in every single day and torments me. I really can’t hold out any longer.” 
Craaaaaaaaack.
That sounded ominous. I turned my head and saw a crack opening in the distant space above—a barrier that I couldn’t tell if it was the sky, the ceiling, or simply more darkness.
“Congratulations, Scream Sky.” The Primordial Staff took three steps away from me with an ominous smile, clearly wanting to stay out of this. “You’re now undeniably a celebrity in the world of Constellations.”
“What the hell is that supposed to mean?”
“There’s a stalker in the world of Constellations who only follows celebrities. You attracted attention from countless Constellations, so unfortunately, news about you seems to have reached the stalker, too. Well. I can’t help you, so good luck.”
Crraaaaaaaaaaaacckkkk.
The crack widened and oozed fluid. The place was dark, and the area beyond the curtain was equally shrouded in darkness. But the being that fell to the floor, drenched in the fluid, wasn’t pitch black.
[Warning.]
[The Constellation Murderer has descended to the eighty-first floor.]
[The Constellation Murderer is hostile toward you.]
That being had silver hair, platinum-blond even.
“Are you the Scream-Gathering Sky?” the silver-haired man asked me in a familiar voice.
However, that was the only familiar thing about him. The cold gaze fixed upon me was entirely different from that of my vassal, who had regained the name Kim Yul. Above all else, the man before me still had his hair tied back with a yellow rubber band.
“Lefanta Aegim,” I muttered.
The Constellation Murderer tilted his head. His eyes, as blue as a newborn star, stared at me. 
“Do you know me?”
I clenched my teeth. “Yes, I know you very well.” 
Yes, he was the one loose end I had forgotten about, just like the Primordial Staff had said. 
***
The Constellation Murderer was a killing puppet born from the desire to avenge. In the past, I took Kim Yul away from him. Well, what I actually did was successfully restore Kim Yul. The Constellation Murderer gained power by abandoning memories, so he had discarded all traces of his past as Kim Yul. However, I could see his past through my trauma penalty and used it to restore Kim Yul.
Nonetheless, what I had done was merely create a new being with the exact same memories as Kim Yul. The amnesiac killer puppet known as the Constellation Murderer still roamed the world thanks to the Class S Skill he possessed.
Puppet Master’s Parade
Class: S
Effect: An old puppeteer from a world. The puppeteer was afraid of being loved but wasn’t strong enough to endure eternal solitude, so they came up with an idea. 
“I’ll create another me. I’ll let the other me live with other people and be loved. And if the other me gets hurt... I’ll get rid of them,” the puppeteer whispered. “I’ll erase them forever.”
Countless puppets lived and were discarded.
This Skill is a wicked sorcery for the weak, giving them the right to choose which memories to keep and which to throw away. 
You can create thirteen puppets with exactly the same appearance and abilities as you. When one dies, another will wake up. Broken puppets can be repaired.
You shall have imitated immortality and assembled eternity.
※The puppets do not share their memories.
Thirteen puppets slaughtered Constellations day by day, endlessly losing their memories. That was who the Constellation Murderer was. 
I created the fourteenth puppet and implanted Kim Yul’s memories into him, naming him Kim Yul. In other words, the thirteen puppets that I failed to retrieve were still alive. That was why he was here: to kill me, a famous Constellation.
“I’m sorry. I don’t remember you,” the Constellation Murderer said. “If you could tell me when we met, I could search the records for you.” 
The Constellation Murderer took out a familiar old diary. This was what allowed him to overcome the weakness of puppets not being able to share memories. Even if the memories were severed, the sentences written in the diary were synced with all the other diaries of this kind.
“No. You and I have definitely met before and spent time together, but you won’t find any record of me in your diary.”
“Why?”
“Because you and I met you before you got the diary. It’s a time you can never look back on or reclaim.”
Despite what I had said, the Constellation Murderer remained calm, showing no hint of curiosity whatsoever. “I see. You have an ability related to time. You’ll be a troublesome adversary, but you have my gratitude for giving me clues about your ability.”
“I know far more about you than you know about yourself.”
“Everyone in this universe does. It’s nothing special.” 
The Constellation Murderer wrote something in his diary. I followed the direction of the pen’s movement and reconstructed the sentences in my mind.
—Scream-Gathering Sky.
—Owner of temporal Skill.
—Can know the other people’s past.
—Presumed to have had contact with me in the past.
Reconstructing the letters was incredibly easy because…
“You’re writing using hangul[1],” I muttered, closing my eyes.
The Constellation Murderer still looked calm. “Hm? I don’t understand what you mean.” 
My heart clenched. Was he using those letters without even knowing what they were? To the Constellation Murderer, those letters were likely characters he had learned without knowing the reason. That was probably why he used them when writing something others shouldn’t see or when scribbling in his diary. It was like a code only he understood.
He had lost his homeland, his language, and his existence, but that was the only way he could exist. 
I silently watched the man. He was using the yellow rubber band that could be commonly found in my home country to tie his hair and was writing the same letters that I knew. Mixed feelings swirled in my heart, unlike when Anastasha and the others had started wearing Korean school gym uniforms.
The Constellation Murderer slammed his notebook shut. The sound snapped me out of my thoughts. 
“I’ve been pursuing you for the past thirty-one days.” 
“Thirty-one days?” I asked in disbelief.
“Yes, but every time I tried to enter the Lion Realm, an old swordsman in a black suit blocked my path. He said his title was Sword Star.”
My eyes widened. During my hundred days in Babylon, I never met Gramps Marcus, not even once. My other friends also knew nothing of Sword Star’s whereabouts. I’d assumed he traveled to train somewhere, but this was the real reason Gramps Marcus never showed his face—he was fighting the Constellation Murderer! I never imagined that he was holding back the Constellation Murderer from invading our world.
“I want to be your bodyguard, protect you, and forever preserve the humanity of those around you.” 
Gramps Marcus’s words about wanting to be my bodyguard were no empty promise. He had become the palisade and fortress wall of the Lion Realm, clashing swords with invaders without our knowledge. My heart was filled with inexplicable pride after becoming heavy upon meeting the Constellation Murderer.
“I tried to infiltrate through other Routes many times, but the old man was always half a step ahead of me. I suspect he possesses a Skill that detects my movements or any outsiders attempting to invade that world,” the Constellation Murderer said. “It was only after you left the Lion Realm that I was able to pursue you.”
I grinned. “That’s good news. That means you couldn’t defeat Mr. Sword Star. I’m stronger than him, Constellation Murderer. No matter what you do, you can’t defeat me.”
“That’s a correct deduction,” the Constellation Murderer answered impassively to my obvious provocation. “The Sword Star said that you would defeat me even if he were to lose. Upon receiving that information, I assessed your threat level to be the highest. Like you said, I can’t defeat you no matter what I do in my current state. Therefore, I have concluded that I must use every possible means at my disposal.”
Crack! Crack! Crack!
The cracks in the sky widened further. Through the gaps, people fell. One, two, three… They all had silver hair, fluttering in the wind.
[The Constellation Murderer has descended to the eighty-first floor.]
[The Constellation Murderer has descended to the eighty-first floor.]
[The Constellation Murderer has descended to the eighty-first floor.]
[The Constellation Murderer has descended to the eighty-first floor.]
[The Constellation Murderer has descended to the eighty-first floor.]
[The Constellation Murderer has descended to the eighty-first floor.]
[The Constellation Murderer has descended to the eighty-first floor.]
[The Constellation Murderer has descended to the eighty-first floor.]
[The Constellation Murderer has descended to the eighty-first floor.]
[The Constellation Murderer has descended to the eighty-first floor.]
[The Constellation Murderer has descended to the eighty-first floor.]
[The Constellation Murderer has descended to the eighty-first floor.]
I unwittingly pressed my lips together. There were now thirteen Constellation Murderers, each one capable of taking down most Constellations. These killing puppets, each one capable of matching the Sword Star, rose to their feet. Letting their silver hair cascade down, thirteen pairs of eyes stared at me.
“Scream-Gathering Sky.”
“Ha.” 
“I designate you as the highest-level threat. From this moment on, I’ll use all my power to annihilate you.”
A hollow laughter erupted out of me. 
“If Hamustra saw this right now, he would be so happy, he would faint!” I shouted. 
The moment I grabbed my holy sword hilt, thirteen Constellation Murderers charged at me.

1. Korean letters. ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 373: The Blue Blood (1)
The first flower to bloom in the spring was blue. Spring had come to the world where the Constellation Murderer lived. He looked up the flower bud that matched the color of his eyes. In his homeland, yellow flowers[1] bloomed earliest. Or perhaps they were pink[2]. However, he had forgotten the spring of his homeland. For Lefanta Aegim, spring was now only blue.
The Constellation Murderer touched the petals with his pale fingertips.
“What should one do to avoid becoming a Constellation? Constellations should no longer decide what people’s lives are like. For ordinary people, Constellations are far too strong. Merely by existing, they make people alter their fates to their own liking. As such, people run away from things they should take responsibility for…”
The Constellation Murderer trailed off, not because he doubted his own logic, but because a buzzing honeybee, enchanted by the scent of the flower, landed on his fingernail. He gazed at the bee’s wings for a long time, then stroked the bee slowly. 
The honeybee mistook his stroking for an attack and immediately stung his finger. The venom of an insect, which didn’t have the concept of goodwill, was strong. It brewed within the insect throughout its life and seeped deep into Lefanta Aegim’s flesh. 
That was about it. Having lost its only reason for existence, the honeybee soon fell to the ground, trembling and unaware that the venom was also capable of killing itself.
The Constellation Murderer could have easily neutralized the insect’s venom with his aura, but he didn’t. With his blue eyes, he only looked down at the swollen flesh where a mere insect had planted its venom dart.
“I see. I should have a child.”
The Constellation Murderer turned his head. He was standing in a noble family’s garden. Lefanta Aegim, chosen by the Goddess of Protection to become emperor, had renounced the throne and was wandering many worlds. He had been staying in this world longer than planned. Why? Perhaps it was because he had grown fond of the garden. 
An unknown maid that scooped up soil was working here. Only when the Constellation Murderer came near did she feel his presence and lift her head. 
“What is it? Is there anything I can do for you, sir?” she asked. 
The maid’s eyes were red. The noble family she served had received a favor from the Constellation Murderer. One of the children held hostage by a Constellation was the noble family’s young lady, so the family treated him as a distinguished guest. The maid also showed him proper respect, but he assumed that wasn’t the only reason.
“I know you’ve been watching me in secret whenever you have time,” he told her. 
The maid flinched. With a guarded gaze, she studied the Constellation Murderer's face, but he didn’t look angry or sound like he was trying to reproach her. 
Seemingly relieved, the maid sighed and shrugged. “Yes, I do peek a little from time to time. To be honest, you aren’t just ordinarily handsome, sir.”
“Is my face to your liking?”
“If a person walking down the street sees a work of art and turns their head without meaning to, it’s not the passerby’s fault, but the fault of the person who placed the artwork in the middle of the road.”
She seemed set to insist that she wasn’t at fault, but that wasn’t his concern.
“I want to have you for a night.”
The maid, who had been talking energetically, froze. “What?”
“Of course, only if you agree.”
The maid couldn’t understand what was going on. 
“Eh? Huh? Uuuuuh? Ummmm, hold on. Just a moment. Sir, could it be… could it be that you like me?” She gasped. “No way! Have you been stopping by the garden during your walks to approach me?
“No, I don’t have feelings for you.”
The maid was confused. “Um… Theeeeeen, why are you asking me to get in your bed?”
“For a long time, I’ve been pondering how to avoid becoming a Constellation. No, it would be more accurate to say that I was thinking of ways to preserve my humanity, but I abandon my memories. Even if I wish to stay human, I cannot.”
The maid still didn’t understand what was going on or what the man was saying. Nevertheless, Lefanta Aegim didn’t care whether she understood or not, so he went on. 
“But if I had a child, things may change. It’s the clear, undeniable proof that I was and am human.”
“Uh… Um, I’m not sure I understood correctly. Are you saying that you want to spend the night with me because you want to leave proof of your life?”
“That’s right.”
The maid finally seemed to grasp the situation, though barely. In short, the man before her was a handsome lunatic. She pressed a palm to her forehead.
“Giiiiiiiive… me some time… I need to think about it…” 
“Take your time.”
The maid set down the shovel and crossed her arms. “He’s the hero of heroes who saved this country. Hmm. Having the blood of such a person can change one’s life. Judging by the way he talks, he’ll probably not care about the kid, so all responsibility will fall on me… Well, I guess it’s not that bad if I think of it as some sort of gamble…"
The maid kept on muttering to herself, seriously scanning the Constellation Murderer from head to toe. Her gaze lingered on his hand; his finger was swollen from the honeybee’s venom dart. 
She asked, “You got stung. Doesn’t it hurt?”
“It hurts.”
“Then why do you act as if it’s nothing?”
“Because it’s nothing,” the Constellation Murderer answered. 
The maid rested her chin on her hand and murmured, “I see… You’re lonely.”
What did that mean? Before the Constellation Murderer could think about it some more, the maid clicked her tongue sharply.
“Fine, sir. I’ll spend the night with you.” She looked up at him with red eyes. “But I have one condition.”
“What is it?”
“Stay by my side until the child starts walking. Protect me and the child. When the child is born, tell everyone that he or she is yours. If it’s a difficult condition to accept, I’ll never…”
He nodded. “Okay.” 
“I’m not sure if I should be the one to say this, but didn’t you accept too quickly? I thought I was making some tough demands."
“The demands are easy.”
The maid sighed, sourly looking at the Constellation Murderer. “Alright, Mr. Lunatic. Just wait until I finish my work today. These flowers are suffering this spring, so they need extra care.”
“Alright.”
“So even a lunatic can become a hero…” The maid shook her head and picked up her shovel again, piling the soil in the garden corner. 
The Constellation Murderer watched her from behind. “I don’t know your name. What is it?"
“Ivansia,” the maid replied, turning her head. “I’m a commoner, so I have no surname. It’s just Ivansia.”
Long ago, red eyes reflected in a blue flower.
***
Thirteen killing puppets charged at me at once. I was stronger than the Constellation Murderer, way stronger, but I wasn’t sure if I was strong enough against the Constellation Murderer multiplied by thirteen. Okay, I was going to be a little more honest now. I was scared. Terrified, even!
Demonic Heaven Arts.
First Form:
Starvation Death.
When a martial artist was scared, their standard move was to unleash their most confident strike first. I did the same and launched my finest strike at the killing puppets.
“How about this!” I shouted. 
“You’re strong, just as expected.”
Swoosh!
Blood sprayed. One of the killing puppets lost his arm at my strike. From how I cut off the Constellation Murderer’s right arm with a single attack, I had clearly shown great combat prowess. 
However, who cared about that right now? No one. Right now, I was fighting. In a fight, only the result mattered. There were thirteen enemies, and each had two arms. This meant that I had only reduced the enemy forces by one-twenty-sixth.
“I already predicted…”
“... that you’re stronger than me.”
The killing puppet that had lost his right arm and another puppet came at me from both sides. I created a storm with my sword strikes, severing one arm and leg each.
Shit, it was useless. The killing puppets had never meant to block my attacks in the first place! Their plan was to seize my arms. 
Taken aback, I screamed, “What the heck are you doing? Only Hamustra would be happy to see you do this!”
I unleashed my aura around me, trying to shake off the two killing puppets. Although I managed to get rid of one, another one immediately lunged forward and grabbed my arm tightly.
“H-hold on…” I stammered. 
Nine other killing puppets were infusing their aura into their swords. Despite the two puppets clinging to me, the others indifferently aimed their swords at me. I could feel a chill on my nape.
“Don’t tell me this is a suicide attack!” I shouted. 
“I give up the memories of the past thirty days.”
A flash of aura engulfed me.
Swiiisssssh. Shhh… shhh…
The blast, loud at first, quickly left my ears ringing. Everything went white. I had somehow covered myself in my aura, forming a shield, so I wasn’t dead despite tanking the Constellation Murderer’s attack at close range. I was relatively unscathed. However, the moment my hearing and sight returned, the voice of the Constellation Murderer, the second killing puppet, clearly rang out.
“I give up the memories of the past thirty days.”
My vision flickered. At first, it was painless; I had withstood that blow. However, the next instant, all my blood vessels started hurting. To block that strike, my aura had been used too fast. Now, it felt like my veins were burning. The taste of blood filled my mouth. 
I gritted my teeth. “Fucking… hell…!” 
“I give up the memories of the past thirty days,” the third puppet said.
The Constellation Murderer’s thirty-days attack hit me again. Insane pain surged through me. Since becoming a Constellation and rising to become the Lion Realm’s top power, I had never spent my aura this much. My head spun, and I ran out of breath.
Even as my heart screamed, I was able to stay as myself despite how difficult it was. The two killing puppets holding my arms were swept away by the recent blow. I had endured, but the puppets hadn’t. Unfortunately, they weren’t the only ones unable to withstand the Constellation Murderer’s third blow.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has been annihilated.]
The hell. I almost coughed up blood. Annihilation… Annihilation! Hishimit Kritz had been one of the elite Constellations. Though their divinity weakened after I defeated them, Hishimit Kritz couldn’t get easily beaten up, yet they died after getting hit by the Constellation Murderer’s blows. 
Speaking of the Constellation Murderer, he wasn’t done.
“I give up the memories of the past thirty days.”
His fourth strike followed.
[Your Exclusive Music Box is groaning from deep wounds.]
[The Goddess of Protection screams at you not to lose consciousness.]
This was madness. I wasn’t joking. It was seriously insane.

1. Yellow flower image ☜


2. Pink flower image ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 374: The Blue Blood (2)

    
      To capture me—one person—thirteen killing puppets had sharpened their swords for a month. The Constellation Murderer, the definition of fear among the Constellations, saw me as someone stronger than usual and had made preparations to hunt me down.
    

    
      “I give up the memories of the past thirty days.”
    

    
      This was the result.
    

    
      "Guh, ugh... Keough...!” 
    

    
      I coughed up blood. This was the cost of using my aura to protect my fox god and Hwia. They were safe, but the aura that had once flowed through my veins was exhausted, and that included the aura in my heart.
    

    
      
        God, I feel like I’m dying.
      
    

    
      I fell to my knees. Blood dripped down from my mouth.
    

    
      
        Actually, I should die. I’ll die and go back a day. I now know what his strategy is, so I can prevent it. I have to die. It’s the only way to survive. 
      
    

    
      Even as hellish pain seemingly squeezed my brain, I searched for the one path to survival—no, to death.
    

    
      
        I don’t have any aura left to block the next strike anyway. I’m not going to block it. Let it hit me! I’m going to die!
      
    

    
      I vomited a mass of blood and waited for the sixth blow to end me. I never imagined that a Hunter of the Constellation Murderer’s skill would see himself as weaker than me and launch a full-scale ambush. However, the ambush would only work this time. This time, I was unprepared. Next time, I was going to…
    

    
      I kept on coughing and gasping, but for some reason…
    

    
      “What… are you doing…?”
    

    
      … the next blow did not come.
    

    
      “Kill… me…”
    

    
      I looked up with difficulty. Nine pairs of blue eyes surrounded me, looking down from all sides.
    

    
      “I won’t kill you.”
    

    
      “What?” I asked back in disbelief. 
    

    
      “I won’t kill you, Scream-Gathering Sky.”
    

    
      Five of the nine killing puppets approached. Right arm, left arm, right leg, and left leg—one by one, my limbs were seized. Even the acupoint at my nape was pressed and shut. 
    

    
      The puppets sealed all my movements.
    

    
      “I’ve been investigating you quite a lot.”
    

    
      With my acupoints pressed, I could barely move my mouth, let alone breathe. In fact, the puppets shut down my acupoints just enough to let me breathe.
    

    
      “Many Constellations took an interest in you, so I searched for them one by one to learn what they knew about you. Only after destroying the ninth Constellation did I have an idea of what you were like.”
    

    
      I realized it now. Not only did he mobilize all his thirteen bodies to capture me, but he also slaughtered nine Constellations just to gather data. This crazy bastard.
    

    
      All I could do was gasp.
    

    
      “You are strong and also grew strong in a limited timeframe. That could mean you have immense talent, but I have a more reasonable guess. It’s just that you have unlimited time.”
    

    
      Freaking hell. I remembered the talk I had with the Constellation Murderer before the fight began.
    

    
      
        “You and I have definitely met before and shared the same time, but you won’t find any record of me in your diary.”
      
    

    
      
        “I see. You have an ability related to time.”
      
    

    
      At the time, the Constellation Murderer reacted calmly. I hadn’t given much thought to it, assuming it was just his calm nature. Now that I thought about it, it looked like he had already expected for me to have an ability related to time even before the fight, hence the weak reaction.
    

    
      “Of course, I couldn’t tell how you manipulated time. There are simply too many possibilities, but whatever the answer is, it’s clear that time is your resource and strength.”
    

    
      In fact, the Constellation Murderer was a hunter by nature. He only fought after he knew his foe—what they were like, their strengths, their weak points. The Constellation Murderer had also made similar remarks while hunting monsters on the fiftieth floor when I met him for the first time. That felt like a lifetime ago. 
    

    
      
        “To kill a Half-Split Death, you have to split it exactly in half, as the name suggests.”
      
    

    
      
        “The true nature of a Screamer lies in its screams, so you have to smother them with something louder than that to kill it.”
      
    

    
      He was a strategist who studied every weak point of his enemies. That was the nature of the Constellation Murderer. This time, he had studied every part of me before coming to hunt me.
    

    
      “Therefore, I won’t kill you, Scream-Gathering Sky. I’ll merely seal time from you.” 
    

    
      “Ho… w…?” 
    

    
      “It’s simple. I’ll sever this space and time from the outside universe. After that, I’ll trap you in ice and leave you here, but this is no normal ice. This ice will never melt. You’ll be trapped in ice and time. I’ll make sure of it.”
    

    
      Fuck.
    

    
      “You say it… so calmly… but you’re… basically saying… you’re going to torture another human being… forever…!”
    

    
      “I don’t understand what you’re saying.” The Constellation Murderer tilted his head and drew a dagger. “You’re not human.”
    

    
      
        Stab!
      
    

    
      A cold feeling cut through my chest and pierced my heart.
    

    
      
        [Replica: Frost-Dyed Claw has begun to seal you away.]
      
    

    
      The dagger that the Constellation Murderer plunged into my heart was made from ice. Having wandered worlds for a very long time, he’d probably found many odd items. This ice dagger seemed to be part of his collection. The moment the blade pierced my chest, it affected me strongly. 
    

    
      
        [Warning: After the sealing is done, only your consciousness will remain awake.]
      
    

    
      
        [The eighty-first floor stage will be sealed soon.]
      
    

    
      
        [Remaining time: 61 seconds.]
      
    

    
      
        Crackle. Crack, crackle.
      
    

    
      Ice began to form where the dagger pierced me. It first took over my chest, then my collarbone and shoulder. Like a blooming blue flower, ice spread across my body.
    

    
      “Even if you send a Constellation message to your allies to request help, it’s already too late now,” he warned. 
    

    
      My senses were fading.
    

    
      “Arriving here within sixty seconds to save you is impossible. After one minute, this floor will be isolated. I will make it so.”
    

    
      As my senses faded, I knew that I had felt this sharp coldness before.
    

    
      “Wi… nter…”
    

    
      “What are you saying?” he asked. 
    

    
      “From murim… The seal you used… on the Yellow Dragon of the Great Lake. Is this it?”
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer tilted his head. “Yes, I’m surprised you know that much. I found this item while searching for a way to defeat you. I used many items to seal the Yellow Dragon of the Great Lake, and the records show that this dagger is one of them.”
    

    
      How could I forget this chilling sensation? This snowy ice was freezing Teacher’s realm forever. The Yellow Dragon of the Great Lake was the Constellation that ruled Teacher’s world. With Sympathy—the Goddess of Protection’s sister sword—piercing his heart, the dragon had been doomed to never truly die, only to decay forever. It was the Constellation Murderer’s doing.
    

    
      I learned now that when the Constellation Murderer had sealed the dragon, he didn’t just use Sympathy but also the dagger piercing my heart. The winter that killed Teacher’s world was now trying to kill me.
    

    
      
        [Remaining time: 21 seconds.]
      
    

    
      If I had the strength, I would grind my teeth so loudly that it would fill this entire space.
    

    
      
        [Remaining time: 20 seconds.]
      
    

    
      
        Yes, Constellation Murderer. I admit it. You’re a fearsome Hunter. I now see why the Sword Emperor couldn’t kill you and how you managed to end the duel with him in a draw. By using your thirteen puppets and giving everything you got, you have shown that you’re the Sword Emperor’s equal.
      
    

    
      Even when compared to the Sword Emperor, the only one who reached the ninety-ninth floor, the Constellation Murderer matched him in terms of skills. 
    

    
      
        [Remaining time: 19 seconds.]
      
    

    
      That was how he defeated me. He didn’t just kill me but utterly defeated me. My time would freeze at any moment, and the eighty-first floor stage would be isolated, becoming a lone island where my comrades couldn’t reach me. 
    

    
      If only I were alone…
    

    
      
        [Remaining time: 18 seconds.]
      
    

    
      If only I were alone like him, I would be doomed to defeat.
    

    
      
        [Remaining time: 17 seconds.]
      
    

    
      
        Raviel.
      
    

    
      
        [The Scream-Gathering Sky sends a message to Duke Silver Lily.]
      
    

    
      
        I’m sorry.
      
    

    
      
        [The Scream-Gathering Sky asks Duke Silver Lily to die.]
      
    

    
      
        Please die right now.
      
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer looked at me and tilted his head once more. “I don’t understand.”
    

    
      Shiveringly cold ice covered most of me. The only part not yet shrouded in eternal frost was my face. Even so, only my eyes and mouth were left uncovered by the ice. 
    

    
      “Why are you smiling?” he asked. 
    

    
      “Ha...”
    

    
      Was I smiling? I hadn’t realized it because the ice had crept up to the corners of my mouth. My lips were clearly curved in a smile, however. It wasn’t a sneer, but a real smile born from happiness.
    

    
      I chuckled. “Can you imagine…?” 
    

    
      “Imagine what?”
    

    
      “Hearing someone say ‘die for me’ and then actually doing it in less than ten seconds.”
    

    
      The ice covered my left eye.
    

    
      “Do you have someone like that?” I asked him.
    

    
      My right eye was became trapped in ice.
    

    
      “I don’t think so,” I muttered.
    

    
      My nose bridge, too.
    

    
      “You had so many chances during your centuries… but you didn’t take it… You only chose solitude. That’s why you’ll lose to me, Constellation Murderer.”
    

    
      My lips… 
    

    
      
        [Remaining time: 5 seconds.]
      
    

    
      My heart…
    

    
      
        [Remaining time: 4 seconds.]
      
    

    
      Right before they all froze…
    

    
      
        [A Certain Returner’s Love has been activated.]
      
    

    
      
        [Remaining time: 3 seconds.]
      
    

    
      I stopped breathing.
    

    
      
        [You share your lover’s timeline.]
      
    

    
      
        [The timeline has ended.]
      
    

    
      
        [Remaining time: 2 seconds.]
      
    

    
      Death closed my eyes before winter could.
    

    
      
        [You have died.]
      
    

    
      
        [Remaining time: 1 second.]
      
    

    
      Two voices were layered in my head.
    

    
      
        [Sealing complete. You are sea—]
      
    

    
      
        [Rewinding time to twenty-four hours ago.]
      
    

    
      When I opened my eyes again…
    

    
      “I wonder what I should eat today. What would be the best choice?”
    

    
      “Well, I’m not sure, but I do want some fish and chips. It’s been a while.”
    

    
      “Hahahaha, that’s a choice I didn’t expect!”
    

    
      The place was all too familiar to me; it was the shared lodging. In this place, my colleagues, friends, and clan members gathered, talked, and ate. Lounged on the sofa, I opened my eyes, now back to twenty-fours hours in the past.
    

    
      “What do you think, Master?” The Inquisitor, who was sitting on the other sofa, turned to look at me. “Fish and chips is a bit too… Huh? Master, you look strange.”
    

    
      Upon hearing the Inquisitor’s words, the Black Witch also looked at me.
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      So did the Countess, the Viper, and the Paladin. Everyone who had spent time with me and promised to spend more time with me in the future was now looking at me.
    

    
      “It’s true. He has a weird look on his face.”
    

    
      “Yes, he does. It’s the face of a tuna that took the bait, thinking it was food, only to realize too late that it was a plastic bag.”
    

    
      “Oi, what kind of metaphor is that?”
    

    
      “Nisha, it’s all your fault for suggesting we eat strange food like fish and chips. I’m sure it would have been better to just go with potato fries.”
    

    
      “Potato fries sound good. It’s been a while. Back then, we ate hamburgers for all three meals. Remember?”
    

    
      “Yeah, that was a really long time ago!”
    

    
      I smiled. “Hahaha…”
    

    
      Really, I didn’t feel like I was going to lose.
    

    
      “Bambolina,” I said.
    

    
      “Yes, Master?”
    

    
      “Could you give me an alarm clock?”
    

    
      The Inquisitor pulled out his smartphone and turned on the alarm app. Handing me the phone, he tilted his head. “Here you go, but why do you suddenly need an alarm clock?”
    

    
      “Actually, it’s a stopwatch that I need. Let me see…” I pressed the timer. The clock, which had shown 00:00:00, quickly began to start the count. I nodded with a smile. “Yes, that’s good. Give me some time, please. I want to see how long it’ll take.”
    

    
      “Huh? I don’t know what’s going on, but use it all you want if you need it, Master!”
    

    
      “Thanks.” 
    

    
      I sank back into the sofa. My friends gave me odd glances. Still, they soon went back to their chat since this wasn’t the first day I acted weird. Today’s night snack was decided to be potato fries. The Viper and Sylvia went to the kitchen to fry the potatoes.
    

    
      One minute passed. Everyone was relaxed and found themselves comfortable. Three minutes passed. The Paladin and the Countess started to flaunt their love in the disguise of a quarrel. Six minutes passed. The Black Witch hit them both on the back of the head with her three-striped slippers, telling them to stop. Seven minutes. Eight minutes. Nine minutes. 
    

    
      When the numbers 00:09:21 appeared on the phone screen, noises could be heard from outside. One of the Four Demon Kings, in charge of the lodge’s security, shouted, “Y-you  can’t do that here!”
    

    
      
        Tap, tap.
      
    

    
      Dozens of footsteps echoed through the hall and reached the room. The Black Witch and the Inquisitor sprang to their feet. Both wore gym clothes and three-striped slippers. Although Anastasha lacked one slipper, both looked keenly alert. They focused on the approaching footsteps from the distant hallway beyond the living room door.
    

    
      “This is where our Tower’s executives are. Regardless of everything, you can’t—"
    

    
      “Shut up. You’re getting in my way.”
    

    
      
        Thuuuuud!
      
    

    
      The living room door flew off from its hinges. My friends, who were about to charge forward at the possible assailants, froze when they saw the person that appeared where the door had been. They stared at the intruder, their eyes fixed in shock.
    

    
      “Hm.”
    

    
      However, the intruder paid no heed to the existing residents. Standing before many knights, she slowly turned her head to look around the room. Our eyes met. 
    

    
      I could not help but smile bitterly. “That would be nine minutes and forty-three seconds, Raviel.”
    

    
      “You were thirteen minutes and twenty-seven seconds. I’m faster than you, Gong-Ja.” Raviel smiled brightly, her red eyes also grinning. “So, which son of a bitch are we supposed to kill?”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 375: The Blue Blood (3)
Raviel’s visit threw the lodgings into chaos.
“Wait. What’s going on?” the Black Witch asked, flustered. 
She and my other friends had just left work and were enjoying a calm night, so Raviel’s visit threw a wedge in their plans.
“Did something serious happen in the empire? A rebellion? Someone ambushed you? Is that why you suddenly had to—”
“You can add poisoning to that, Master of Black Dragon,” Raviel answered.
“What? Seriously?”
“Fortunately, all three were solved not long ago. I’ve come to see Gong-Ja for another matter.” 
Raviel sat down on the sofa and looked at me, silently demanding an answer from me. Though she didn’t show it, I could tell from the sound of her heartbeat and breathing that she was feeling uncomfortable. 
“Although I said I’m here for another matter, I don’t know the details either. I’m actually the one who wants to ask what in the world happened, Gong-Ja. You would rather die a thousand times than let me die once, so I can’t help but wonder why you would make such a request.”
Before I knew it, it wasn’t just Raviel staring at me, but all my friends, too. Raviel demanded an answer while the others wanted an explanation. Strategizing would soon begin.
I took a deep breath. “Yes, Raviel… If thousands of my deaths were what was needed to solve this, I would never ask this of you.”
“Then?”
“I almost lost the chance to see you again forever,” I said.
Everyone in the room stared at me.
“In twenty-four hours, I’m at the risk of being sealed away for eternity.”
Silence settled in. Everyone reacted differently. The first to understand the situation was Raviel. She took out a fan, rested her chin on it, and said, “So that’s what happened.”
“Hmm.”
The next person to understand what I was implying was the Paladin, which was both surprising and unsurprising in a way. 
Patricia crossed her arms and stared at me. “I see. An enemy that uses a strategy that perfectly counters Gong-Ja has appeared. When you say ‘in twenty-four hours,’ does that mean you regressed a day just now?”
“Yes,” I answered. 
“If someone knows what your ability does and is strong enough to subdue you, it’s inevitable that they would become an obstacle. Don’t worry about it too much, Gong-Ja.” 
After hearing our talk, my other friends slowly began to understand what was going on. The Countess nodded while the Black Witch sighed. Since I had told the people here that I was a regressor, they understood things quickly. 
Only the Viper looked around, confused. “Hey, what? What are you all talking about? Why do you all look at each other as if you understood everything? Respect your elders, please, because I don’t understand.”
“It’s simple, Rao Fan. Even when Gong-Ja dies, he doesn’t stay dead. The more he dies, the stronger he becomes, so sealing him away is the only strategy that works against him,” Patricia explained casually. “The only way to counter that is to isolate and seal him for eternity so he can’t kill himself. No one can help him that way, either.”
“Ah... Oh… I get it now, but how did you understand it so quickly only from what Gong-Ja said?”
“It’s one of the plans I made to eliminate Gong-Ja, so I could tell immediately.”
“Uhh… What? Eeeeh? What?” the Viper asked.
“Forget I said that. It’s all in the past now.” Patricia shook her head and looked at me. “So, Gong-Ja, who is the enemy? Who tried to seal you? Sealing you is easy to imagine but hard to do. Is there such a strong enemy?”
“Yes, it’s a man known as the Constellation Murderer.”
I told everyone what kind of person the Constellation Murderer was. The more I spoke, the more serious my friends became. Not even the worst fashion mix—gym clothes and three-striped slippers—could undermine the gravity of this situation. Well, it still somewhat did, but whatever. 
My elimination would mean the fall of the Lion Realm. That may sound arrogant, but I was vital to this world. The first reason was that the Five Guilds had put an end to their old grudges and decided to cooperate because of me. Secondly, the Aegim Empire worshiped the Goddess of Protection as their deity. The goddess called me “hero” and accompanied me. This had allowed me to intervene in the Aegim Empire’s affairs.
The same applied to the empire where Raviel was. In truth, our marriage was the reason the two worlds could communicate smoothly. It would be needless to talk about the world where Uburka had been born. I was the pillar of the Lion Realm. The peace between many species and other realms rested on me. I couldn’t fall to my knees or disappear. 
Raviel broke the heavy silence. “What a coincidence. This Constellation Murderer is an ancestor of mine. My family once belonged to the working class, but a hero who saved the empire helped us rise to great power instantly. He gave Prayer to my family before he left.”
Prayer was the sword that Raviel had once used to pierce her own heart while facing the mirror.
“Using Prayer, I once became a Constellation. Because of this, my world was treated as one of those apocalyptic books, which is how I got to meet you, Gong-Ja.”
“Yes, Raviel. I also always felt that life is filled with strange coincidences,” I said with a smile.
Kim Yul was the reason my orphanage director had founded the orphanage. Because of the director, I was who I was right now. It was truly a strange case of cause and effect. 
Anastasha, who had a sour expression on her face, finally spoke up. “Yes, I get that it’s a weird coincidence. So, what’re you going to do now?”
“I’m going to get my revenge, of course.”
With that one sentence, we said our goodbyes to going to bed early tonight. We gathered at the coffee table in the living room, and the vassals needed for the task were summoned. The Countess even called in the Goldcoin-Biting Cat. 
We were facing a natural predator of the Constellations. Hearing directly from a Constellation was the best way to seek advice about what we needed to do. When we asked how we were supposed to get the Constellation Murderer out of our way, the calico cat swayed their tail. 
“The Constellation Murderer? Woooof, it’s hard to say. He’s a Hunter who has cleared the ninetieth floor. The rule is that Hunters who clear up to the ninetieth floor are granted their own bases.”
“I know. It’s a holy ground like the Great Library of All Life, so we just have to barge into that place, don’t we?” I asked. 
“Wooof, that is possible…” 
The cats’ expressions changed subtly. After exchanging glances with each other, they looked at me. 
“But that’s the problem, Lord Scream Sky. No Hunter, not even a Constellation, has ever entered his holy ground. In fact, very few Constellations even possess a fragment of information about the place.”
I narrowed my eyes. “How so?” 
“Because the nature of the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground lies in stealth. More exactly, it borders on oblivion. As you know, Lord Scream Sky, the Constellation Murderer is a crazy bastard who abandons his memories more easily than people do with a free napkin. He himself knows nothing about the life he has lived so far, what kind of person he is, or why he kills Constellations. No one knows, and the Constellation Murderer himself doesn’t really know either. That’s why oblivion is his core nature. Woof. We don’t know where he is. Even if he stood before us, we wouldn’t know who he is. Even if we knew his location, it would probably be impossible to reach him."
I sighed. Nothing had changed from the Kim Yul who sat by the window in the classroom, a stranger to everyone, including his peers.
I looked down at the snake coiled around my wrist. “Snakey.” 
“Kieee?”
“You know the coordinates to the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground, don’t you?”
Snakey flickered their tongue.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is confident that they know the coordinates to every existing holy ground!]
The cats on the table perked their ears.
“Ah, yes. Hishimit Kritz would know the coordinates. Oblivion is not knowing the truth, and secrets are all about hiding the truth. In both ways, the truth is neglected, so the two concepts share similarities. Woof. And Hishimit Kritz is the Constellation that exposes the truth…”
[The Goldcoin-Biting Cat has a higher opinion of you now.]
“It’s safe to say that there’s hardly a world you can’t reach with Hishimit Kritz. With us, there’s nothing you can’t buy. Woof. You have gathered the most valuable Constellations, Lord Scream Sky. That’s called cheating.”
“Are the coordinates enough to get us there?” I asked, ignoring the cats’ sighs.
Snakey, who had been confidently flicking their tongue, slightly lowered their head.
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye shakes their head.]
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye says that seeing a military base and infiltrating the base are two very different matters.]
[The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye confesses that they only know its existence but not how to get there.]
I assumed as much. The Constellation Murderer didn’t hide secrets; he erased his memories that could become secrets. Snakey could sense something had been there, but not what the something was. 
But I have what the Constellation Murderer abandoned and lost.
The vassals who had gathered after being summoned sat across the table. I called the name of the man who would play a central role in this mission. 
“Mr. Kim Yul, you probably have the authorization to enter the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground.” 
Kim Yul, the origin of the Constellation Murderer, stared at me. Yes, no one knew how strong the holy ground’s security system was. Even if we did, we could still fail to breach it, but it was crystal clear who the security would let through automatically. 
“Our plan is simple. Hishimit Kritz will show us the coordinates and Mr. Kim Yul will head there. He’ll be our bridge. Right after he arrives, the assault team, including me, will go in immediately."
“Understood, Patriarch,” Kim Yul answered. 
“If the enemy uses thirteen puppets, then we’ll overwhelm him with our numbers. You won’t have to hold out for a long time. Just one moment is enough until we get there.”
One of the cats chimed in. “W-wait a moment. Please wait, Lord Scream Sky.  First… I get that he has the authorization to reach the place, but the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground is on the ninetieth floor!”
“Ah… Yes, and?”
“Woof! To enter, the places have to meet some conditions.” The cat showed their pink paw pads and spread their toes wide. “The first case is when a Constellation provides their holy ground to the Tower. It’s like how Delicious Tail linked his holy ground to your Tower’s twentieth floor and how we linked ours to the seventy-second floor.”
“Who is this Delicious Tail?”
“He’s also known as Hamustra.”
“... Why is that his nickname?” 
“Why are you focused on that right now? That’s not important! Please focus on the main topic!”
It felt very important, so important that nothing else seemed to matter. Everyone also seemed very curious, but the cat ignored us and went on.
“The second case is when they connect their holy ground to the Tower on their own. The Constellations from the sixtieth to the sixty-ninth floors do that. Usually, they link their subordinate realm, but there are some Constellations that link their own holy ground. Delicious Knee Cartilage is one of them.”
“Who is that again?”
“She’s also known as Mutia.”
So Mutia’s knee cartilage[1] is delicious?
“If the first case is like serving the Tower, the second case is like a way to gain power as a Constellation.”
“They seem similar, though.”
“Well, they actually are similar. You’ll learn more about this when you reach the ninetieth floor. Also, these two ways do have one thing in common. Both types of holy grounds can set their own authorization system.”
I nodded. “What are the other conditions?”
“The head managers of the Tower—the Pillars—providing you with access would be the third case. Delicious Liquor got caught through this method.” 
Hishimit Kritz let out a sharp hiss. The cat stared at them but once again went on. “Other than that, you have to become as strong as the owner of the holy ground you want to access. You, Lord Scream Sky, would be able to gather access like that, but not that human.”
I laughed. Basically, Kim Yul had the right to enter the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground but lacked the qualification to head to the ninetieth floor and beyond. On the other hand, I could go to the floor but lacked the authorization to enter the holy ground. Each of us was missing one condition. 
“It’s fine.”
However, this also meant that we could make up for each other’s flaws. Kim Yul and I were already linked. We were close enough to call for one another.
“Mr. Kim Yul is my apostle and my subordinate. He can go visit the floor as the Scream-Gathering Sky’s apostle, not as a Hunter,” I said.
“Huh? Ah, aha! I see!” The calico cat looked between me and Kim Yul, their mouth wide open. “Then it’s possible if he’s an apostle! When the Constellation gives his permit, his apostle gains the same rights as the Constellation himself.”
Because of me, Kim Yul had gotten his memories and body back. Now that I was a complete Constellation, he would undeniably be called my apostle. It wasn’t just him. Estelle, Sylvia, the Four Demon King, the Heavenly Demon Cult followers—everyone who had regained their life from me was now my apostle. That was how this plan was possible. 
“Mr. Kim Yul will get there first as my apostle and our vanguard,” I said.
It was like how the Ruin-Harvesting Cow had first sent her apostle—Goldencup—when she invaded Raviel’s world. Now, I was going to invade the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground with Kim Yul in the frontline.
“The moment you arrive, call for me so I can descend. I’ll immediately get there with all the other apostles and followers.”
All the pieces were in place. Thanks to the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye, we had the coordinates. Kim Yul was on our side, so we could enter the holy ground. As his Constellation, I could answer his call. The others, my apostles and followers, could cross with me. Everything we had achieved while climbing from the tenth to the eightieth floors made this plan possible.
“Woof. Understood. At least from our perspective, there’s no issue!”
The Goldcoin-Biting Cat also guaranteed the operation’s success, so all that remained was to carry out the plan—or so it seemed.
“Apostle? Followers?” the Black Witch asked. “Wait a moment. I wasn’t summoned when Gong-Ja was going through the heaven floors! I’m neither apostle nor follower! I’m nothing!”
The Countess fanned herself. “Then you can guard our home. For your information, although you should probably be able to deduce it already, I have Gong-Ja’s follower license. You see, giving him a pass made me one of his followers.”
The Paladin leisurely fanned the Countess, not herself. “Hm, I’m the first follower. Now that I think of it, yes, Anastasha wasn’t summoned to be an examiner. I see. You don’t meet the requirement to join this operation… What a tragedy.”
“Ah, she sometimes boasts about how she was the first to be Gong-Ja’s friend, but real camaraderie is proven in times like this, isn’t it?” the Viper asked.
“Hahaha, I’m also Master’s follower!”
The Black Witch, who had been looking around the room, suddenly shot me a burning gaze. 
“I’ll convert!” she shouted as if I had betrayed her in some way.
“You’re an atheist,” I mumbled. 

1. He’s making a joke about Korean ox knee soup, also known as doganitang. ☜
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    Chapter 376: The Place Called The Holy Ground(1)

    
      The Black Witch wasn’t joking about converting.
    

    
      “Are you really going to believe in me as your god?” I asked. 
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “You serious?”
    

    
      “Dead serious. Just make the contract already.” 
    

    
      The Black Witch gestured at me with an annoyed look. That was all we needed to seal the deal.
    

    
      
        [You have gained a follower!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Black Witch is now your follower.]
      
    

    
      
        [You can now grant blessings and authorities to the Black Witch.]
      
    

    
      That was all. There were no other steps. Was that how this whole thing worked? Just like that?
    

    
      The Goldcoin-Biting Cat stared at us in disbelief. “Wooof. There’s no way… She signed the contract to be your follower even though you didn’t give her a Skill Card. That’s absurd. You two are weird.”
    

    
      I scratched the back of my head. “Is that so?” 
    

    
      “Yes. Most of all, a strong bond between a Constellation and their follower is needed. They have to trust each other so much that they won’t betray each other.”
    

    
      It seemed we were a special case after all, but to me, this felt normal. It wasn’t just the Black Witch; the Paladin and the Countess also hadn’t hesitated to become my followers. 
    

    
      The calico cat shook their head in disbelief. “This isn’t normal, woof. What kind of life have you been living so far?” 
    

    
      When all preparations were done, the attack team gathered in the large yard of the lodging. There were twelve members in total. Kim Yul, Estelle, Uburka, Sylvia, and the Four Demon Kings were from my clan. Among my friends, the Black Witch, the Inquisitor, the Viper, and the Paladin joined. Including me, we were now thirteen, which was enough to take on all of the Constellation Murderer’s killing puppets.
    

    
      Sylvia shook her head, surveying the team. “You can probably end most worlds with this team.” 
    

    
      Honestly, Sylvia, the Four Demon Kings, and the Paladin lacked the power to face the Constellation Murderer, but they could still buy us time. While they held the line, I would swiftly eliminate the killing puppets. 
    

    
      “The Constellation Murderer is capable of wiping out most worlds, so this team is necessary. If only he hadn’t cheated and tried to defeat me by outnumbering me, I would have fought him one-on-one.”
    

    
      “Um, Patriarch. If what Miss Estelle told me is true, you also defeated her by outnumbering her in her Demon King years…” Sylvia commented sourly. 
    

    
      “Very well. Is everyone ready? Hey, Head Steward Sylvia, everyone else is ready for battle. Why are you dilly-dallying? Hurry up and get ready.”
    

    
      “Fuck. I should really submit my resignation letter someday,” Sylvia grumbled as she stepped back.
    

    
      I looked down at the snake coiled around my wrist. “Hishimit Kritz.”
    

    
      “Kieeeee.”
    

    
      “Show us the coordinates to the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground.”
    

    
      Snakey nodded before crawling off my wrist. Feeling their slimy body wrapping around my hand, I walked toward Kim Yul and took his hand.
    

    
      
        [You have temporarily transferred ownership of the Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye.]
      
    

    
      Kim Yul narrowed his eyebrows, perhaps because he found the sensation of snake scales foreign. “Hmm. It feels odd. My lungs feel tight. Is this how it feels to have a Constellation on myself?”
    

    
      “Ah, yes. It’s like a thin paper on your shoulders.”
    

    
      “Yes… Have you always been carrying this weight?” Kim Yul asked. 
    

    
      “It feels quite comfortable once you get used to it.”
    

    
      Kim Yul stared at me but said no more. Only Snakey, coiled around his wrist, made low hisses. 
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has activated their power.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye is searching for the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground.]
      
    

    
      
        [Searching.]
      
    

    
      I pressed my lips together. Could Snakey really find the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground? Though they had confidently said that it was possible, was that really the case? Time passed, just long enough for a drop of candle wax to melt and slide down.
    

    
      
        [Search complete.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Labyrinth-Dwelling Eye has located the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground.]
      
    

    
      
        Alright.
      
    

    
      I exhaled the breath I held, but it was too soon to relax. We only found the location of the fortress. Breaching it was another thing altogether 
    

    
      “Don’t worry, Gong-Ja,” Kim Yul said. “The enemy isn’t aware of our ambush. This plan will succeed.”
    

    
      “Yes, but the Constellation Murderer is a real hunter who gets ready for all possible scenarios. Even if he doesn’t expect this, he will still have a plan ready for when his holy ground is attacked.” 
    

    
      “Maybe, but there’s no way he prepared for the possibility of another version of himself invading.” 
    

    
      Kim Yul pulled a hair tie from his pocket. It wasn’t the yellow band those mean bullies had given him as a mocking gift, but the one I had given him when I took him as my vassal. 
    

    
      “The Constellation Murderer will surely hesitate for a moment. That brief hesitation is all we need. If you need a second, I’ll buy it for you.” He tied his hair. Tens of thousands of strands gathered into a single braid as he made up his mind. “Teleport me.” 
    

    
      
        Whoosh!
      
    

    
      Bright, white light enveloped Kim Yul. The moment he vanished in the light, I began counting in my mind, my lips moving slightly. 
    

    
      
        One second.
      
    

    
      Kim Yul would have reached the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground by now.
    

    
      
        Two seconds.
      
    

    
      The Constellation Murderer would have noticed the intruder and went on the offensive. If he had been an ordinary Constellation or Hunter, he would have been shocked to see that his holy ground, which had never allowed outsiders before, had been breached. However, the Constellation Murderer wasn’t the type to react that way and just acted per his built-in manuals.
    

    
      
        Three seconds.
      
    

    
      Still, the intruder was someone he had no manual for—himself. The Constellation Murderer would have paused to check whether the intruder was truly himself. 
    

    
      
        Four seconds.
      
    

    
      Therefore, Kim Yul could keep the promise he made to me.
    

    
      
        [Your apostle calls for you wholeheartedly.]
      
    

    
      The voice echoed in my mind. I pushed my aura to the limit and slowed my sense of time. Regardless of how my own time flowed, the voice from the isolated basement floor, cut off from all other floors, echoed with calm detachment.
    

    
      
        [Your apostle requests that you join him.]
      
    

    
      
        [Will you descend?]
      
    

    
      It was my first time hearing this message, but I didn’t hesitate. 
    

    
      “Yes!” I shouted, letting the nearby attack team members know that it was time to go.
    

    
      Shadows climbed over my feet. If time had flowed normally, I would have merely perceived them as black light enveloping me. However, with time slowing down around me, I could take a closer look at the shadows. They looked like human hands. The arms rose from my shadow, and their fingers hooked onto my feet. A hand seized my ankle. 
    

    
      Countless black arms crawled on me. Though there were many hands, I could tell each and every one of them. They were the hands and arms formed from those who had killed me—the owners of the traumas I had watched. Among them were Kim Yul’s hands. I reached out and grasped his plea.
    

    
      
        [You answered your apostle’s call.]
      
    

    
      
        [Descending.]
      
    

    
      Many more hands rose until they covered me. I teleported away. 
    

    
      
        Six seconds.
      
    

    
      The next moment showed me a familiar garbage dump. Summoned in the sky, I gazed down upon the garbage dump stretching to the world’s end. Old scrap metal and plastic cans with spilled contents simply waited for someone to pick them up, but no one did, so the trash formed a grave as far as the eye could see.
    

    
      
        [You have entered the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground.]
      
    

    
      The sunset was dazzling. The evening light struck me at an angle, lighting the garbage dump below.
    

    
      
        Seven seconds.
      
    

    
      Like old graves in a ruined city, the trash was heaped in mounds. At the top of that huge tomb, a plastic bottle was hung like an abandoned orange after getting half peeled. The bottle’s label, once blue but now faded into gray, flapped in the wind. Scrap metal lay stripped of its metal skin, exposing its rusty flesh.
    

    
      In this place where all colors had faded and all metal had rusted, people with the same silver hair and silver swords stood.
    

    
      
        Eight seconds.
      
    

    
      Yet the people weren’t the same. Thirteen killing puppets were charging toward one human. As they did, they sensed my presence and looked up. I met the gazes of thirteen pairs of eyes as I fell from the sky.
    

    
      I drew my holy sword.
    

    
      Nine seconds. 
    

    
      
        [The Scream-Gathering Sky summons his apostles and followers.]
      
    

    
      
        [Multiple apostles have responded to your call.]
      
    

    
      
        [Many followers have responded to your call.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Scream-Gathering Sky’s apostles have appeared.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Scream-Gathering Sky’s followers have been summoned.]
      
    

    
      Jet-black shadows, eleven in total, formed around me. The shadows that had been cloaking my comrades slowly peeled away as the wind struck them, revealing their faces. 
    

    
      We fell like a shattered meteor, fierce wind lashing our cheeks. Some blinked in wonder, others frowned against the strong wind. There were also some who grabbed their sword hilts and gazed down at the ground.
    

    
      “Teleportation!” 
    

    
      The Black Witch used her power immediately, gathering her falling comrades one by one. She was also a Hunter skilled in aura mastery. Without wasting time, she made the eleven attack team members hold hands.
    

    
      The Black Witch reached out to me last. “Gong-Ja! Grab onto me!”
    

    
      I had no reason to hesitate, so I grabbed her hand immediately. 
    

    
      
        Fifteen seconds.
      
    

    
      The next moment, we were on the ground. The Constellation Murderer had assumed a defensive formation upon our arrival, but he was granted only six seconds. 
    

    
      At first, the killing puppets had a wide formation as they charged at Kim Yul. Once they saw me, they changed their formation to intercept me, but they had to move again to respond to the extra intruders. 
    

    
      
        Sixteen seconds.
      
    

    
      Unexpected events took the Constellation Murderer by surprise three times in a row. That was how many times he lost the chance to reorganize himself.
    

    
      
        Seventeen seconds.
      
    

    
      My team and I weren’t weak enough to fail to hunt down someone who had left himself vulnerable three times.
    

    
      
        Swooooosh!
      
    

    
      My sword was the first to cleave the killing puppet standing nearest to Kim Yul. I slashed the puppet from three sides, crushing his limbs.
    

    
      “Ugoooooor!”
    

    
      Uburka was the next to swing his ax, crushing another puppet’s legs at once. Usually, the Constellation Murderer would have fought eye to eye with Uburka, but the Black Witch ambushed him using her Teleportation Skill. The Constellation Murderer fell before he could get into a proper stance.
    

    
      The fight that began as thirteen people against thirteen puppets soon became thirteen people versus eleven puppets.
    

    
      “I see,” said one of the killing puppets. “Scream-Gathering Sky, you’re a clairvoyant.”
    

    
      The course of the fight changed fast. The eleven killing puppets had to spread out, letting us destroy them one by one. Uburka and Kim Yul joined forces to cut down another puppet.
    

    
      It was thirteen people versus ten puppets now. 
    

    
      “Did you see the future where I planned to seal you so you struck me first?”
    

    
      “No, I’m not a clairvoyant. I’m a regressor,” I answered.
    

    
      Battles erupted everywhere. Kim Yul, Uburka, and Sylvia joined forces and charged at another puppet. The killing puppets barely regained their footing. The Black Witch’s sharp voice and the Paladin’s battle cries tore through the sunset. 
    

    
      “A regressor? Impossible. I already expected you to be the owner of a temporal ability and made a near-perfect counter plan.”
    

    
      “If I had been alone, the plan would have been perfect.” 
    

    
      I lunged at the Constellation Murderer. Seeing me close in quickly, the Constellation Murderer bit his lip. What kind of calculations was he making in his head? How quickly was he making those calculations? I had no way of knowing what was going on in his mind. However, I could clearly hear the voice that came out when he opened his mouth.
    

    
      “I give up the memories of the past twenty-nine days.”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 377: The Place Called The Holy Ground (2)
“Why do you keep abandoning your memories?”
Lefanta Aegim turned his head toward the voice. A woman was looking at him, her chin resting on her palm. She had said her name was Ivansia.
“It’s to stay the same.” 
“To stay the same?” the woman repeated, confused.
“Have you ever seen someone determined to live over a thousand years?”
Lefanta Aegim opened his diary and read the notes about the woman. Not a lot was written about her.
—She was originally a maid who tended the flower garden but is now a noble.
—She likes my face.
—She bore my child.
Lefanta Aegim’s gaze paused briefly on the last line. Child. Even now, the woman held a newborn on her lap. The infant reached out and cooed, and the woman moved her finger to play with the child.
She replied, “No. It’s not like we get heroes like you around here every day.” 
“To live a thousand years, one needs an extraordinarily strong will. Everything in the world changes. Portraits painted to remember someone eventually fade. Swords forged to kill also rust. A thousand years is enough time to change. This applies to both what you wish to keep and kill.”
It was a note that Lefanta Aegim had written in his diary. Whenever he lost his memories, he read this note. Each time, he slowly nodded in acceptance.
“I’m weak. I have no faith that I can last a thousand years. There is no proof to believe that I can. That’s why I abandon my time. Even a thousand years becomes a second when I abandon it. If I fear change, then abandoning the time that can change me will fix it.”
The wind blew, mingling with the spring. The spring wind was different from the winter wind. It was more humid and curled softly around the tip of his nose. On the woman’s lap, the child waved his hands, trying to catch the wind. 
Time melted away.
“This is my way.”
“That’s…” 
The woman tried to say something, but Lefanta Aegim got up, rejecting the woman’s attempt to intervene on his time.
“You think I’m foolish, but change is a human’s privilege. I chose to stay human by bearing a child and starting a bloodline, yet I also abandon my memories. I try to be human while refusing to be one. It’s pure folly.”
The woman tried to speak once more, but Lefanta Aegim turned his back quicker than she could open her mouth. 
“But it doesn’t matter.”
Though Lefanta Aegim couldn’t see her, the woman trembled. She felt something very foreign in his tone.
“Everyone deceives themselves into believing they’re human. As long as such people live in this world, I’ll always be more humane than them.”
The woman didn’t know that the foreign air she felt was the last trace left by someone named Kim Yul. Lefanta Aegim didn’t know either. As she watched him walking away, the woman barely managed to ask, “You’re leaving? Just like this?”
“Yes, the promise was that I would stay only until the baby could walk.” 
“Why won’t you let anyone stay with you?”
Lefanta Aegim glanced back. “Because I don’t need them. Perhaps there was a time when I needed other people, too. If that’s the case, I can only tell you that it’s too late for that now. I know you used me to become a noble, but that doesn’t matter. I’ll just advise you to use your power for the weak while there’s still time.”
These words became the motto of the Ducal Family of Ivansia. There was no way the woman could have felt love or kindness for the people of the empire. She had merely found a way to satisfy her personal tastes and desire for power. However, why did Lefanta Aegim’s words become the family motto?
“I give up all the memories of Ivansia.”
With those final words, Lefanta Aegim walked out of the garden.
“Teleport me.”
The wind blew. Where spring had been, he no longer existed.
***
“I give up the memories of the past twenty-nine days.”
White light flashed, trying to pierce me. I raised my holy sword to block it, wondering where the killing puppets had gathered a month’s worth of memories. Even if one of them had been fighting the Sword Star, where had the other twelve been? They were probably here, in this trash dump, rotting away as they gathered time only to throw it away later.
“Don’t you dare!” the Black Witch roared.
Just before the Constellation Murderer’s light flash and my sword clashed, the Black Witch’s mirrors moved in between us.
“If you want to kill Kim Gong-Ja, get my permission first! He’s expensive!”
Clang, crash, clang!
Three mirrors broke upon colliding with the flash. From the fourth mirror onward, however, the flash was deflected at a slight angle. With each bounce, the flash bent at a sharper angle until it was finally reflected back to the Constellation Murderer.
Compared to when the Constellation Murderer had fired it, the strike was far weaker, but that didn’t mean he didn’t have to raise his sword to block it. 
Seizing the moment, I charged at him. “If you had gathered a year’s worth of memories instead of a month’s, my team and I might have lost.”
The killing puppet couldn’t bear the joint attacks of Anastasha and me. My holy sword cut through his shoulder. 
Thirteen people versus nine puppets. The gap between us and the enemy grew once more.
“But you couldn’t gather memories for more than a month, could you?”
The special unit, led by Kim Yul and Uburka, used their numbers to their advantage and helped the Paladin, who was struggling to hold the line. Whenever any of the killing puppets tried to abandon time, Kim Yul and Uburka joined forces to counter them. Explosions echoed from all sides.
“Because if you live longer than a month, your life begins,” I said. “To face an unknown, strong enemy like me, you needed to gather as much time as you could, but the longer you lived without discarding memories, the more anxious you became.” 
I charged at the next killing puppet. Sadly, he didn’t just stand there. 
Thuuuuud!
The light flashes he fired fell like a meteor shower. I found a small opening and took advantage of it. When I veered left, the light meteor shower shifted left as well.
Boooom!
Where the flashes hit, the trash was shredded. The plastic bottles, now deformed, soared into the air. Chip bags were torn to shreds, their crumbs scattering all over. By pushing through the debris, which no longer meant anything, I reached the killing puppet.
“You’re worried that you’ll end up not wanting to throw your memories away.” I speculated. 
“I give up the memories of—”
My sword was slightly faster than his words. 
“I can guess how you became thirteen puppets.” 
This wasn’t the same as yesterday—no, tomorrow’s ambush. No puppets were clinging to my limbs. Instead, my comrades surrounded me.
Thirteen people versus eight puppets.
“You’re a Hunter who cleared the ninetieth floor, but to reach that floor, you first have to clear the heaven floors that start from the eightieth floor.” I turned to seek my next prey. “To clear the heaven floors, you need an examiner, someone to become your follower. But you refuse to get involved with others, let alone have followers.”
A red light beam shot up from a short distance away. Resembling bright red blood, the beam pierced the trash graveyard and split the sunset-tinged sky. When I glanced in that direction, Estelle was panting and grabbing her sword hilt tightly. Before her, one of the killing puppets collapsed with a thud.
Thirteen people versus seven puppets.
“That’s why you needed your puppets,” I said. 
The Inquisitor’s laughter echoed through the garbage dump. Despite the atmosphere, that laugh was so cheerful that it felt rather eerie. He formed a hand seal. Six Divine Formulas overlapped, unleashing a storm. Wrapped in these formulas, the Black Witch pierced the killing puppet’s chest with her right hand.
Thirteen people versus six puppets. 
“You would have relied on the puppets each time you rose to the next heaven floor. There wouldn’t have been any other choice. Not only do you refuse to trust others, but you also dread them trusting you. The puppets were the only ones you could tolerate.”
The Viper’s battle cry resounded fiercely. The Four Demon Kings held down one of the puppets, and the Viper used this to seal the puppet’s deal. The OJP Sect Master struck down his sword, which held the small happiness a person could enjoy in their life.
Thirteen people versus five puppets.
“You wish to stay human until the end.” 
Thirteen people versus four puppets. 
“But you never trust humans.”
Thirteen people versus three puppets.
“You don’t believe that two people can be connected. That’s why I said that if I had been alone, you would have won.”
Thirteen people versus two puppets.
“I don’t think you’re wrong. The ones who are wrong are those sons of bitches, monsters, and animals that roam this universe endlessly, but still…’
Thirteen people versus one puppet. I pointed my sword at the last remaining one.
“Don’t assume everyone is like you. Don’t think only your blood is red, Constellation Murderer[1].” With the tip of my sword, I lifted the chin of the Constellation Murderer, who was now on his knees. “I also shed my own blood to become who I am now.”
The plastic bottle at his knee contorted and hissed as air left it. Panting, he gasped and looked up at me and my comrades standing behind me. Everyone knew that these would be the Constellation Murderer’s last words. Perhaps the words that flowed from his bloodied lips could count as a warning or a curse. 
“Constellations make those who already have power even stronger. Only those who still have something to offer borrow power from the Constellations. Money, secrets, connections to others, even souls. Whatever that may be, those who have something to give ultimately continue their lives, enveloped in their Constellations’ starlight.”
His voice held no urgency, nor did he look desperate. He was perishing like a sunset over a garbage dump, his blood slowly fading away.
“Some have nothing left to give. Whether they speak or hold back their breath, the world doesn’t answer back, so they just live to survive another day. Only you, the privileged, remain.”
Why just you?
The Constellation Murderer looked up at me expressionlessly. “To live sheltered by the Constellations is an insult to those who can’t have that privilege. If not everyone can reach heaven, then at least they should all start from hell. You’ll think I’m foolish, but it doesn’t—”
“No.”
It wasn’t me who just said that. A man who looked exactly like the Constellation Murderer grabbed my shoulder and pushed me back. Kim Yul stepped in front of me and looked down at the Constellation Murderer.
“Kim Gong-Ja doesn’t think you’re wrong. He believes that he has no right to make such a judgment. The ones who think you’re foolish are only me and you.”
The Constellation Murderer’s lips trembled. It was hard to guess what he saw when he looked at Kim Yul. The Constellation Murderer had no way of knowing why a human who looked exactly like him was there. He didn’t even know if the man was really the same person he was. If so, why was the man hostile toward him? The Constellation Murderer’s reply was driven by instincts, not reason.
“Aren’t you afraid?” the Constellation Murderer asked in a small voice, gaze alternating between me and Kim Yul. “Why are you doing this? What do you think you’re going to do?”
After a long pause, Kim Yul nodded.
“I’m also afraid.” He raised his sword. “But it doesn’t matter.”
The sword cut through the sunset, slicing a life slightly redder than the sunset itself.
[The Constellation Murderer has been annihilated.]
That was the end of the most feared hunter among the Constellations.

1. “Don’t think you’re the only one who’s human/Don’t think you’re the only one who’s hurting.” ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 378: The Place Called The Holy Ground (3)

    
      
        [The Constellation Murderer has been annihilated.]
      
    

    
      
        Thump.
      
    

    
      Having lost his way, the Constellation Murderer had sunk into the garbage dump. His silver hair fluttered and flowed as if he were underwater. It looked like a tangled mass of marionette strings after they had been severed from the cross brace.
    

    
      A calm voice echoed through the world.
    

    
      
        [This world lacks its Constellation.]
      
    

    
      
        [The first condition for world destruction has been met.]
      
    

    
      
        [This world lacks its apostle.]
      
    

    
      
        [The second condition for world destruction has been met.]
      
    

    
      
        [This world lacks its followers.]
      
    

    
      
        [The third condition for world destruction has been met.]
      
    

    
      From somewhere, a beast howled.
    

    
      
        [Warning.]
      
    

    
      
        [All the conditions have been met.]
      
    

    
      At first, the beast’s howl echoed only from the world’s edge; however, it soon closed in from all sides at a rapid pace. 
    

    
      The ground shook, and the garbage piles on the horizon trembled. Garbage rumbled from the mountains. This wasn’t a beast’s cry. It was the sound of the place sinking as it collapsed.
    

    
      
        [The world is ending.]
      
    

    
      The sunset broke into pieces. The sky became a sheet of glass and shattered into bits immediately after, each with a piece of the frozen sunset still inside.
    

    
      
        Thuuuuuuud!
      
    

    
      A shard of glass, the size of a quarter of the sky, fell onto a distant garbage mountain. The garbage mountain fell, spewing many plastic bottles. Billions of glass shards shattered again and again into smaller bits, each one bearing the imprint of the sunset and turning the shards red. The garbage dump now looked like blood drops sprayed into the air.
    

    
      “Beautiful,” the Paladin muttered. Covered in wounds from fighting the killing puppets, she looked up at the shattered sky, clutching her arm. “It’s as if the world is blessing its own end. If this is how the world ends and this is the last sight I see, it’s not so bad…”
    

    
      I could understand why she was saying that.
    

    
      “Why are you just standing there and yapping?!” the Black Witch shouted. “Run, you fool! Unless you want to die from glass rain!”
    

    
      “But, Anastasha, look. To run from such a sight is something a human simply shouldn’t do—”
    

    
      “Don’t bullshit me! Nisha forced me to make her a promise! If I don’t bring you back safely, she’s going to make sure I won’t have any joy left in my life!” The Black Witch seized the Paladin’s wrist. “Gong-Ja, I’ll count this as my favor done for you, but I’m taking this fool back to Babylon. As for you… do as you please!”
    

    
      “Ah, what a pity. It’s so sad. Think about it. If I must die, I want my death to be caused by the sunset stabbing me. Let me stay here a little long—”
    

    
      “Teleportation!”
    

    
      The Paladin looked sad. White light soon enveloped the two women, and they vanished.
    

    
      The Inquisitor saluted. “Hmmm! Then I shall leave as well, Master!”
    

    
      Estelle bowed calmly. “Father, I’ll also get going.” 
    

    
      
        Swoosh! Swish!
      
    

    
      One by one, my comrades and vassals fled the collapsing world until only Kim Yul and I remained. We watched the world break into red light without saying a word. 
    

    
      Suddenly, I realized that the two of us were the only ones left in the garden of this world. Had the Paladin rubbed off on me? I knew I should flee now that the world had reached the smallest unit needed to sustain itself, yet I wanted to stay a bit more.
    

    
      “Why did it have to be a junkyard?” Kim Yul asked.
    

    
      I didn’t turn my head. We stood side by side, looking up at the world’s red glow. Some needed eye contact to have a conversation, while others only had to share the same air.
    

    
      “Why did it have to be this place? I don’t have good memories of home. I lost my school slippers on Wednesday and had to wear sneakers to school until Saturday. As soon as classes ended on Saturday, I came back and searched through the piles of trash around home, looking for school slippers someone may have thrown away.”
    

    
      Now that it was only us in this world, Kim Yul became a little more talkative. Or maybe he hadn’t changed at all, but only came back to how he had been before, though briefly. 
    

    
      “I managed to find one slipper, but I couldn’t go to school wearing just one slipper, right? So I kept on searching. After Sunday, I gave up finding it. Yet, when I woke up Monday morning, a second slipper was lying on my porch. Father found it during the night.”
    

    
      “I see.”
    

    
      “Yes, but they didn’t match because they were different sizes. I don’t think Father stayed up that night because he was worried about me. He would have thought I was deliberately dropping hints when I was walking around the garbage dump all weekend,” Kim Yul muttered. “That’s the best memory I have of my father.”
    

    
      Kim Yul undid his hair and put the hair tie back into his pocket. Only then did I turn my head to look at him. He went back to his usual, quiet self. 
    

    
      “The Constellation Murderer would have erased all the memories of Kim Yul. I have no idea why and how he chose to make his holy ground look like this place. It may be forgotten in his head but engraved in his soul. Is that it? It’s silly.”
    

    
      “But he embroidered this view onto the Tower’s corner. Thirteen people saw it, including you and me,” I said. 
    

    
      I could swear I saw Kim Yul smile faintly.
    

    
      “Yes. After that day, many pairs of school slippers that I would never wear ended up piled in a corner of my house. Thinking about it that way, it’s not as bad a memory as I thought.” Kim Yul nudged me with his elbow. “I’ll leave first, Patriarch. This place is no longer my home.”
    

    
      Kim Yul was soon wrapped in light, and I was left alone. The horizon collapsed, and the glass shards stripped from the sky crashed into the ground, shattering. Plastic and scrap metal scattered in the wind. Darkness fell and swallowed the world from the edge. 
    

    
      For one last time, I looked down at the remains of the killing puppets. After one last look, I spoke the last words recorded in this world.
    

    
      “Teleport me back, please.”
    

    
      
        [Teleporting you to the eighty-first floor.]
      
    

    
      And so the world closed its eyes, welcoming the darkness.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Upon returning to the eighty-first floor, the first thing to greet me was the Primordial Staff’s voice, tinged with light lethargy.
    

    
      “Good work, Scream Sky. I thought you might lose this time, but you still killed the Constellation Murderer,” the Primordial Staff said, leaning her broken staff on her shoulder. 
    

    
      The world was still dark. In this void that would one day become my holy ground, the mage looked like a white orchid in bloom.
    

    
      “You were too busy fighting to notice it, weren’t you?”
    

    
      I sighed. “Busy? I wasn’t just busy. Had Raviel hesitated even slightly, I would have been trapped here forever.” 
    

    
      “Yeah, since you’re unaware of what’s going on outside this stage, every Constellation now in the Tower is flabbergasted because of you. The Constellation Murderer’s death was announced just moments ago.”
    

    
      I shrugged. “In truth, this isn’t the first time I leave them flabbergasted. The Constellations better get used to me by now.”
    

    
      “So full of yourself… You seem to be even more arrogant when I’m near. Am I imagining it?”
    

    
      “Anyhow, I want to ask you something.” 
    

    
      The mage sighed. “You’re changing the topic. Still, losers must bear their shame. What’s the question? Is it related to the holy ground?”
    

    
      “It’s about one of my Skills, Monster Legion Reincarnation.” I opened my hand. “Unlock the Skill Card.”
    

    
      
        Whoosh—
      
    

    
      Golden dust spilled out from the center of my palm, forming a card.
    

    
      
        
          Monster Legion Reincarnation
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: SSS
      
    

    
      
        Effects: You are able to summon those you killed as monsters. The deceased won’t have their original abilities. However, if you wish, the deceased will have their memory and appearance. If not, they are summoned as monsters like goblins, orcs, zombies, and skeletons.
      
    

    
      The mage looked at my card and nodded. “Right. It’s your trademark Skill, the Skill you’ve used the most. So what is left there for you to ask me about?”
    

    
      “Yes, it’s about this part. ‘If not, they are summoned as monsters like goblins, orcs, zombies, and skeletons.’”
    

    
      “What’s wrong with that?”
    

    
      “Can I decide what kind of monster they become?”
    

    
      The mage blinked.
    

    
      “Well… Hmmm. Give me a moment. Let me think about that.” She rested her chin on her hand for a moment, then glanced at me. “I don’t know why you’re asking this, but when you summon your legion as monsters, they show up as skeletons. Obviously, that’s a way to keep things balanced. Imagine if you could summon a bone dragon just because it’s another type of monster. The balance system is screwed then, so you can’t decide what kind of—”
    

    
      “Ah, the balance system won’t be a problem,” I said with a wave of my hand. “I plan to summon them as something weaker than a skeleton.”
    

    
      “Weaker than a skeleton?” The mage narrowed her eyes, having no idea what my plan was. “If that’s true, then it’s not a problem, but why? What are you planning? If it’s weaker than a skeleton, the only thing I can think of is a slime. How is that related to you building your holy ground?”
    

    
      I smiled. “You’ll find out soon enough. Let’s define what a monster is first. A lifeform lacking intelligence—would that suffice?”
    

    
      “It won’t be a problem, but… don’t try to play with words again. Remember, the Tower master has already shown you favor regarding your Skills. Never forget that.”
    

    
      “Of course.”
    

    
      “Very well. I’ll change your Skill temporarily.” The mage tapped the floor with the tip of her staff.
    

    
      
        [Changing Monster Legion Reincarnation.]
      
    

    
      
        [Warning.] 
      
    

    
      
        [The changes are temporary.]
      
    

    
      Even though I had defeated her and her staff got broken, it seemed she could still handle a matter like this on her own.
    

    
      I closed my eyes. As I felt my mind calming down, I cupped my hands together as if washing my face. The thirteen killing puppets came to mind, cast out and broken across their world not too long ago. 
    

    
      The more vividly I recalled them, the darker the shadows grew beneath my feet. Just as when I raided the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground, the same pitch-black arms crawled up my ankles. The only difference was the number of arms—there were thirteen pairs.
    

    
      
        Climb a little higher.
      
    

    
      I let the arms be. It was unclear if they sensed my intent or were driven by the shadow’s basic instincts. Still, the arms climbed up my body. I focused all my senses, guiding them to one place. The shadow arms grasped my hips, climbed up my elbows, clung to my wrists, and finally crawled into the palms of my hands. At that moment, all thirteen shadows pooled within my palms.
    

    
      I said my prayer. “Monster Legion Reincarnation.” 
    

    
      
        [Activating the Skill.]
      
    

    
      Jet-black shadows drawn into my palms swirled and gathered into one, slowly taking shape bit by bit. 
    

    
      The Primordial Staff, puzzled, watched me with parted lips. She was wondering what monster I was trying to summon, but what showed up before her was something unexpected.
    

    
      “A flower?”
    

    
      It was a lily of the valley, but it was rotten. Withered and shriveled, its thirteen buds drooped from the stem.
    

    
      “Yes.” 
    

    
      I set the rotten flower down carefully so I wouldn’t hurt it. The ground of the eighty-first floor, covered with mud-like darkness, gently accepted the flower.
    

    
      “This flower is alive. If the condition I need to meet to activate my Skill is to summon a lifeform that lacks intelligence, I don’t need to stick with summoning an animal.”
    

    
      I planted the flower with its thirteen buds, which I had gotten from the world that ended not too long ago, to this world that had nothing but darkness yet.
    

    
      “From now on, I’ll either revive them as humans or flowers.” I turned to face the mage. “This world will bloom with the rotted, decayed flowers that couldn’t bloom in other worlds. It’s only one flower now, but soon there will be hundreds, thousands, tens of thousands of flowers rotting here.”
    

    
      The mage was quiet. 
    

    
      “A garden of withered flowers.” I smiled. “That’s my holy ground.”
    

    
      The mage was probably not the only one who heard my vow.
    

    
      
        [Renaming your Skill.]
      
    

    
      The Tower master always watched over me. She extended her touch again, as if blessing me. White light enveloped my Skill Card, revealing my Skill’s ultimate form. 
    

    
      
        
          Myriad Flower Garden Reincarnation
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: SSS+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: You are able to summon those you killed as monsters. The deceased won’t have their original abilities. However, if you wish, the deceased will have their memory and appearance. If not, they are summoned as a flower.
      
    

    
      Someday, ten million flowers would dream of rebirth in this place.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 379: The Gardener Of Withered Flowers (1)
Now, it was time to plant flowers in the world.
“Okay. Time to work, I guess.” 
I stroked the lily of the valley, what was left of the Constellation Murderer, and stretched with a groan. From now on, I had to work hard. This world was still empty save for this flower. Making a single flower bloom in this place would require a lot.
The Guardian was watching me.
—What do you plan to do?
Come to think of it, he had been quiet lately. He hadn’t said a word even when the Constellation Murderer had nearly sealed me or when I successfully counterattacked and defeated him. The Guardian had only been watching from a few steps away.
If I was asked if I felt upset, my answer would be no, not really. I understood why the Guardian hadn’t intervened. Even without him speaking up, I knew what was going on in his mind. Unlike my time on the tenth floor, I was strong now and was only half a step behind the Guardian.
His lessons were over, and the rest was up to me. Had I been defeated by the Constellation Murderer and gotten sealed for eternity, that would have been the end of my journey to the top of the Tower. Between equal rivals, advice wasn’t needed.
“I suppose so…” I took off my coat and rolled up my sleeves. “First, we need a sun.”
—A sun?
“Yes, we need light. It’s super dark here. Even if only rotten flowers are meant to bloom here, the flowers themselves will be sad if the place is too dark.”
The Guardian looked at me as if I were slightly insane.
—How will you make a sun? I guess you can compress aura into a bulb to reproduce a small sun, but keeping it lit would be hard.
“Well, I think things will work out somehow.”
I had a lot of time.
“And I think a professional can help me find a solution.”
***
Unfortunately, after visiting Babylon and asking a professional, all I got was a cat fiercely shaking their pink paw pads in front of me.
“No way. Absolutely not. Never.”
“Is it too hard?” I asked. 
“Woof. Even though we’ve decided to bark despite our feline identities, we still have some conscience. With your budget, creating a sun is a little—no, it’s way beyond your reach.”
The Goldcoin-Biting Cat looked at me as if I were a client asking a real agent how to find a jeonsae lease[1] of a brand new apartment on a fifty million won budget[2]. The cat’s gaze was so realistically sarcastic that it hurt.
“Woof, we can get you a light bulb that lasts for a very, very long time.”
I shook my head. “No, that’s not cool. This is a garden, after all. It needs natural light.”
“Hmmm… How about a phoenix? We could hang a cage from the ceiling and put a phoenix inside. It’ll create a sun-like ambiance.”
“Is that really natural light?”
“It’s close enough. Everything depends on how you think about it. The world is all about compromising.” 
The cat’s suggestion briefly tempted me, but no matter how I thought about it, the image of a phoenix squawking above the garden seemed absurd.
But...
The cat’s casual remark about how the world was all about compromising inspired me.
“You’re right. There’s no need to go out of my way to bring a sun just to get natural light. In fact, a sun may be too bright for these withered flowers.” 
“Yes, that self-justification is the trait a Constellation should have! Now then, Scream Sky. Since Taotie got wrecked, the worth of fire-type Constellations has dropped.”
“Thank you for your input. Farewell.”
The cat tilted their head. “Meow?” 
I bought work gloves, a sack, and all sorts of other gear before going back to the eighty-first floor. Seeing me with work gloves and a sack slung over my shoulder, the Primordial Staff looked at me as one would at a slightly insane person. Did people pass a new law on how they should look at me without telling me about it? Why did everyone look at me like that?
“You look ready to dig up potatoes. I overheard you say you wanted to get a sun for natural light earlier. You’re not really planning to travel somewhere and return with a sun in that sack, are you?"
“Well, sort of,” I answered.
“What?”
“Can I visit the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground? It’ll be brief.”
The Primordial Staff blinked. “What do you mean? The Constellation Murderer’s holy ground is already doomed. You saw it get destroyed with your own eyes just yesterday.”
“Yes, but the Tower’s voice said the world ended, not that it was erased. The Tower master I know wouldn’t erase a world even if the Constellation, the apostles, and the followers of the world are all gone. It would likely stay frozen in its doomed state somewhere. Please let me visit it for a moment.”
The Primordial Staff pressed a palm on her forehead. “Scream Sky… You’re really weird. Why would you go to a doomed world? Are you trying to bring back trash from there? Or are you trying to bring back the body of a killing puppet left there? I could understand if you asked for a legendary item, but what can you possibly find in a place where only trash remains?”
“Please.”
“Phew… Wait a moment.” 
The mage stared into the dark void.
[The Primordial Staff requests entry to the frozen holy ground.]
[The request has been approved.]
[You may enter the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground.]
The mage nodded, not looking pleased at all. “You got permission. It looks like the Tower master is curious about your plan. Gaining her favor isn’t easy, but you’re good at it.”
“Just be as kind as I am.” 
The mage scoffed. “Don’t be ridiculous. If I lived like you, not only would I die fast, but my soul would rot.” 
What was wrong with my soul?
Her frown deepened. “There is no way a sane person would want to turn his holy ground into a garden of withered flowers. Just imagine someone planting rotten flowers on their balcony. Do you think that’s normal?”
Was it? It did sound strange when she put it like that. Perhaps that was why everyone, starting with the Guardian, looked at me like I was a lunatic. Still, I didn’t change my plan.
[You have entered the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground.]
I set foot in the world I had destroyed yesterday. It was the same as when I left it. The wind was still because time had stopped. The sunset sky was gone, reduced to red glass shards. The falling trash and shattered glass shards were frozen like a fixed frame.
This time, the Primordial Staff followed me. She had refused to show herself when I had been with my comrades, but since I was now alone, she revealed herself.
“Now, I’ve brought you here as you requested. I really have to ask you one more time what you’re planning to take from here.” 
“The sky,” I answered.
“Huh? The sky?” The Primordial Staff narrowed her eyes.
“Yes, I’ll take the sky with me.”
I began to search the trash heaps of the frozen world for the glass shards that had once been the sky, engraved with sunset. Though the world had ended, the shards still held the same crimson hue they had been dyed with when the sky shattered.
I carefully picked them up one by one. The shards that were too tiny would be difficult to use, so I looked for the ones at least as large as a human torso and slowly put them in the sack to avoid breaking them. Even inside the dark sack, they still glowed red and yellow.
[Teleporting you to the eighty-first floor.]
There was still nothing here except the lily of the valley. Using Lightness Art, I rose through the darkness as if climbing real stairs. Before long, I reached the dark ceiling.
“Okay.”
I took the glass shard out of the sack and used my fingernails to make a small hole in the glass with my aura. I threaded the string I had bought from the Goldcoin-Biting Cat. The cat had guaranteed that the string would never snap, so I presumed I could trust it.
“If I twist it like this and hang it on the ceiling… it worked,” I muttered to myself. 
The glass, tied to the string, hung in the darkness. Like a single candle lit in the middle of a dark basement, it glowed faintly in red and yellow, showing the remains of a certain sunset.
“The light is still weak, but I guess it’ll be better in time.”
I kept going between the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground and the eighty-first floor to collect fragments of the sunset. The Primordial Staff watched me in silence. Even though she had been grumbling just moments ago, now she stood with her lips pressed tightly together.
[You have entered the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground.]
[Teleporting you to the eighty-first floor.]
[You have entered the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground.]
[Teleporting you to the eighty-first floor.]
[You have entered…]
After who knew how long, many threads dangled from the ceiling. At each end of the threads, sunset light trembled. Some glass shards were as large as a person while others were as small as a palm. Yet, they all held the light of sunset from a doomed world, giving out a soft glow. The lengths of the threads were uneven, and the sizes of the glass shards varied.
“Looking up from below, it looks like wisteria.” 
I was satisfied. The eighty-first floor was no longer dark, but it wasn’t really bright either. The once bright sunset was now fading. That was why I liked it. Light like that wouldn’t be a burden on the withered flowers.
“I see.” The Primordial Staff gazed up at the glass sunset hanging from the sky. “So this is the light of the world you’re making.”
And let there be light. 
No other Constellations would have gathered such weak light to decorate their holy ground. My followers were dead flowers that had lost their way while my sun was a remnant of a world that could no longer illuminate anyone. Trash. Ruins. This was a place where the leftovers of life bloomed. They lingered rather than lived.
“Yes. It’s not too bad, right?”
The Primordial Staff didn’t answer. It wasn’t like I was expecting an answer, so I just shrugged. 
Lastly, I brought a plastic bottle from the Constellation Murderer’s holy ground. It was one of the few relatively intact plastic bottles in that place that was filled with nothing but crumpled trash.
“Hm. It’s been some time since I made one of these.” 
I sat on the ground and picked up the scissors. I cut the middle of the bottle, which split neatly in two. As I shaped it, I found myself lost in nostalgia. 
“I made these often when I was back at the orphanage…”
What I was making was a flowerpot. Store-bought flowerpots were surprisingly expensive, so at the orphanage, we cut up plastic bottles to make pots. They actually looked prettier than expected when we finished them.
“Time to fill this with soil…”
I had also given plenty of thought to the soil I would put in the pot. In the end, I went to the world where Kim Yul had lived, the same one where Kim Pollock was enduring hardships to continue his studies abroad. I headed to the dump where Kim Yul’s house had been, dug a hole, and brought back rotting, black soil.
“Phew.”
After putting the soil into the pot, I carefully planted the lily of the valley. Fortunately, the lily of the valley was unharmed and successfully transferred to the pot. The red light streaming down from the glass sky shone brightly, reflecting off the plastic pot’s clear side and sliding across it.
“Good.”
Like that, I brought light to this world and planted the first flower. After placing the lily of the valley in the center of my holy ground, I turned and looked at the Primordial Staff with a smile.
“This is how I’ll make the sky and the streams. I’ll then plant more flowers. My holy ground won’t be fun to look at, but, hmm… I think I’ll grow to love this place. Shall we move on to the next floor, Lady Mage?” 
[A sky has been created in your world.]
[The eighty-first floor has been cleared!]
[Land has been created in your world.]
[The eighty-second floor has been cleared!]
Now was time to rise to the eighty-third floor.

1. It’s a type of lease that can commonly be found in South Korea. The tenants pay a large sum of deposit in advance to the landlord and live there for one to two years. ☜


2. It depends on the region, but a brand new apartment usually costs more than four hundred million won. ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 380: The Gardener Of Withered Flowers (2)
Crimson light fell on a plastic flowerpot filled with black soil. A lily of the valley lay dormant within, its roots within the soil. 
After gazing at it for a while, the Primordial Staff said, “You’ve built the sky and the earth, so it’s now time to make the sea.”
“Yesno.”
“Right, the order of creation... Wait, what kind of answer is that?”
“You’ll see,” I answered. 
The Primordial Staff raised her eyebrows, but I called Estelle without elaborating further.
[The Scream-Gathering Sky has summoned his apostle.]
[Your apostle has answered your call.]
[The Scream Gathering Sky’s apostle has appeared.]
A woman once known as the Saintess of the Weak revealed herself. Before her feet even touched the ground, she asked, “Patriarch, why did you summon me?”
Estelle seemed to be in high spirits. Her excitement from the recent battle hadn’t fully subsided yet. 
“Calm down, Advisor. I didn’t call you to fight.”
“Ah, is that so? I was disappointed that I didn’t perform well enough in the last battle.”
“Haven’t you become a little aggressive lately?”
“The head steward is like that one teammate in an online game. She tends to heighten the aggressiveness of those around her. I’m merely one of her unfortunate victims.” 
I thought that was an insult to online games. While studies on whether online games increased violence showed different results, Sylvia’s ability to rile up others was a truth that could be proven time and time again. Online games relieved people’s stress, but the only thing Sylvia could relieve others of was their patience. 
“Fighting spirit is good, but save it. A fight will come when it must, so it’s not too late to draw your sword then.”
“Yes, Patriarch. So, why did you call me?” Estelle blinked. Her purple eyes now seemed to reflect not only me but also the place where we stood. “Where are we?”
“This is the world I’m making,” I replied. “It’s the place where our clan will settle."
“I see. So this is our Nazarick?”
“What’s Nazarick?”
“It’s a place from an old novel in your world. The Viper recommended it[1]”, Estelle answered cheerfully. 
Was the Viper trying to bring down my clan from inside?
Estelle went on. “I see. Very well. We’re fortifying this place by placing gardeners in each sector of the garden. These gardeners will each have strong Skills and items, granting them full power within their own sectors, power that even surpasses yours—”
“I’ll… have a chat with Rao Fan later. Hmm, Estelle, I didn’t call you here just to discuss the security system.”
“Then?”
“You can summon rain, right?”
Before becoming my clan’s advisor, the Demon King of Autumn Rain, once called the Saintess of the Weak, had drowned a world in a red flood.
“Huh? Rain?”
“Yes.” 
I remembered Estelle’s Skill Card that the Guardian had once read to me.
Grudge Rain
Class: S-
Effects: They don’t see and can’t see. Humans believe that things don’t exist when they can’t see it. “They’re blind.” Yes, they are. “They’re fools.” If so, show them. Show them how many have died because of their ignorance. The sky will gladly return all of the innocent blood that was spilled.
※However, only as much innocent blood as you have seen being spilled will rain down.
“Make it rain in this garden, please,” I requested.
***
Estelle looked like she was praying as she closed her eyes and bowed slightly. Her platinum hair cascaded down, covering her neck and chest and pooling atop her clasped hands. Her lips parted.
“Ah.”
They closed for a moment, then parted again.
“Ah.”
And again.
“Ah—”
It was a kind of rumination, like when something hard to believe happened and one thought about it again and again, trying to accept it. That was why the sound that rang out each time her lips parted didn’t just come from her vocal cords but from deep within her heart. It was something I had witnessed many times in her trauma. 
Thus, the first sight I had witnessed upon entering the Aegim Empire unfolded again. Red rain fell on my garden and soon turned into a flood. Water droplets clung to each hanging glass shard, scattering chaotically. Where the red rain met the red glass bits, a navy rainbow formed. I watched as blood droplets seeped into the plastic flower pot.
“That’s a lot,” the Primordial Staff said.
“Yes, it’s like a downpour, right? That rain was also accepted as an ordinary downpour at first.”
I spoke as if quoting from a book I had read long ago.
“This kind of rain has come many times before. It’s a rain that, although fierce, will stop soon, or so people thought. They held their umbrellas while talking with their neighbors or played a game of chess indoors to pass the time.”
Those were phrases I had read in many books. If each person were a book, I had been an avid reader for most of my life. Though I wasn’t a reader like Hamustra, I had many books to quote from.
“But it wasn’t like that. It wasn’t.”
The Primordial Staff took a deep breath, the broken staff clenched between her teeth. She looked like a smoker who soothed their nerves with a pipe. “Underestimating your opponent's grudge happens all the time. Failing to think that the one you’ve hurt may not be a cat but a tiger. Negligence and overconfidence lead to the leashes they hold being torn off or their insides rotting away. Every empire faces this, and no people in power can avoid it. Why are you laughing?”
“No reason.” I picked up an empty plastic bottle and cut it in half. “I just realized even Pillars put walls around their hearts.”
“Are you saying that I’m acting tough?”
“Are you not?”
The mage sighed. “My work is very fucked-up.” 
The mage, who had served as the underworld’s judge for a long time, put her staff in her mouth again and then took it out. The falling rain was much colder than blood. The mage’s annoyance showed as white steam coming out of her mouth.
“Yes, but regardless of what I was doing, it’s true, am I wrong? The Aegim Empire fell before because it became the strongest it could be. Instead, it grew lax.”
“No, you aren’t wrong. But that isn’t all.”
The autumn rain pouring from the clouds that covered the entire sky drenched the land. It didn’t take long for the rising water to seep into my shoes. Each drop had its own weight. With the spilling water from the plastic flower pots, the rain became heavier and heavier. The once-flat ground rose evenly at first, then began to undulate according to the varying force of the impacts against its surface. This was this world’s sea.
I stood with my feet submerged in this sea of tears. 
“They also forgot two things. That a person was crying, and someone else was crying for that person. Just as the Tower Master does.”
The Primordial Staff flinched. Heat gathered in her broken staff. True to her fame as a great mage, she immediately understood what I was implying.
“Are you saying that anyone can do the Tower master’s work?” she asked. 
“Isn’t that why you all are drawn to her?” She couldn’t say anything, so I replied in her stead, “Yes, it is.”
Even if there was a world of despair somewhere out there, a world ruled by a merciless entity, someone would still weep, and someone else would cry for that person.
“We shouldn’t forget that.”
The Aegim Empire was founded by Lefanta Aegim, the Constellation Murderer. The founding emperor had always wept for someone else in a garbage dump where no one was ever invited. 
A person was weeping, and someone else was crying for that person. The Aegim Empire fell simply because its people forgot that.
“—————...”
Within the flowerpot where the empire’s founding emperor bloomed, the tears of the demon king who destroyed the empire overflowed. The autumn rain mixed with the sea, leaving red streaks on the translucent pot’s surface. 
Though new, the sea did its work, taking everything that spilled from the world and giving back what it had in return. I bent down and scooped seawater into a new plastic pot. 
I spread my hands. “Myriad Flower Garden Reincarnation.”
[Activating the Skill.]
Within the pot where water rippled, a tiny lotus blossomed. Like a torn curtain in a lone house, the tattered lotus was light. As the heavy and light raindrops hit the sea, creating waves, the lotus gave itself to the water.
The Primordial Staff instantly recognized who the lotus was. “That flower is…” 
I pointed to the pot with the lily of the valley. “If this world must have a sky and land, it’s solely because that person needed them. Likewise, if this world must have a sea, it’s for this person.”
I set the pot in the water, which was now rising to my ankles. It was the first ship to float on this world’s sea. Like the lotus it held, the pot seemed weightless, yielding to the pull of the waves. It rose as high as the hill that the waves created, then slid down smoothly, repeating the cycle. Though it looked unstable, as if it could capsize at any moment, it gradually found its rhythm and began its voyage. Drifting away, it soon vanished from my sight.
***
[A sea has been created in your world.]
[The eighty-third floor has been cleared!]
I kept on decorating my holy ground.
“Myriad Flower Garden Reincarnation.”
[Activating the Skill.]
“Myriad Flower Garden Reincarnation.”
[Activating the Skill.]
First, I made the flowers bloom, then I moved them one by one into the pots I had made. After that, I called my vassals and gave them jobs.
Uburka frowned. “Ugor. Daddy, you’re asking me to punch the ground?” 
“Exactly.” 
“Since you asked me to do it, I’ll do it… but why?”
“Because this flower loves high places,” I said, holding a tattered Akarkara[2]. 
My clan’s chief warrior stared at the white plastic bag pot filled with soil and the flower within for a while before letting out a loud snort. 
“Alright. Yeah, your work is always hard to understand. Ugor. Step back, Daddy.”
“Thank you.” 
Uburka swung his fist.
Thud!
The flat ground and the rippling sea soared. After the spray of the sea drenched the world like rain, the surface of my holy ground was no longer flat.
[A mountain range has been created in your world.]
[The eighty-fourth floor has been cleared!]
That was how I went on with decorating my holy ground.
[Spring has been created in your world.]
I brought spring for a flower that loved spring winds and another that fell under the weight of endless winter.
[Summer has been created in your world.]
My summer was for a flower that considered the scorching sun its home. Another flower longed to see the sea with its family on a summer day. 
[Autumn has been created in your world.]
For a certain flower.
[Winter has been created in your world.]
Just for a certain flower.
[Congratulations! Seasons have been created in your world!]
[The eighty-fifth floor has been cleared!]
[Your world…]
I filled my world with only what the flowers needed.
“Bloom.”
I then made the flowers bloom.
“Rest among the things you cherish and feel at ease with.”
I planted the flowers.
“As long as you wish.”
They could rest forever if they so wished.
“When that time comes someday…”
However, when the day came that tattered petals healed, the holes in their leaves mended, their broken stems regained strength, or if they wished to bloom again on their own…
“... then you’ll come out of your pots.”
That was how I tended to my garden.

1. They’re talking about the novel Overlord written by Maruyama Kugane. ☜


2. Also known as Spanish chamomile ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 381: The Gardener Of Withered Flowers (3)
A garden wasn’t a forest, and a flowerbed wasn’t a field. Rotten buds produced no seeds, and there were no bees to move pollen around. Thus, I planted every flower in this garden one by one.
The Primordial Staff sat on the hill, sucking on her staff like a lollipop. “The base is all finished now. If this were a house, you’ve cleared the land, built the frame, and plastered the walls and ceilings. As a bonus, you’ve finished installing the built-in furniture, lights, and air conditioning.”
“Do mages use air conditioning?”
“Why do you think magic exists and all mages are so ill-tempered? It’s because they don’t have air conditioning.”
“I feel like there would be a Constellation whose domain lies in air conditioning.” 
“Do you want me to introduce them to you?”
I couldn't tell whether she was serious or messing with me. That was a truly mage-like trait about her.
“So, when are you doing the housewarming?” she asked me.
“Housewarming?”
“Yes. Or do you want to call it a revival meeting? Which version do you prefer?”
The mage was acting like a mage once again. As someone who had only learned aura, swordplay, and martial arts, I could only stare at her, my eyes demanding an answer. 
The Primordial Staff sighed and took the staff out of her mouth. “Constellations that reach this stage are usually torn between two choices.”
“Surviving that seems tough.”
“The first choice is to show their holy ground to their cherished person and plan a happy future. The other is to gather their followers and launch into a long speech about their vision for the future.”
“Constellations aren’t so different after all…”  
The first sounded like a family head buying a house, and the second was like a CEO who had recently built the headquarters of the company. The Primordial Staff eyed me silently. Well, her gaze could be read as, “You’re also a Constellation now, yet you told such a dad joke[1]. I guess you’ll be the former.”
“Is that how I look?”
“Yes, are you not going to bring your duke over here and brag? ‘This is our home, Raviel. This is the haven where we’ll stay together. I made this sea by making the clan advisor cry. This high mountain range is the trace of our son wreaking havoc here…’ Well, something like that.”
I shook my hand. “Come on, don’t be like that. You know I’m not going to do that.” 
“Oh, is that so? Then?”
“If I do that, I’ll naturally bring up the stories about the flowers. ‘This flower isn’t from around here or this generation. When the Little Ice Age struck and a group of sailors faced great trouble…’”
The Primordial Staff shrugged, still holding the staff in her mouth. She was feigning indifference; she knew everything, yet she acted like that. I saw through what she was doing, but I just moved my wrist a bit, shaking the head of Hishimit Kritz.
“There was something I said when I took down Snakey. Humans aren’t dolls to be displayed in the glass garden you created. No one lives to be displayed to others, and no one has the right to display others. I can’t do the same considering what I said.”
Hishimit Kritz’s head drooped with a whimper.
I stopped shaking my wrist. “I didn’t plant these people here to be displayed to anyone.”
The Primordial Staff took out her staff from her mouth. “Not even to Raviel?”
“Not even to Raviel. No, I would especially not want her to see this,” I answered firmly. 
It would certainly be delightful to hold Raviel’s hand and talk to her about the vision I had and the plans I made while building this world. Explaining to Raviel once again what kind of person I was and receiving her recognition from deep down her heart would be so sweet that I could die.
Would she marvel? “That’s my duke consort.” Would she empathize with my plans and vision? “How happy I am to have such a good person as my life partner.” Would she join me? “Yes, wounded flowers. I’ll care for you with Gong-Ja.” How great that would be. But that was also why I wouldn’t do it.
“I won’t invite Raviel into my holy ground.”
I shouldn’t.
“Never,” I added resolutely.  
The mage bit down on her staff once more. “Are you sure? Scream Sky, you’ve even defeated me, a Pillar. Why don’t you trust yourself a little more? I don’t think you need to be that scared.”
“I am scared,” I confessed. “I’m strong. I know that in the whole Tower, I can count the number of people stronger than me on one hand, but Raviel is my exception.”
No matter how much I resolved not to, how long could I hold out? If I invited Raviel here and walked around with her, I may unconsciously treat the flowers as precious exhibits. That was really, really terrifying.
“Wouldn’t resisting such temptation while keeping it close to you what you should do? They say true faith is built after overcoming trials.”
“If it’s something I can overcome, it would be a trial. Doing that with something impossible to achieve is just foolish.”
The Primordial Staff clicked her tongue. She had the look of “It didn’t work,” so I stared at her in disbelief.
“Lady Mage, you really, really are a mage.”
She tilted her head. “Oh, why are you suddenly complimenting me?” 
“Mutia said a god shouldn’t have the concept of exception in their life. The Tower master also told me that becoming a Constellation meant bearing eternity, so she told me to ponder a lot before finalizing my Skill set.” 
I scratched my neck as I kept on speaking. 
“This is why I can reach this kind of conclusion. I’m inexperienced, so I may not have a deep understanding of being a Constellation. However, I suspect that more Constellations fall by breaking their word than by someone else defeating them. And you are now trying to set a trap for my fall through crafty temptation. You really are a true mage.”
“So that is a compliment.”
“Well, it wasn’t really crafty. You laid the trap out way too obviously. What are you trying to do?” I stared at the Primordial Staff. “It was decided that if I quit climbing the Tower or failed before reaching the top floor, you would regain your position as your Pillar. Is that it? Do you want another chance?”
The Primordial Staff stared back at me. “What if that’s the case?”
“Then you would be a cheapskate who couldn’t let go of her desire for greed even after serving as a Pillar. If such a cheapskate has been a Pillar until now, it shows the level of the other Pillars and the Tower that they’ve been holding on. But I’m sure that’s not what you want.”
“Why do you think so?”
“Because you were a Pillar of the Tower,” I said. “You should have a certain level of dignity.”
The Primordial Staff wiped her staff on her sleeve and smiled. “You keep complimenting me. Coming from the one who pushed me from my position as a Pillar, it’s not too bad.”
“So, why did you do that?”
“I want you to reach the hundredth floor,” the Primordial Staff said. “I hope the Sword Emperor’s wish is met, I hope that you officially become a Pillar and that the other Pillars don’t stop you.”
“Then why...”
“To do that, you shouldn’t be an idiot that tumbles over a random rock on the street.” 
The remark had many meanings. The Primordial Staff fluttered her sleeves.
“When the obstacle is obvious, you should be able to avoid it, even if it shines like a gold bar.”
Although words were left unspoken, I could hear her saying that I wouldn’t be able to reach the hundredth floor in the first place if that happened. I remained silent for a while. Here, where the height of the land differed, the waves lapped and temperature varied. Only the flowers stood still. I listened as the wind stroked the red water and the watery scent drenched the petals. 
“Why do you want me to reach the hundredth floor?” I asked. 
“There are three reasons for that.” 
The Primordial Staff held both halves of the broken staff in her mouth, chewing them like a broken biscuit stick. 
“The first reason is easy. If the one who defeated me loses without reaching the hundredth floor, hmm… Wouldn’t that be too embarrassing for me? Just think about the backtalk the Pillars and the Constellations are going to have. If I returned to act as a Pillar like that, I would feel like a systemically bullied[2] branch chief of the Magic Tower every day.”
I narrowed my eyes. “I’m torn between what I should ask first… Do the Pillars also gossip? Does the Magic Tower have a system that bullies people?” 
“You said that Constellations aren’t so different, right? What makes Pillars or mages any different?” 
The Primordial Staff removed one of the staff pieces from her mouth. She pointed the tip, glistening with her saliva, at the flowers I had planted. 
“The second reason is those people. You being a Pillar is better for them than me being one, so that would ultimately be good for everyone.”
The Primordial Staff always spoke and acted like a true mage. She was the epitome of deception, secrecy, and unspoken words. Even in her seemingly blunt remarks, there were hidden splinters or bones. However, what she just said was sincere. It was as soft as fish meat picked for a child who was teething so it would be easy for the child to eat.
When I didn’t know what to say, I tended to speak bluntly. 
“You tried your best in your own way.”
The Primordial Staff scoffed. “Is that meant to be comforting? It makes me want to get another cup of yulmu tea and pour it down your nose.” 
“I see. Hmmm. What’s the third reason?” 
“The Tower Master.” 
Those words were also harmless. With a calm face and soft voice, the mage added, “It’s impossible for me to help the Tower master. It would be impossible for the other Pillars, too.”
It was the same reason the princess had hinted at before. The mage finally told me the reason she’d eyed me from the start.
“So someone else must do it. It could be you, the Sword Emperor, or someone else. Someone who isn’t a Pillar. But I prefer you.” The mage’s lips parted and closed. “I hope you’re the one who puts the Tower master at ease…” 
The Primordial Staff grew quiet in the garden of tattered flowers.
***
I held a housewarming party and called my clan vassals. I didn’t call Raviel. I had nothing more to say about her when it came to this garden. The talk I had with the Primordial Staff still stood true. This garden was a place where the flowers reigned, and it wouldn't receive guests.
“We may receive mourners in the future,” I said. “Among these people, some may have family or beloveds. If they wish to reunite with their loved ones, we should let them.”
“I see. Mourners.” Estelle, who had cried once more to raise the sea level, wiped her eyes with Sylvia’s handkerchief. “A shared grave… No, I believe this is closer to a rehabilitation hospital. ‘Visitors’ would be a more fitting term than ‘mourners.’”
“Ah, you’re right.”
“But for a rehabilitation hospital to receive visitors, it needs doctors, nurses, and security guards.” Estelle blew her nose into Sylvia’s handkerchief. “Here, I’ll take on the role of head nurse, the gardener. As I said, in their sector of the garden, the gardeners become stronger than the patriarch—”
I turned to look at Sylvia. “Sylvia, for your information, she’s blaming you for how she ended up like that.” 
“That’s absurd!” Sylvia, who took the handkerchief with only her thumb and index finger, looked extremely disgusted. “No, no, no, no. That’s very, very, very absurd! Something! Has been! Wrong with the advisor! From the beginning!”
Estelle scowled. “Head Steward, do you want me to beat you? Is that what you want?” 
“Look at her! She’s so quick to resort to violence! You’re an advisor, so how come you only know violence as a strategy?”
“War is the extension of strategy, and everything that happens in this world is physical. Do you understand what I mean?”
“You’re so right that I want to punch you[3]!” Sylvia shouted.
“The force and speed of your attacks are great, but the direction is slightly off."
Sylvia picked up her hammer, and Estelle summoned her great sword. They had a brief session of aiming for each other’s heads. From behind me, Uburka chewed on vanilla salt popcorn as white as his skin. 
“Ugor, is it okay if you don’t stop them, Daddy?"
“Son, have you thought about doing things yourself before asking me?”
“What do you think I’ve been doing all this time while you were gone? Ugor, now it’s your turn to face the pain I felt while you were away.”
I sighed. “So my clan was already falling apart before the housewarming even started.” 
Still, I didn’t really stop Estelle and Sylvia. After all, kids fought as they grew up. Deciding to let them be, I looked at the others.
“Director. Mr. Kim Yul. Could you take charge of managing this garden?”

1. Referring to the “Constellations that reach this stage are usually torn between two choices. / Surviving that seems tough.” exchange. Not sure why the mage had such a delayed reaction, though. ☜


2. The Primordial Staff is talking about 기수열외. It’s a bad custom that used to be done in the Korean military. One’s position was decided based on when they enlisted, even among the same rank. The earlier they enlisted, the more they were respected, but when one became a target of this custom, they weren’t really treated as a member of the military base they were stationed at. Their seniority didn’t matter anymore. ☜


3. Korean wordplay. 맞다(right) sounds similar to 맞다(getting beaten). ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 382: The Gardener Of Withered Flowers (4)
Neither my orphanage director nor Kim Yul was the first to react to my request to manage this garden. 
After deflecting Sylvia’s hammer, Estelle cried out in surprise, “Patriarch, you can’t do that! First, the clan shadow already has his duties. Hamustra wants him to stay in the library. The clan shadow has recently been away a lot, so Hamustra is already grumbling about it. Moving the clan shadow’s home permanently could send the wrong message to Hamustra.”
Sylvia was surprised. “Wait, what? Why are you now speaking like an advisor?”
“Well, I am an advisor. You’re the head steward. That is why you clean, cook, and serve tea.”
“If cleaning the house is the head steward’s job, then plucking you out of this garden seems like the first thing I should do...”
“The first thing you should do is clean yourself. You want me to do it for you?”
The two of them resumed measuring the best angle to cut off each other’s heads, but I interrupted them.
“The advisor’s note is worth considering. Someone I know well once said that when a Constellation harbors spite, a lot of bizarre things happen.” 
The Guardian snorted from behind me, his arms crossed. 
Estelle sighed, her chin resting in her hand. “Although Hamustra is no longer a Constellation…”
“He still needs attention and care. Even if this isn’t about preventing risks, I’m responsible for him. You’re right.” I nodded. “We’ll handle that. What’s the next issue?”
“I don’t know about the clan shadow, but the burden may be too much for the clan elder.”
Her tone was cautious. The orphanage director, who had been listening to our conversation without chiming in, agreed.
“Can I really do that?” he asked, his voice bearing the pressure he felt. “Gong-Ja, I’m weak. I don’t know any of these martial arts skills, like aura or reinforced aura, nor can I use magic. The only bladed tool I know how to handle is a kitchen knife.”
“To be honest, you can’t even use that well.” 
The director smiled faintly, his voice becoming lighter. “True. I always found it difficult to use something sharp. Using the side of a spoon was about as much of a sharp-edged tool I could manage without feeling too burdened.”
“The rice you mixed and the apple you grated for me with the spoon were delicious.”
“Thank you. But that isn’t the skill needed to protect your home, is it?” the director asked. It wasn’t hard to hear the powerlessness in his voice.
He saw how violence worked.
The first flower planted in this world was a friend he couldn’t protect. I, the master of this world, was once a child the director had to protect, and I had many enemies. Even if I didn’t count the Constellations, Pillars, or Hunters from other worlds, many media outlets on the Tower’s first floor had joined forces and were out to get me.
As I had discussed with Anastasha, it was necessary for me to become the target of the media. The one point on which I agreed with the Tower master was that many people needed someone to point fingers at. The Tower master became that target, both by choice and need. 
Still, seeing the Tower master like that kept breaking the hearts of the Mirage-Walking Princess and the other Pillars. Something like that had to be happening to the director, too. No matter how strongly he believed that one had to bear their own duties and responsibilities, could the heart of a father[1] who read harsh articles about me every morning truly be unaffected?
I decided to start with what I had to say.
“Director, I’m fine. It’s okay if you can’t use a sword. What I want from you isn’t violence.”
It was quite the opposite. I wanted him to stay away from it.
The director’s face eased a bit.
“I’ll make sure you never have to hold a sword.” I put my oath into action by first looking at Kim Yul. “Mr. Kim Yul.”
He was looking at me, too. Since he had killed his other self, he now saw the world in a different light from before. 
“Can you protect the director and this garden?” I asked. 
“I’ll do my best,” Kim Yul replied immediately as he looked down at the silver lily of the valley that had been him. “I’ll protect what should be protected.”
“Okay.” 
I accepted his oath and picked up my holy sword.
Shiny.
I had been holding onto her since I got her from the Aegim Empire. When I embedded the sword into the center of the garden, light erupted.
[The Goddess of Protection has appeared!]
Hwia appeared, her wings made of light spreading wide. Like jingle bells swaying in the rusted sunset, the wings dyed the whole garden a pale crimson.
Even if the flowers were rotten, they were still flowers. The red light drenched the entire garden of blooming flowers, but they never lacked color, only brightness. The severity varied, but the colors of petals faded as pure white radiance coated them. The flowers existed not by shimmering, but through flickering.
“Hwia.”
“Yes, Hero.”
“I’d like to trust you with tending this garden, too. It would be good if you could assist Mr. Kim Yul.” I pointed at the man who had once summoned and wielded her. “Is that all right?”
Hwia gazed at her former partner, who had torn her into five pieces and sealed her away. Just like when she had first heard of Lefanta Aegim after being sealed in the sword, there was no hate in her gaze.
“Yes.” Only worry remained in her gaze as she skimmed over Kim Yul before turning back to me. “Are you sure you’ll be okay?”
I smiled. “I’ll miss you.”
“You’ll need to find a new sword. Is there one you have in mind?”
“I do, but it’s not just about the sword.” I bowed. “Thank you for staying with me all this time.”
Hwia smiled. It was a bright, pure smile. “Don’t make it sound like we’re not going to see each other again.”
“Well, you’re right, but still.”
“Then it’s fine. I am, after all, a protector.” The Goddess of Protection spread her wings like the goddess she was. “I’ll guard your home, Hero.”
Hwia slowly turned toward Kim Yul. Her wings slowly dimmed and no longer lit the whole world, only Kim Yul.
“It feels odd to say this again, but I look forward to working with you again, my first hero.”
Like an inexperienced actor suddenly finding himself under a spotlight, Kim Yul faltered. A mix of emotions flashed across his face for a moment.
He nodded. “The honor is mine.” 
Kim Yul and Hwia would spend a long time talking, just as much time as Kim Yul spent with the orphanage director. Hwia and the director would also have a long chat. That could be done anytime, not necessarily now.
I turned to Estelle. “Advisor, I want to trust you with guarding this place, too.”
Estelle, who had been watching the materialized Hwia as much as Kim Yul’s, paused and looked at me.
“I…”
“What is it? Didn’t you want to be a gardener? In the sector of the garden you guard, you’d be stronger than me—”
“Upon reconsideration, that seems like a rather embarrassing idea,” Estelle answered quickly. 
And so, the world’s light novel readership dropped by one. Estelle brushed off the part that the Viper had rubbed off on her, shaking her head like a wet Pomeranian. 
She hesitated. “In many ways, I… with them…”
“I see.”
“Of course that’s how you see it, Patriarch. But please consider my view, too.” 
She sighed. The former Demon King, who had become enemies with Lefanta Aegim’s empire and destroyed the Goddess of Protection’s world, was more desperate than a cat avoiding a bath. 
“Please,” I said. 
“Ugh.” Estelle sighed, her shoulders hunched. After a moment, she let her arms droop. “If you were to just order me to do that, it would at least put my mind at ease.”
“I trust you.”
“Understood… Yes, I’ll be a gardener. Now that I think about it, it doesn’t seem so embarrassing. Since I have a village to look after, I’ll take plenty of vacation time, but the clan headquarters would need its advisor too… Anyway.” Estelle took a deep breath. She then bowed toward Hwia and Kim Yul. “I’ll also be working with you.”
Hwia fluttered her wings with a warm smile; she truly was a bright goddess. “Welcome.” 
When Lefanta Aegim first started his journey of the Constellation hunt, he spared Hwia, not just for her past favors. Perhaps that was why Kim Yul also nodded, welcoming Estelle. That only made her feel even more lost. After spending some time fidgeting like a snake on snow, Estelle spotted her target. 
“You come too.” 
Sylvia, who had been watching Estelle with a villianess smile, grimaced. “Eh, me too? For some reason I can’t fathom, my sanity seems to be eroding proportionally to the time I spend here. But you want me to stay in this place?”
“You’re the head steward. Where else are you going to be if not guarding the clan headquarters?”
“Uhhh… I have a mission of utmost importance to brew tea for Duke Silver Lily...”
“Shall I ask for her opinion? Should you brew tea for her or take care of the garden? Which do you think the duke would prefer? Actually, let me put it simply. Which one would she think will screw you more?”
Sylvia sighed.“Freaking hell…” 
Estelle raised her chin, her greatsword slung over her shoulder. “Still, you’re a young lady named after a flower. Wouldn’t it suit you more to be in the garden?”
Sylvia grunted. “That’s old history.”
“On top of that, the garden is rotten, so there’s no more fitting place for you. Come.”
“Damn it...” 
Sylvia finally gave in. As she walked over to stand by Estelle, she truly looked like one of the flowers that had grown in this world. 
Only then did I turn back to the director. “As you can see, other people will use their swords, but everyone here needs help.”
I wasn’t just referring to the flowers. Kim Yul, Estelle, Sylvia, and the rest of the Death King Clan who would come here also needed help. Shadows grew darker with the depth of their wounds. Only those wounded by the world could carve the doctrine of shadows deep within themselves.
“I would like you to help us,” I said as the Young Heaven of the Heavenly Demon Cult. “That’s what you do best, Director.”
The director didn’t stay silent for long. His reply was brief, like his friend’s.
“I shall do my best.” 
Like that, everything was set.
[Your agents have been assigned to your world.]
[The eighty-ninth floor has been cleared!]
A rusty sunset hung over a red sea. The flowers, tired from luring bees or having never been gifted with such skill, dropped their petals and leaves and fell asleep. The land was guarded by the Goddess of Protection and the Demon King of Autumn Rain. My old teacher, who had raised me, and his friend would tend the garden. This was also going to be my clan’s haven.
[The Garden of Withered Flowers is now the Scream-Gathering Sky’s holy ground.]
[May luck be with all of you.]
The path to the ninetieth floor was cast upon my world.
***
“No, no, no, no! It’s too unfair!” Hamustra flapped his sleeves like a butterfly. “I object! I firmly object! If Kim Yul leaves, who will take care of the books? I’m going too! I’ll go, no matter the cost!”
“My god! Mr. Librarian is flapping!”
“Move aside! I’m getting the front-row shot this time!”
Around Hamustra, his stalkers—the Assistant Writer and his followers that had come down from the fiftieth floor—were having the time of their lives. What a mess. 
Adding to the chaos, the Medicine King, the manager of Cafe Planetarium, bellowed, “If you’re going to make a scene, do it outside! You’re disrupting the business!”
“Sorry...”
“This is the problem with young people nowadays. Ugh! Why are they so much like me when I was young?” the Medicine King grumbled, shaking his head. 
“But I’ve told you this many times. There isn’t a single person here younger than you. Isn’t it about time you remember that?”
Hamustra’s stalkers began glaring and growling at the Medicine King. This was now a daily routine here. 
Hamustra pushed his stalkers aside and gave me a plaintive gaze. “Look. Look at this pathetic mass in front of you. Do you see what you’ve done to me?”
“Strictly speaking, you brought that upon yourself,” I replied with a carefree shrug.
Hamustra was one of the few people I treated casually. I felt like it would be unpleasant to be treated like Yoo Soo-Ha, but Hamustra seemed to have already calmed down. 
Avoiding my gaze, he grumbled, “Hmm. Well, that may be true. But even so, taking Kim Yul away is…”
“Don’t worry.” I stirred Hamustra’s frappuccino and handed it to him. “You don’t really want to use Mr. Kim Yul as a librarian, do you? You just want to be with him.”
“Well, yes, but... Hmm... Ah, I see. I see. Why don’t you take me as one of your ga—”
“No, I won’t.”
I chose not to bring Raviel here in the fear of turning the flowers into mere exhibits, so I would never let this voyeur into my garden.
“Then?”
“I’m planning to build a path to my holy ground in this library.” 
I briefly described the layout I had in mind.
As a high-level Constellation who had spent some time managing the Tower’s floors, Hamustra understood me quickly. “So, you want to use this place as a cafeteria?”
“A lounge, to be more precise.”
It was like constructing a small building. Within that building, my holy ground would be a roof garden. The twentieth floor was under my control, as well as the paradise where Estelle used to live and the twenty-second floor where Teacher’s grave was. These floors would be under the roof, like a Tower within the Tower. Like that, Cafe Planetarium, where Hamustra lived, would serve as a lounge where gardeners and guests could rest.
“Hmm… Well, if that’s what you’re planning, I suppose I’ll get to see him once a day.”
“Yes. Not bad, right?” I asked.
“I would be lying if I said I don’t have any complaints, but… Okay.”
Hamustra looked at my fox god around my neck with slight jealousy before sighing. He sipped on the cappuccino I had handed him. “Why do you climb the Tower? Honestly, I’ve been asking myself this since I heard you reached the eightieth floor. Gong-Ja, you’ve proven everything you have set out to prove. You became a complete Constellation and fixed nearly every fault in your world’s Tower.” 
Hamustra rested his chin in his palm and stared at me. 
“Do you know what Constellations that reach that level usually do?”
“They stop taking challenges?” I speculated.
“That’s right. From that point on, they focus on gathering followers, cultivating their divine power, and collecting items. If they spot another world that looks easy to plunder, they might go for a raid.” Hamustra stirred his frappuccino with the straw. “Only those who feel there’s nothing more to do or who are tired of renting start building their own homes, their holy ground. That’s how they rise from the eighty-first to the ninetieth floors.”
“I see.” 
“That’s the difference between high-level and ordinary Constellations. That’s all there is to it. … But we don’t need to have a home to live, right?”
Hamustra’s followers and the Medicine King kept arguing. After stealing a quick glance in their direction, Hamustra then looked back at me.
“Even if you spent twenty million years in sweatpants, dipping fries into milkshakes and licking your fingers afterward, no one would have said a word. But you continued challenging the Tower. I heard that you nearly died—no, nearly faced a fate worse than death because of it. Is it worth the risk?”
Perhaps that question was to be expected. 
“Are you doing this to become a Pillar?” Hamustra asked.
I frowned. “Who told you that?” 
“I still have many strings left, so I hear news floating around. It’s bothersome, but… Anyway, is that why? Or is there something else?”
Hamustra didn’t ask whether I was doing this for the Tower master.
I said, “In your eyes, wouldn’t it be more strange for me not to climb the Tower?”
“As a fan, it’s better for you to climb the Tower, but reality is different,” Hamustra answered calmly, cupping his cheeks. “Hmm. Of course, if you were to say, ‘I’m doing this to make you, my fan, happy. That’s why I’ve decided to climb the Tower!’ Then I would immediately die from happiness.”
“I promised someone.”
Hamustra fell silent. 
I added, “I promised someone to climb the Tower. Since you read my book, you should know to whom I made the promise.”
I stood up. Hamustra stared at me, then behind me, his gaze fixed on a man he would never be able to see but who was clearly beside me.
“I see,” Hamustra murmured. “That’s what it was.”
I turned away. My belt, now without Hwia, held only the dagger I’d always carried. This left me feeling empty yet oddly free.
“Now, shall we go?” I asked.
The man, who had taught me swordsmanship since I had been carrying only this dagger wrapped in duct tape, replied to me.
—Yeah. Let’s go.
The next floor was the ninetieth. Ten floors remained until the top, and nine floors were left until the floor where the Sword Emperor had stopped.
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Chapter 383: The Nine Keys (1)
Snip. 
Just like before, the scissors crossed in midair.
“So, are you heading straight to the hundredth floor?”
“Yes,” I replied, my reflection clear in the large glass window.
Over my shoulder, my orphanage director sighed, scissors in hand. “You could have rested longer before resuming your journey.”
“You sound like Hamustra. Or is it the other way around?”
“It’s true either way. When you spend so much time with someone else, you end up influencing each other.”
Hamustra, Kim Yul, and the director had spent plenty of time together in Cafe Planetarium. In time, it was inevitable that they would affect each other. Hamustra was no exception. It was the same for me and the Guardian. While I got my haircut, the Guardian waited beside me.
“Yes, I’m heading up straight away.”
“Alright.”
The director focused on my haircut.
“You’re a director again.”
The director frowned and coldly[1] replied, “Don’t say that because I manage the garden now. I don’t want to learn that the child I cared for has grown that way.”
I shrugged. “I wanted to help stop global warming[2].” 
“This isn’t Earth, you know. About one hundred fifty years ago, a reporter asked a mountaineer a question. Why do you want to climb Everest? It’s easy to guess why the reporter asked that question. It was probably similar to why reporters rushed to ask Mr. Carlenbery why he wanted to enter the Tower just a few years ago.” 
The director tilted his head.
“Why would someone who could live well for the rest of his life give up that kind of stability? Were you promised something for climbing it? What drives you to take on such a challenge? We just want to know. Tell us. The climber simply answered that ‘Because it’s there.’” 
“Ah, I’ve heard that story, too.” 
“Yes. When I was your age, almost everyone knew it. There were many parodies of it, too. ‘I bought the game because it was there,’ or ‘I ordered the chicken because it was there.’ I remember many bad jokes that were going around.”
“I guess the Earth was already pretty hot back then.”
“It was around the time that global warming was in its full force.” The director snipped away the hair with his scissors. The loose strands scattered in the breeze.
“You’re telling me this now because you want to ask me why I aim for the hundredth floor, right?”
“No, Gong-Ja. I don’t want to ask that.” With his usual slight frown, the director quietly added, “It’s because you can afford to give away what you have.”
That remark was unexpected.
“Me?”
“You have such a fine home, don’t you?”
Like the director said, we were at my home. It wasn’t the Garden of Withered Flowers, but the mansion where I usually lived on the twentieth floor. It was one floor below the Garden of Withered Flowers, connected by my building’s stairs, physically speaking, but it was sixty floors below the holy ground within the Tower. 
“You also have such a beautiful garden.”
There was a reason I chose to cut my hair at home and not in the holy ground. I intended to leave no soil, water, or anything that the flowers didn’t need in the garden. Thus, my cut hair mingled with dandelion seeds in my mansion yard, not the garden.
“Having a home means you have to protect it for yourself and your family. Having a flower garden means you can care for others beyond yourself and your family. If you take this challenge, you must have a good reason and something you can afford to spare.”
“Something I can afford to spare?”
“Only those who can afford to share can take on challenges.” The director’s voice blended with the sound of the scissors. “You wouldn’t call it a challenge when someone lost in the desert finally drinks from an oasis. No one would call it a challenge when a starving child eats a loaf of bread found on the road. It’s just struggling against whatever trial comes your way.”
“You’re right.” 
“Only those with the luxury of letting go of what they have can prepare for something new. When people can accept themselves as they are, only then can they embrace others wholly. Only when people have everything ready can they truly take on a challenge. I don’t question someone who wants to take on more challenges.”
Snip.
“I question those who can’t do that.”
Snip.
“Why did that person end up wandering in the desert? Why was that child starving? Why?”
Why?
“So I don’t ask why Marcus Carlenbery or Shawn McCallister gave up everything to enter the Tower. Likewise, I don’t wonder why the Scream-Gathering Sky aims for the hundredth floor. I just wonder…” The director sighed. “... Why did the twenty-year-old Kim Gong-Ja enter the Tower? That’s the only question I keep asking myself.”
I turned my head to check my hair. “Because the Tower is here... How is that for an answer?”
“That climber ultimately failed to reach the top.”
Snip.
The feeling of the cold scissors touching my scalp made the hairs on the back of my neck rise.
“He stepped outside the tent during a blizzard and vanished. Not even his body was found, so his friends and family held a funeral with an empty coffin. It wasn’t until nearly a century later that his body was found.”
“... I’ve never heard that before.”
“It’s always the words of a person that spread farther and last longer than the person themselves.” 
Snip.
The director shrugged, staring at my reflection in the mirror. “Gong-Ja, why did you enter the Tower? Was it truly because the Tower is here?”
***
At the crossroad that led to my holy ground and the ninetieth floor, the Primordial Staff greeted me. 
“Welcome, Death King. You’re dressed well.”
“Yes,” I answered.
“But you don’t look so good. What’s wrong?”
After her defeat, the mage’s gloomy look had become her default look, but she was still asking me these things. I guessed my face was like an open book to her.
I wiped my forehead and said, “It’s nothing. I was just thinking about the past.”
“You speak like an old man, but you shouldn’t do that. You’re still young and even have a bright future ahead,” the Primordial Staff said, sucking on her staff. “Or should I say you only have days left to die? Which one do you think is right?”
“If possible, I’d rather hear that I only have happy days left.”
“That’s good, but I’m not the one who should be telling you that.”
That was true.
“Let’s go.” 
With a snort, the Primordial Staff led the way. I climbed the spiral staircases. Around my neck was my fox god, like always, and I had my Snakey bracelet on my wrist. Beside me, the Sword Emperor was afloat, following me. Only my belt, where my holy sword used to be, felt empty.
Mr. Sword Emperor.
—What?
“What lies ahead?” I asked both out loud and in thought. 
The Primordial Staff didn’t turn to look at me, nor did the Sword Emperor, but their replies reached my ears.
“The Tower master is an artist.”
—I’m a fighter.
“You’ve seen her past, so you would know that. She was a warlord, a politician, and an aristocrat, but she was also a gladiator, an actress, and an architect.”
—You’ve watched me all this time, so you would know that. Holding myself back and waiting for the right moment isn’t what I do. My taste sometimes clashes with the world’s, but my taste becomes the world’s in the end.
“She was also the kingdom’s best musician.”
—Anyone who tried to force their tastes on me ended up with a cracked skull.
With each step up the staircase, the sky drew closer. 
“In a way, you could say she’s similar to you.”
—To be honest, didn’t you climb the Tower like me?
“The Tower master is free. No one can keep her under a leash, but her freedom has clear bounds.”
—The requiem was unexpected, but when you defeated the Demon King of Autumn Rain, I realized I’ve never seen an unstoppable wacko like you. But yes. If you have a problem with the given quest, defeat the one who gave it. When you don’t like the rules, then beat the one who made them until you like the guy.
Around me, things changed step by step, but it felt unreal. It was like walking on a treadmill as everything around me sank slowly. The stories went on, and I just listened. 
“The Tower master especially loves fugues[3].”
—This Tower is the same, Gong-Ja.
“She likes connecting the start and the end while weaving notes and beats together to form a tune. Paths with different starting points having the same end are to her liking, too.”
—Some nasty people play with memories, but if they had done that while I was climbing the Tower, I would have crushed their heads and defeated them, just like you did. Don’t you think so too?
“So.”
—So.
They spoke simultaneously, as if they had planned it. 
“Everything beyond this point is an extension of what you have witnessed so far.”
—Nothing new exists beyond this.
The world began to unravel. Like mixing many colors of rubber clay, the land far below melted first, followed by the sky. Crumbling, the sky soon turned into many grains of sand, falling like rain.
“Perhaps you can reach the hundredth floor.”
—I heard Gray only made it to the ninety-fourth floor.
No, it wasn’t rain.
“If someone made it from the first to the nintieth floor, there’s no reason they can’t climb higher.”
—She began from the fiftieth floor, so climbing higher would be hard.
It was a giant hourglass, which also looked like Mutia’s holy ground. A wide, endless waste lay ahead. What used to be the sky looked hazy under the bright sun because of a very thick layer of glass. From the center of the hourglass, sand fell like blood from a snake’s heart. 
Within the hourglass, a familiar voice greeted me there.
“Welcome, Death King! Or should I call you Scream Sky now?”
All I could do was stare. “Princess?”
“Yes, it’s me! Long time no see!” 
The Mirage-Walking Princess walked toward me, greeting me as she hopped over. She was as vibrant as ever. 
It doesn’t really feel like a long time has passed… Are you here to guide me?”
“Yes, that’s right!” The princess smiled brightly, twirled once, and waved her hand toward the Primordial Staff. “Thank you for your hard work, Auntie. I’ll take over from here.”
“Very well. This has-been will get going.”
“Yes, if you have time, go help Mia.”
The Primordial Staff shrugged. “She doesn’t like help.” 
“Auntie… that is why you should help her.”
“You’re really…” 
The Primordial Staff left frowning yet wearing a small smile. It looked like she had just found a good way to relieve her stress.
I tilted my head. “Hmm, Advisor River Eternal really has it rough.” 
“It’s a job that suffers by nature. Doesn’t your advisor suffer a lot, too?”
“Perhaps. But I technically suffered more because of her.”
“Yes. When Liu Bei used Zhuge Liang, he probably worked him to the bone with that mindset.” 
After casually making a remark that would divide the Shu Han fandom, the princess pulled out a small stone tablet. 
“That’s…”
The princess held the tablet with both hands and lifted it with all her strength. “Yes, Scream Sky. I’ll tell you what you have to do from now on.”
Nine small holes could be seen in the center of the tablet.
“Gather nine keys!” the Mirage-Walking Princess declared.

1. The typical response to a bad joke in Korea is 썰렁하다 (It's cold/boring.) ☜


2. Gong-Ja is probably pouting because the director replied coldly to his joke. ☜


3. A music composition technique. ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 384: The Nine Keys (2)
“Gather nine keys!” 
I tilted my head. “What keys am I supposed to gather?”
“Hmm! I’ll explain.” 
The Mirage-Walking Princess snapped her fingers. An image appeared above the falling sand, as if sewn with platinum thread. At first, it looked like a slice of an anthill or a tree with many roots.
“This is…” 
“Yes, Scream Sky! It’s a sectional drawing of your Tower. It looks different when you see it like this, right?”
Like she said, it was a sectional map of the Tower displayed floor by floor. Even when I had been a rookie Hunter, maps of the lower floors were unofficially passed around. Recently, the Black Dragon Guild and the Pantheon joined forces to map the Tower, so I recognized what I was seeing quickly. 
“You were summoned to the first basement floor, and the zeroth floor is where your homeland lies. So, I’ll skip those.” 
The princess smiled and raised her baton, tapping the first floor of the Tower drawn on the sand.
“The first floor of the Tower is a shelter. A base, a stronghold… It can be called many things, but shelter is the most fitting name. It’s a place where people can rest after fleeing from something. The first floor acts as a breakwater, shielding people from whatever they fled.”
Swish. 
The baton lightly stroked through the model of the great river that flowed through Babylon, the city of the Tower.
“Water flows here. Rain falls in the city, too. The water is made from… Anyway, that water holds some nutrients. It’s clear and has no smell, and you can stay alive by drinking that. But if people feel like this isn’t true living…”
Swish.
The tip of the stick went up the sand and pointed to the second floor of the Tower.
“... they can choose to become a warrior.” The princess’s baton swept back and forth across the second floor of the Tower. “From the trees, they can gather fruit and timber. Stone and ores from the rocks. From the grass, vegetables and herbs. By defeating beasts like wolves or goblins, they can get meat, leather, items, and gold.”
“Yes, I know.”
“You’ve also walked this path, but tell me, Scream Sky.” The princess tilted her head. “Was this really necessary?”
It was a sudden question but it was also long overdue.
“Maybe we could have given them everything. The fruits, the timber, the ore, the herbs, and the meat. All of it. What do you think, Scream Sky?”
I fell deep in thought. The princess’ question was something many had thought of during the Tower’s early days. Bambolina had once said that it was one of the reasons cults never ceased to exist around the Tower.
I replied, “Probably because resources were limited.”
“Hmm.”
“To provide food, clothing, and shelter for that many people forever… That would require a large amount of resources, so inevitably…” As I thought about it, I realized something. “I see.”
“Hmm?”
“Was it on purpose?”
The princess smiled as I went on. 
“I’m not a full Pillar yet, so I can’t be sure, but if I have to answer…”
The princess’s smile became wider. It seemed she wanted me to reply as a future Pillar who was meant to run the Tower.
“The Tower master wants to be seen as the source of all evil. By placing threats like monsters and making trials, the Tower master could be blamed for not saving everyone, even though she can…”
No, this was too vague and philosophical. There had to be a more realistic reason.
“Because a clear foe is needed for those who flee to the Tower to unite against? Hmm, that doesn’t feel right either. Then…“
The princess stood with her hands behind her back, staring at me. It seemed she was prepared to wait as long as needed.
After thinking for a long time, I said, “I’m not sure, Princess. Why is that?”
“Think about it. Before your world became as hot as it is now, back when your orphanage director was your age, what would have happened if your Guardian had been in your home country?”
I looked at the Guardian, who snorted with his arms crossed. The answer came to me immediately. 
I said, “Um… he would have been a madman.”
“And?”
“And, well, a thug? A gym owner? A mixed martial arts fighter? Probably something like that, right?”
“Yes.” The princess nodded. “He may have moved to another country and become a mercenary for hire, but that’s all. Nothing more. But, Scream Sky, what if the Sword Emperor had been born in ancient times?”
I glanced at the Sword Emperor. The answer to that also came to me quickly.
“He would have become a hero.”
“Not a king?” she asked. 
“What do you mean ‘king?’ What laws would he make? How would he rule? People may have worshiped him, and maybe he would have founded a kingdom, but it would have immediately fallen apart after the Sword Emperor died. Or maybe it would have happened while he was still alive.”
“Hehehe, you’re right.” The princess laughed. With her hands behind her back, she used her toes to sift through the pile of sand that had gathered on the floor, looking innocent. “But, from the Sword Emperor’s point of view, it would have been a much more fulfilling life than living as a mixed martial arts fighter, right?”
“I suppose so.” 
“Such a world, such an era... A place where the age of warriors ended long ago. A place where heroes with swords yielded their place to legions using guns. How would someone like the Sword Emperor be treated there?”
He would be considered an obstacle. A self-righteous man. A madman. A social outcast.
“The Sword Emperor himself wouldn’t care at all,” she said. That was true. “If someone pitied him, he would have looked at them as if they were the lunatic.”
He would certainly have.
“But is that a just world for the Sword Emperor?” she asked. 
Somehow, it made my heart ache a little, like watching a dinosaur’s corpse decay over the same time it took a mountain to crumble.
“A person only has two arms. To hold something else, they have to give up what they held before. It’s the same for society if it wants to grow. Every civilization can stand tall only on the bodies of many unborn.”
“So...” 
“Mom wanted to build a place where no era was left behind—or at least a place where that was possible.”
Once more, the baton swept across the second and third floors.
“The age of warriors and heroes. A world where one can prove their worth by cutting something down.”
Swish. 
The baton moved up through the sand like a salmon and touched the tenth floor.
“The age of priests and priestesses. A world where those cut down could find rest.”
The baton paused on the eleventh floor.
“So, while the first to the tenth floors are the Golden Age, then the eleventh to the twentieth are the Silver Age.”
“Silver...” I repeated. 
“That’s when you arrived at the Aegim Empire, right? Other realms. Places with no link to you all in any way. Other Towers face different worlds from the eleventh to the twentieth floors. However, since you haven’t reached the fiftieth floor, the worlds you faced weren’t entirely new, but the ones that have already been destroyed once.”
The baton began moving again.
“It’s the age of travelers. A world where you can glimpse the lives these people lived amidst the ruins of fallen kingdoms’ castles.”
The twelfth floor, the thirteenth floor, the fourteenth floor…
“The age of generals, the age of merchants, the age of soldiers…”
The baton, upstreaming the falling sand, finally reached the twentieth floor.
“Starting here is the Steel Age.”
“In our Tower, that was the Great Library of All life, right?”
“Yes, Hamustra was like Zhuge Liang. Mom said that the more she worked him to his bone, the better things became.”
That seemed sad, yet my pity vanished when I pictured Hamustra’s face.
“What about the other Towers?” I asked. 
“Many of them also have Hamustra. For others, it’s mostly Mutia or Mahos. At times, Babbit takes charge. That fox hanging around your neck also took on the work once.”
“I almost nitpicked about how Babbit took on the job, but I’ll make the safe choice of just nodding along. My fox god did that. I’ll end it at that.”
“Yes, I’ll also choose not to react.” The princess continued with the explanation. “Those who learned the cost they have to pay to survive during the Golden Age learn how to treat others in the Silver Age. In the Steel Age, they finally welcome the king of their world.”
“King...” 
Anastasha’s voice suddenly flashed through my mind, asking if I was ready to become our Tower’s king.
I nodded. “So that’s why only the High Rankers could join the floor expedition from that point on.”
“Yes. If you want to be the king of a world, you first have to represent that world.”
“In that sense, Mr. Sword Emperor is a king, too.”
—Zombie, you just called me the Sword Emperor. Emperor, not king! Repeat what you just said.
“Do you know that there is a hanja that means mad dog? It sounds the same as the hanja for emperor[1]. I didn’t know it either, but I looked it up once and found it.”
—Bravo, you found a hanja that would probably crash and display as ■ in Unicode, just like your head.
“If that’s the case, your name would show up as Sword ■. It sounds like ominous foreshadowing.”
—I so want to hit you until that foreshadowing comes true.
I awkwardly scratched the back of my head.
The princess waited until our talk ended before resuming speaking. “And the thirtieth floor… is the Bronze Age. Here, you guys—”
“We have children.” 
The princess smiled. “Yes. Although more Towers see it as having subordinates.’
My head drooped. The Gray Spider came to mind. Anyway, I felt like I understood the structure.
“The Golden Age is about oneself, while the Silver Age is about others. In the Steel Age, you have to look up, but in the Bronze Age, you have to look down,” I summarized. 
“Yes, and there’s the Stone Age from the fortieth floor onward. Here, you’re judged. I don’t need to explain this in detail, correct?”
“Yes, we already discussed it during the final vote,” I replied.
“Right. This forms one cycle, from the first to the forty-ninth floor. After that, this cycle repeats but on a deeper level. Mom really loves music.” 
Her words echoed those of the Primordial Staff. The princess’s baton swept and pointed to the fiftieth floor. 
“But it also becomes more aggressive. The fiftieth floor works not as a haven but as a fort and a base. The sixtieth floor and onward is where you start fighting with other worlds in earnest.”
“Starting from the seventieth floor, we have the underworld… I see. In a way, that counts as looking up again.”
“Yes, you would also know it well by now what the eightieth to eighty-ninth floors signify.”
“I do. I think I finally understand why cleared floors stay, letting others come and go. It’s to stop an era from vanishing.”
“That’s right.”
“Thank you for the interesting explanation, but I still haven’t heard about the most important part. What are the nine keys I should gather?”
“All the clues are in what I’ve said!” The princess spun around with a wide smile. “Scream Sky, look back at the worlds you’ve passed through. Take a look around at what you’ve left behind as you climbed the Tower. Look at the path you’ve walked so far.”
Her eyes, similar to the Tower master’s but different, were violet.
“The keys to the hundredth floor are there.”
I finally understood my task. “I see. From the ninetieth to the ninety-nineth floor, it’s not about climbing...”
“Yes.” 
The Mirage-Walking Princess snapped her fingers. The sand falling in the center of the ninetieth floor split in half, revealing a staircase. That staircase led downward, not upward.
“It’s time to go down.”

1. Gong-Ja is talking about 猘. ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 385: The Garden Of Time (1)
I began to descend the stairs as the curtain of sand parted to let me through. The stairs, made of an unknown material, were firm under my feet. With each step, my footsteps echoed. I had spoken with the Mirage-Walking Princess on the ninetieth floor. Below that was the eighty-ninth floor—my holy ground.
Stepping inside the Garden of Withered Flowers, I saw the Death King Clan vassals who took on the role of gardeners. They were moving about in neat suits made by Ivansia tailors with water silk woven by the mermaids of the Aegim Empire. The gardeners held scissors, shovels, watering cans, or other tools for tending the garden. When I saw Sylvia walking toward me with garden shears, I quickly crouched behind a rock.
—Death King, what are you doing?
The princess stared at me weirdly. I awkwardly scratched the back of my head.
—Well, I acted all cool and cut my hair before I went up to the nineteenth floor. It’s a bit embarrassing to run into them now. They’ll ask me why I came down already.
I paused and closed my mouth.
—Uh… hmm? My voice is…
What came out of my mouth was a faint whisper. No, it was more like the voice forever present in one’s head—the kind that seemed to be there but wasn’t.
—Uh...
That wasn’t all. I slowly took a step back and realized that I couldn’t hear my own steps.
—Huh?
I tried walking around some more, but it was the same. The echoes of my footsteps, which had accompanied me from the upper floor, were now gone.
—Ohh…
I tried a squat jump. There was no thud when I landed. Not only was there no sound, not a single grain of sand or leaf stirred.
—Don’t tell me…
—Yes, it’s exactly what you’re thinking.
The princess smiled. Only then did I realize that her voice and steps also had no effect on the area. That was how I understood what was going on.
—You and I are in the same state as Mr. Sword Emperor, aren’t we?
—Yes!
Feeling curious, I turned and looked at Sylvia as she approached me.
—And that means…
Right in front of me, Sylvia sighed. “It’s been about two hours since the patriarch went up.”
As expected, she couldn’t perceive me at all!
“I’m going crazy. Why the hell would he insist on climbing? What’s so great up there?”
Crouching on the ground, Sylvia grumbled as she dug into the soil with her trowel. Uburka walked over in his gardener outfit, a large bucket balanced on his bald head.
“Ugor, Chief Steward, someone might hear you trash-talking.” 
Sylvia shrugged. “Hmph. Nooooo one’s listening except you. I’ve already made sure of it. That’s why I can trash-talk like this.” 
“You sure about that, ugor?”
“You bet I am. I attended Sormwin Academy twice and even defeated the Duke of Ivansia once. What do you think that means? It means I’m quick and sharp,” Sylvia said cockily.
I’m listening to you right now.
I pitied Sylvia’s confidence as much as I pitied her, but this also meant that my current stealth mode was flawless.
Anyway, this is fun.
I circled Sylvia and Uburka, walked around, did handstands, somersaults, even danced. The Guardian had a rare, embarrassed look on his face.
—Zombie… Why are you going insane like a puppy drooling over a bone?
—Thank you for the compliment. This is what you did when I was trying to learn how to use my aura. I felt the same as you’re feeling now.
The Guardian covered his face with his hand. 
—Is that so, you little shit? I didn’t know that. Now that I do, I deeply regret it. Regardless, just because I did that doesn’t mean you should do the same. Breaking that bad cycle is always the duty of juniors and students.
—I also wanted to break that cycle, but I’m too weak. The snake coiled around my heart hisses, “Do the same to others. Are you just going to let others push you around all your life? Go on. Now is your chance to get revenge.” Time after time, I give in to the demonic snake within me. You could say it’s my incompetence and inability…
—Fine, I lost.
—Victory achieved.
Even while we talked nonsense, Ubruka and Sylvia showed no sign of noticing us. It was getting a little awkward. 
—Princess, Mr. Sword Emperor, what am I supposed to do here? Where are the keys?
—Hmm, I don’t know. How about you search the spots that come to mind?
The princess’ smile was bright. 
Hmmm. The look on your face makes me feel uneasy.
I suppressed that unease and walked away from Uburka and Sylvia, who were still chatting.
—Where are you going, Scream Sky?
—Well… you said to check spots that come to mind, right? That’s what I’m doing.
—You’re energetic! That’s good.
It was also a very disturbing remark from the princess, but I tried not to pay much heed and moved on. My first thought was to find my orphanage director.
***
“Mr. Kim Yul, please gather the gardeners,” the director said.
“Okay.”
Kim Yul did as he was told. Estelle was the first to run over, followed by the Goddess of Protection flapping her wings and landing on the ground. Sylvia and Uburka, who had been chatting until now, also stood before the director.
“Hello, I’ve been assigned to manage this garden,” the director said in his usual soft and quiet voice. “I lack in many areas. Even right now, I know some of you might be thinking, ‘Why is there a meeting out of the blue?’ And you might also not like being here... If that’s the case, please remember I’m just an old man… Well, I guess I’m not that old compared to you all. I’m just lacking. I would be happy if you could take pity on me for that.”
The group showed little reaction to his words. 
—Director…
A lump formed in my throat. The director, of course, couldn’t perceive me. He simply went on speaking to those before him.
“As you know, Gong-Ja went up to the next floor today. As a Hunter, I can’t even be called a rookie. Even if I were taken to the second floor, I doubt I would return alive, so I don’t know what the ninetieth floor is like. Is there anyone here who knows about that floor?”
Estelle raised a hand. “I know a little about the ninety-ninth floor. Due to the contract with the Tower, I can’t share much information about it, but…”
“Is it dangerous?” 
“Yes, very,” Estelle replied.
The director took off his glasses and pinched the bridge of his nose. “Can he return?”
“If the patriarch decides to return, he can return immediately,” Estelle said but drooped her head slightly after. “But I know a retry isn’t possible. That is also why most of the renowned Constellations get stuck and can’t reach the hundredth floor."
“I see…” The director let out a small sigh. “Still, it’s reassuring to know he can return immediately if he chooses to.”
“Yes, I agree.”
Once more, the director sighed, this time deeply. “But he will never return.” 
Estelle, the Goddess of Protection, and Uburka let out similar sighs. What was this sudden unity in the Death King Clan?
“He’s been very stubborn ever since he was very young,” the director said.
Sylvia listened closely. “What was he like back then?”
“Chief Steward, I sense impurity in that curiosity.”
“No, no, Advisor. Aren’t you too prejudiced against me? I’m hurt. I’m just curious about what kind of person our patriarch was as a kid. Don’t you agree, Advisor? You look veeeeery curious yourself.”
“As the advisor, I simply wish to know the patriarch better,” Estelle replied confidently.
You little rascals…
“I’m also curious, ugor. What was Daddy like when he was young? Or rather, did he even have a childhood?”
You little son of mine…
“Everyone seems curious about Gong-Ja. Well, I suppose that’s understandable.” The director adjusted his glasses with a bitter smile. While most of the clan members probably—definitely—stared at the director for my cringe past, he proved that he was a specialist who had cared for children for decades. “So, I’ll continue this story at the next meeting.”
“Aaaaaaah!”
The vassals, with their curiosity piqued just as the story ended, let out a cry of disappointment.
“It’s alright. Relax and wait,” the director said, smiling. “We’ll be here for a while.”
Like that, the meeting ended. I wiped my forehead, watching the gardeners leave.
—I need to leave as soon as possible… within today, if possible.
—Hmm, so you don’t want your cringe past revealed to everyone while you watch, huh?
—Yeah. Um, so…  the keys. 
I looked around, but nothing clear caught my eye. I even searched the director’s pockets but found nothing of interest there.
—... There is nothing here.
—You’re right. I guess it’s not there.
The princess was still smiling. Her tone only made me more uneasy. As if to stress me even further, the Sword Emperor also had something to say.
—Zombie.
—Yeah?
—Be strong.
I turned to see a pitying look on his face.
—Uh… Mr. Sword Emperor, why does your face look like that?
—What does it look like?
—Like you ate something nasty.
—Yeah…
—Hey, wait, wait. Hold on a moment. You should be more pissed off than that. What do you mean, yeah? Are you upset because I was joking earlier? If so, then…  seriously, why the long face? Why don’t you just laugh at me?
The Sword Emperor just stared at me as if I were someone to be pitied.
Anxiety is taking over me like I’m opening the lid to a closed toilet. 
I clasped my hands together. After my breathing went back to normal, I resumed my search.
—Anyway, it’s not around the director. Hmm. Then it’s likely over there.
My holy ground was a world. Still, it had been built fairly recently, so it wasn’t too big. If I searched every likely spot, I would find the key. That was my plan, but… it turned out I was wrong.
***
With a tired look, I crouched by the red beach of my holy ground, watching the red waves crashing into the shore.
—I thought this wrong. 
I wasn’t really sure whether I looked tired or not. The sea didn’t reflect my face. It wasn’t just because the sea in my haven was red. I had even built a greenhouse here for flowers that needed warmth, but my reflection didn’t appear on the glass either.
—Hmph. You catch up quickly. Only took you one week to figure that out, Zombie.
The Sword Emperor sat down beside me in the lotus position, cleaning his teeth with his fingernail.
Yup. A whole week had passed since I entered this eighty-ninth—no, the ninety-first floor.
—Why isn’t there one single hint?
I screamed at the top of my lungs. Screamed…? Damn it. I couldn’t make a sound here, so even that felt unclear. It was as if my entire existence was unclear. I now understood why that seal[1] and Shiba Inu[2] made such expressions!
—I thought I would find something near the director. Or the Constellation Murderer’s flower, the first lily of the valley I ever planted, would suddenly sparkle if I went there. But… Do you know how I feel now?
The princess hopped beside me.
—“It feels like I’ve been thrown in an unfinished test map where the seasonal event hasn’t started yet.” I remember someone using that as an example.
—Who was that?
—Mahos.
The Eternal Plain Warhorse?
—He talks like that?
—Yeah, you don’t like treating the Tower like a game, so you might get angry at that comparison.
—No, no, I understand what it feels like. Mr. Sword Emperor, you also agree, right?
I shook my head and turned to the Sword Emperor. He lay down and propped his head up with his hands clasped behind his neck. Angular clouds drifted across the sky, the shattered sunset glow staining them red.
—Of course I know, Zombie. Why wouldn’t I? I’ve been enduring that bullshit for one hundred forty years.

1. Seal expression ☜
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One hundred forty years. I had heard him mention that before.
—When you fought Teacher in a Verbal Match, you said you held out for one hundred and thirty years. 
—Yup, that’s it.
His voice was very hollow. Hearing him speak that way made my heart feel heavy. I pressed on my forehead. 
—My god. So, Mr. Sword Emperor, you…
The talk I’d had with the Sword Emperor in the Truth Heaven Realm flashed through my mind.
Me: I suddenly had the thought that I might fail the ninety-ninth floor. You died on the ninety-ninth floor.
At those words, the Sword Emperor had reacted strangely.
Idiot: Hmmm. Well, there’s death...
I remembered him repeating that. 
Me: What’s on the ninety-ninth floor? 
At the time, the Sword Emperor had not given a clear answer. He had said that he just didn’t want to tell me, but that couldn’t have been the whole story.
Me: Can you still not tell me?
—Let’s walk.
I blinked. Before I knew it, the Sword Emperor had gotten up and was looking at me with the same look from back then.
—Uh…
—Just follow me.
The Sword Emperor began walking just like before. Ever since I stepped onto this stage, I became weightless. The world no longer tried to hold me down. No matter how hard I stomped, my footsteps made no sound. It felt like I had been cut off from the world. 
Over the week, I stopped walking. Floating like the Guardian was more comfortable.
The princess also joined us on our walk.
—Mahos said it felt like he got noclipped.
—I don’t know what noclip means, but I think I understand.
Now that gravity had no effect on me, all physical barriers had lost their meaning. If I wanted to, I could walk through floors or walls. That was why I knew how hard it was for the Sword Emperor to walk right now. I had also seen it as a great skill in the Truth Heaven Realm, but now that I was in the same state as him, I really understood how hard it was.
—What are you doing over there? Come.
The Sword Emperor glanced at me, his hands clasped behind his back. He looked like he was on a casual stroll. This was an important moment.
—Give me a moment, please.
Instead of floating away, I gathered my resolve. First, I set my feet on the ground. Though I still couldn’t feel anything, I tried to stand straight.
—Hmm.
The Sword Emperor waited in silence. He neither urged me nor offered advice. Even so, I knew at once that I didn’t really look like a normal person trying to stand up.
—Just a bit more.
The Sword Emperor nodded. 
—Take your time.
—Yes.
My thoughts turned serious.
How does one stand?
Even to me, the question felt absurd, but a stronger belief fueled my resolve. This moment was important.
To stand up... First, place my feet on the ground, then the ground will support me… But right now, there’s no ground to support me, so then...
I felt as if a light cloud was drifting around my head. The cloud seemed within my reach, yet I couldn’t grasp it. I took a deep breath. Wait, did I?
No, of course not. I was just mimicking breathing.
I focused again.
I’m now like a ghost. Naturally, there is no air for me to inhale, and that means…
The moment I thought that, another question arose.
Wait, if there’s no air, how can I hear sounds?
I realized that this was very odd. The most common contradiction shown in science fiction films was the roar of explosions echoing through space. 
Strange. 
When I spoke to the Guardian and the Mirage-Walking Princess, it felt like I was imagining sound. However, the voices of Sylvia and my orphanage director were real.
Sound is delivered by vibrations in the air, but no air can reach me now. Therefore, I shouldn’t hear anything. Meaning...
The moment I realized this, silence enveloped me, like stepping into outer space—no, it felt like the perfect stillness that had existed before time and space had any meaning.
—Hmm.
The Sword Emperor crossed his arms with a faint smile. That smile merely flashed and faded in my mind, disturbing nothing of the stillness I now felt. I was completely captivated by this white moment.
It’s so white.
But, that was strange. 
It can’t be white. By the same logic, it can’t be black, either.
I didn’t mean it abstractly, like how silence couldn’t be colored. It was something far more specific and basic.
How am I seeing what I’m seeing?
Color was a wave of light. Just as sound needed air to vibrate, light needed to exist for something to be seen.
But I’m not affected by anything right now. No gravity. No physical force affects me.
Was light a special exception right now? That couldn’t be. In games, light was often marked as a special attribute, but light was only one form of many physical phenomena. As someone who used a holy sword of light, I was well aware of it.
Then I should be unable to see or hear anything…
The light was gone, replaced by perfect darkness that swallowed me.
***
Around the time I was born, Earth was a bright planet. Cities were everywhere. When one stepped outside a city, they could quickly reach another. Although the overall population had peaked and was slowly declining, the number of buildings being erected increased. It was as if the cities had found each other and were littering their babies, pushing aside the people.
Every new building overflowed with light. Even after the people vanished, the light lingered like a debt. Logically speaking, it would have made more sense for the conglomerations of buildings to turn into gloomy ghost towns or ruins. Some called it a singularity[1], but more people knew this was merely the unchecked growth of cancer cells.
“There was a time when the night sky was far darker than it is now.”
The director had told me this, but I couldn’t imagine the sight as a child. Throughout my life, the night sky had always been veiled in a hazy, purple mist.
“This planet is suffering from a fever.”
The first darkness I ever saw was not in the night, but in water. More than that, it was within the human heart.
—That’s how it was. So, this is darkness.
True darkness wasn’t black. It was just nothing. A blank space. A void. Because of that, it sometimes felt dazzling white and other times pitch black, yet it was clearly neither. It was just emptiness. 
I gazed upon a world that had yet to hold anything. 
—It’s beautiful.
Somewhere, I sensed the Sword Emperor.
—Yes, Gong-Ja. What is full is beautiful only because it remains to be emptied. Like that, what is empty is pretty only because it remains to be filled.
I turned my head in the direction from which the reply came.
—Idiot Zombie, do you know how ridiculously you’re acting right now?
I groaned.
—You’re right. I have no head now.
—Yeah. Yet you still turn around. Well, you aren’t doing too bad, but if you do that unconsciously, you’ll go back to how you were before you saw this darkness.
The Sword Emperor’s voice sounded like the fluttering of a robe’s hem. Well, he didn’t make a single sound, actually. 
—Move with awareness. Be aware and feel. Only then can you move and accept the world properly.
Before I nodded, I created myself.
—I... am Kim Gong-Ja.
My physical age was about twenty-five. The time I had lived was about a thousand—no, around ten thousand years.
No.
About, roughly, around wouldn’t do. I thought about myself precisely. I… imagined myself. I started to recall Kim Gong-Ja from birth until now without adding or taking away anything. It was a tiring, difficult task, but it wasn’t impossible.
“The Tower’s voice messages we get… aren’t… automated, but…”
“Yes, they’re done manually. Even if multiple events occur simultaneously, it’s just a set of tasks that I have to handle one by one. Inefficiency happens when time and space are limited. Here, we can control time and observe other worlds at will. The idea of inefficiency doesn’t exist.”
Advisor River Eternal.
I thought about the person I once was and the tasks she handled. Compared to her workload, my own life seemed very small, like a grain of sand. 
Sand… My fox god.
Even the time when my fox god played with my memories now served as a reference point. That wasn’t all.
The Underworld.
The place I always reached when I died looked like this one.
My holy ground.
Filling up the empty world to build my holy ground had proved useful in many ways. Above all…
Teacher.
That white winter and this darkness were similar. Enveloped in the dark, I recalled, imagined, created, and thought of myself. At last, I opened my eyes and breathed. I felt the temperature, shape, direction, pitch, and volume of my breath. Every bit of it. The hair on my nape—yes, I now had a nape—rose when I exhaled.
Saliva dripped from my lips. I noticed that I lacked the words to name this sensation because I didn’t have enough experience. Even after dying many times and living the lives of others, I couldn’t really describe this sensation or observe my own state. It wasn’t that I couldn’t feel it—I felt too much. 
Someday, somewhere, the Sword Emperor’s voice echoed.
—Though the role of the senses is to keep one apart from the outside world, senses that grow too sharp blur that line. Don’t forget this. That is what it means to see.
Badump.
At the sound of my heartbeat, darkness fell. Light burst forth—the dam broke—and the world’s bounds burned in the bright light, followed by the fall of darkness.
—Yes.
I was now back at my holy ground, the Garden of Withered Flowers. It spanned across the eightieth to the eighty-ninth floors, and it also served as my ninety-first floor. The Sword Emperor greeted me with his arms still crossed.
—Let’s walk a bit.
It was as if he were suggesting what he had said moments ago—no, surely that had happened just moments ago.
—Yes, let’s walk a bit.
Still dazed, I shook my head before nodding. I slowly stretched my feet toward the ground, walking in the direction of the Sword Emperor.
Tap.
I took a step.
Tap.
I began walking with the Sword Emperor.
Tap!

1. An event that some people believe will happen in the future when technology becomes much more intelligent than humans. ☜
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    Chapter 387: The Garden Of Time (3)

    
      The Sword Emperor walked across the Garden of Withered Flowers under the speckled sunset, where the dead slept like flowers.
    

    
      
        —You’ve done a good job with this place. Well done.
      
    

    
      Instead of retorting, “What nonsense are you trying to spout with this build-up now?” I offered a normal answer. 
    

    
      
        —Thank you.
      
    

    
      Rather than asking, “Why are you answering so readily? Have you eaten something bad?” the Sword Emperor continued complimenting me. 
    

    
      
        —I like how even the soil is dead. On the day I awoke my reinforced aura, I put one grain of soil in my palm to study it. After focusing my aura in my eyes and ears, I studied it and saw that the grain seems calm, though it is, in fact, chaotic. Within that tiny grain, countless things were jostling and squabbling!
      
    

    
      The Sword Emperor bent down and stroked the decayed earth with his fingertips. His touch merely brushed the surface, yet a sudden gust of wind scattered the soil, creating the illusion that his hand was caressing the ground itself.
    

    
      —What I saw and heard that day surpassed everything I had seen and heard until then. But the soil here is so quiet. That stillness is surely what the flowers here need. I’m impressed that you made this place even before you felt that true quietness, Gong-Ja.
    

    
      He straightened his back and turned to look at me. I didn’t retort this time either, only nodded.
    

    
      
        —Thank you.
      
    

    
      
        —You’re welcome.
      
    

    
      We walked in silence for a while longer. The place we were now walking through was called the summer zone. In this place, where the air was warm, Estelle clasped her hands and prepared to summon rain.
    

    
      
        —This is also good.
      
    

    
      
        —Yes.
      
    

    
      As we passed Estelle, who had begun to cry, the Sword Emperor spoke again.
    

    
      
        —Gong-Ja.
      
    

    
      
        —Yes.
      
    

    
      
        —Do you remember when I said that if you couldn’t reach the ninety-ninth floor, Gramps Marcus would do that in your place someday?
      
    

    
      Of course I remembered that.
    

    
      
        —Do you also recall what I added then?
      
    

    
      Yes, I did. 
    

    
      
        —You said calling it “on my behalf” is odd because Gramps Marcus isn’t a replacement.
      
    

    
      The Sword Emperor nodded.
    

    
      —Still, I also added that I believe you’ll still know what I meant.
    

    
      That was true.
    

    
      
        —So, what do you think I meant by that?
      
    

    
      My answer came easily.
    

    
      —I’ve been thinking about the question many times already. Maybe you were cheering for me, telling me to keep going because you believed in me that much. Or maybe it was your way to show that you care by saying that the Sword Star would do better than me, so I could rest if things got too hard. But I think it was neither.
    

    
      I walked with the Sword Emperor, keeping my eyes on him. My steps were as natural as the words that left my mouth.
    

    
      
        —Because I also recall what you said after. “I’ll be honest. It’s okay if you fail. Trust is about believing that both you and the other person will do their best. You determine what your best is, not the other person. Therefore, a trusting relationship is one in which each person decides what is best for themselves and accepts the other person’s decision. That’s all there is to it.” The important part isn’t that failure is acceptable. What’s important is that, immediately after telling me you believed in me, you explained what trust means. You probably meant that either result is fine. I could overcome this test or fail it, becoming a prisoner of the eternal desert. Gramps Sword Star could bear my load and climb to the ninety-ninth floor. Still, even if he died and started his one-way journey to the underworld, you really don’t mind how it turns out. That’s why you said it like that.
      
    

    
      The Sword Emperor kept walking. Like in the Truth Heaven Realm, he picked up the pace. Unlike that time, when I had to run to keep up with him, I could now walk beside him normally.
    

    
      —It’s not because you don’t trust me or the Sword Star. You do trust me.
    

    
      He trusted me as much as a certain senior gentleman who had left everything behind to go to the Tower.
    

    
      —You trust Mr. Sword Star.
    

    
      He also trusted a young jobless man who fled to the Tower and lived alone in the first-floor alleyways.
    

    
      —You trust the Gray Spider.
    

    
      As much as he trusted us, he also trusted the resistance fighters under the Magic Tower’s oppression.
    

    
      —You trust the Assistant Writer.
    

    
      Surprisingly, he would also trust a child like Charumu, the petty tyrant who hurt the Magic Tower’s resistance fighters and spoke out against the Magic Tower to feed on his own lust for power.
    

    
      
        —You say you’re skilled, and you also act so arrogantly that I sometimes want to hit you. But your arrogance is different from the Fire Emperor’s.
      
    

    
      It wasn’t that the Sword Emperor was skilled and the Fire Emperor wasn’t. Before my regression, the Fire Emperor had been undeniably skilled. The Sword Emperor, the Fire Emperor, and even I could do and actually did what we said we would do. In that regard, we were the same, but there was a key difference between us.
    

    
      —The Fire Emperor believed that only he was special. “Only I can do it.” “Only I am special.” “No one else could ever do it like me, not even if they died and were reborn.” This made the Fire Emperor who he was. But you, Mr. Sword Emperor. If I had to say, you believe you are special, too.
    

    
      That also meant…
    

    
      
        —You could be special. There’s no reason others couldn’t do what you did.
      
    

    
      Therefore, that was why he had told me those things back then.
    

    
      
        —In a way, you trust everyone in this universe. If not me, then Mr. Sword Star. If he also fails, then Anastasha or the Gray Spider will take on the mantle. When they also fail, then someone no one knows because they haven’t discovered their true potential yet will take over. In any case, you believe that someday, someone will reach the ninety-ninth floor.
      
    

    
      The Sword Emperor finally broke his silence. 
    

    
      
        —Everyone has potential.
      
    

    
      It had been some time since the Sword Emperor and I passed Estelle. During that time, we walked swiftly through the fields, mountains, and seas in the Garden of Withered Flowers. 
    

    
      
        —Those who are meant to succeed, succeed; those who are not, fail. People never change… These words come only from those who live short-sightedly and cannot see far ahead.
      
    

    
      That was how we faced the faraway land where red rain fell.
    

    
      —If “That person can do it, but you can’t’ doesn’t make sense, then the other way around—“I can do it, but others can’t”— is nonsense, too.
    

    
      Yes, the two of us circled the world.
    

    
      
        —Only then is it fair.
      
    

    
      Raindrops pounded the ground, piercing me and the Sword Emperor.
    

    
      
        —That proves it, then.
      
    

    
      I gazed upon the crimson landscape, a memorial to nameless deaths. Now that I had a true understanding of what it meant to see, the sight coming into view was so clear. The rain felt less like it was falling from above and more like it was rising from below.
    

    
      
        —Gong-Ja, you sometimes recall and talk about those days spent in that cramped, old studio of yours.
      
    

    
      
        “How did I get here?”
      
    

    
      —If others had seen you trimming newspaper clips, like that man, Yoo Soo-Ha, they would have clicked their tongue and said, “What a loser.” “That guy is hopeless.” “I shouldn’t become like him.” 
    

    
      It felt less like walking through the rain and more like stepping into water. Air and water had swapped places. Endless red bubbles rose around us.
    

    
      —And yet, here you are now.
    

    
      My heart pounded.
    

    
      
        —People change. Even the smallest opportunity can make a change. That’s what you’ve proven each time you went back a day.
      
    

    
      It was like when my orphanage director complimented me for the first time.
    

    
      —That isn’t all. The Gray Spider didn’t change for a thousand years, but she did change in the end. Was it because of you? Yes, of course. But was it only possible because it was you?
    

    
      His words couldn’t purely be seen as a compliment. I could take them the wrong way, like an old-fashioned criticism of why I couldn’t be like him. At the same time, it could be seen as a claim that only he was special. But I knew that wasn’t the Sword Emperor’s intent.
    

    
      
        —That’s probably why this was the first Skill I got after I entered the Tower.
      
    

    
      When there was no malice and no hidden agenda, and words worked purely as words, that was when his words held true meaning.
    

    
      
        —Unlock the Skill Card.
      
    

    
      The Sword Emperor raised his hand. A Skill Card slipped out from beneath the tattered sleeves of his robe.
    

    
      
        
          You Can Be Like Me
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: F
      
    

    
      
        Effect: You can see all the Skills another person possesses. 
      
    

    
      
        ※An enemy you have defeated can copy one of your Skills and make it their own.
      
    

    
      
        ※This Skill does not affect foes you have already defeated once. 
      
    

    
      
        ※The copied Skill is picked at random.
      
    

    
      As if spellbound, I raised my hand, pulled out the first Skill I got and read it.
    

    
      
        —Unlock the Skill Card.
      
    

    
      
        
          I Want To Be Like You
        
      
    

    
      
        Class: S+
      
    

    
      
        Effect: Will automatically activate after an enemy kills you. You will be able to copy and turn one of their Skills into yours. The Skill you copy will be chosen at random, but you can’t copy your enemies’ Skills more than once. 
      
    

    
      
        ※ However, you will die!
      
    

    
      The cards touched. One was a Class F Skill, and the other was Class S+. The two Skills mirrored each other like opposing reflections. In the space between them, the Sword Emperor and I stood facing each other. 
    

    
      
        —Sword Emperor.
      
    

    
      
        —Yeah.
      
    

    
      —What is your holy ground like? Even the Constellation Murderer had one. The fact that you’re on the ninety-ninth floor now means that you’ve made one too. I… I’m curious what your holy ground is like.”
    

    
      
        —Hmm.
      
    

    
      The Sword Emperor raised one hand. The hem of his robe fluttered and swayed. 
    

    
      
        —Ah.
      
    

    
      A world opened before my eyes.
    

    
      ■. In a dim forest, morning glories stretched their necks. Half their usual size, they bowed deeper and deeper. 
    

    
      As the flowers bowed, dawn turned to morning, which soon turned to noon. When evening fell, the sun set and died from fatigue. The night fell like a coffin being lowered in a grave, and the sunflowers opened their petals wider in the dry season of that dim place. 
    

    
      Flowers of those who died without blooming. People of flowers. Ten million flowers meant to be held. Ten million flowers to hold. Morning glories, dianthuses, frost flowers, peonies, roses, and hydrangeas. 
    

    
      In this world, a man wearing a tattered robe sat in the lotus position. Beside him, a sword as tall as him was embedded in the field with hundreds of millions of flowers. I knew that man very well; I had seen him countless times, but this was the first time I had ever seen him not translucent. 
    

    
      I hadn’t stepped foot in that world yet. That was probably why I couldn’t call the man by his name—the Sword Emperor.
    

    
      Nevertheless, I could see him. This was possible only because he was letting me. Without opening his eyes, the Sword Emperor said, “Come, Kim Gong-Ja.”
    

    
      That was the first time I heard his actual voice.
    

    
      “I’ll be waiting for you here."
    

    
      He was waiting for me on the ninety-ninth floor.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 388: The Time He Waited And Took (1)
In the beginning, there was no one else but him. He stood alone and was whole, so he could endure eternity alone. However, being able to do something didn’t mean he had to do it. Just as he needed nothing else to be himself, he thought he didn’t need to be alone either.
To become two, he had to be split, so he chose to be cleaved. He forged parts of himself into a greatsword and used it to cut himself. The lower part of the long, straight sword sank and became the earth, while the upper part rose and became the sky. 
Marking the birth of heaven and earth, people named the moment of that first strike the Sun of Sword.
***
Sylvia, formerly known as Lady Goldencup of Sormwin Academy, was now serving the Death King Clan as the chief steward and a gardener to the Garden of Withered Flowers. Today, she was sleeping late again.
“Hhhaaa… Hmm… Did you see that… Patriarch—no, Kim Gong-Ja… This is… my true power…”
It was probably because she was having a happy dream. Now, even her family name became blurry in her head. Was it Evanail or Evinail? Dreams were the only escape this world offered her, but this bizarre, nightmarish world made by the cruel demon god who had ruined her life didn’t let her enjoy such a sweet dream.
“Lady Sylvia.”
The voice that woke Sylvia from her deep sleep belonged to a gentle-looking woman. She had once been the Immortal Dragon Emperor, the Goddess of Protection, the Aegim Empire’s Holy Protector Sword, and Shiny. Her name was Hwia and her loooooong work experience spanned across many unrelated fields. 
She was still doing many unrelated works. Estelle—the enemy who hated the nation she had founded and once ended her world—often drank tea with her. Hwia also played the very classic Smash Brothers with Kim Yul, her former partner who had lived a life that could be titled I, Bullied At School, Was Transmigrated To a Different World And Now Live The Life Of A God Slayer With The Overpowered Skill Of Abandoning My Memories. 
In any case, as usual, she was doing many unrelated works. One of those tasks was waking Sylvia, who often overslept.
Hwia gently shook Sylvia. “Lady Sylvia, it’s time to get up.” 
“Mmm...”
“Lady Sylvia.”
“Five more minutes...” Sylvia said, holding her goblin doll pillow tightly. “Just five more minutes. Please, just five more minutes. Keep your mouth shut and wait for me..."
Not being prone to anger was one of Hwia’s strengths. She waited in silence for five minutes before saying, “Lady Sylvia, five minutes have passed.”
“You waited five minutes… Excellent… If you can wait five minutes, you can wait ten. I believe in you and your willpower to wait…”
Persuasion through logic was also one of Hwia’s strengths. She waited another ten minutes before speaking again.
“Lady Sylvia, ten minutes have passed.”
“Nya…”
“You should wake up soon.”
“Why…?” Sylvia asked in a drowsy voice. 
“You should work.”
“What if… I don’t want to work?” Sylvia raised a hand, her face still buried in her pillow. “Think about it… Goddess of Protection… Hwia… Baldy—whatever. Think…”
“It’s not Baldy, it’s Shiny.”
“They both shine, you shiny baldie. Anyway, think about it. If I don’t want to work… If I have that strong will… What will you do? Will you force me to work?” Sylvia raised one finger and swayed it side to side. “No, no, no… You would not do that. You would not do that. You would not… Baldy…”
“I’m not bald.”
“Hwia, you’ll just let me sleep… and you’ll readily… do the work I should do."
“Hmm… Why is that?” Hwia asked.
Perhaps calmly answering other people’s bullshit was also one of Hwia’s strengths? No, that was probably a flaw. Either way, Sylvia looked at her with dreamy eyes, still half-asleep.
Sylvia answered, “Because you are a goddess… Lady Goddess… Please help me. You already look like Verdandi, so freaking act like her, please… That was Sylvia speaking… Goodbye.”
“Lady Sylvia...”
Sylvia said nothing more. The hand she had raised dropped limply; she returned to dreamland after making a goddess—not even human—wait for fifteen minutes. Despite this, Hwia didn’t get angry. That was certainly her strength.
The reason she didn’t get upset was that she didn’t need to feel upset. Like Sylvia said, Hwia was a goddess, and many others would get angry on her behalf. In fact, there were so many that several resided within Hwia herself.
“I entrust this to you, Sister,” Hwia said. 
“Yes. I will handle it, Sister.”
Hwia’s hair and wings darkened.
[The Goddess of Protection has transformed into her alter form: Sympathy.]
[Adjusting the Goddess of Protection’s Constellation level.]
[The Goddess of Protection’s Skill Set has changed.]
Hwia’s comfortable dress shrank down to a plain priestess robe. Her nails, once as white as platinum, turned pitch black. A black angel descended. While Hwia resembled someone who could face a copyright lawsuit from a certain animation studio, Sympathy—one of her sword egos—resembled Advisor River Eternal so much that she would sue Sympathy for copyright infringement. 
“Woundless Pain.”
As could be noticed from the way they talked, their personalities seemed similar.
“Gyaaaah!” Sylvia jumped like a cat that had run into a cucumber. Sympathy’s ability to grant woundless pain had jolted her awake. “Ah, what is this? This is abuse!”
“Are you awake now?” Sympathy asked. 
“Awake? I feel like you dragged me out of my sleep so far away that I’ll never fall back asleep again. What was that now, really? Can’t you cherish me a little more and be gentle with me?”
“Do you want one more shot of it?”
“I’ll go and take a shower.” 
Sylvia immediately went to the bathroom. A short while later, she exited her room, looking refreshed. Hwia was back, preparing her meal.
Sylvia mixed her egg with her rice vigorously while angrily saying, “You know what? Your tendency to let others get their hands dirty on your behalf is what drove the Aegim Empire to do those things to the clan advisor. Reflect on it."
Hwia looked gloomy and lowered her head. “Ah, I see. I guess those things could be related…” 
Her mouth agape, Sylvia tapped her spoon loudly against the bowl. “Wait, what? You were sealed by the guy you summoned, so how is that related?”
“But…”
“But what? Stop blaming yourself. I said that just because I was annoyed. You’re a goddess. Why are you so naive?” 
Sylvia ate her egg rice and then drank her scorched rice tea[1], finishing her meal quickly. 
As Sylvia stood up and stretched, Hwia waited silently beside her, still looking gloomy. Sylvia clicked her tongue as she put on her gardener uniform. “Come to think of it, who were you fighting?”
“Pardon?”
“Kim Yul or Kim Yulmu-Tea, was it? You must have had a reason to summon him. You two fought this enemy for a long time, even after summoning him. What was the reason? I’m curious.”
“Ah.”
Because Sylvia slept in so often, Kim Gong-Ja’s orphanage director moved the assembly time to night. Estelle had gotten furious for causing such trouble to the clan elder, and Kim Yul had stood silent beside Sylvia, pressuring her with his presence alone. Sylvia, showing the ironclad resolve that didn’t yield to an unlawful exercise of power, had endured it.
There was still a lot of time left before the assembly. Sylvia carried the garden trowel, and Hwia balanced a water bucket brimming with sunset light on her head as they walked toward the garden.
Hwia answered, “I fought another me.”
“I see. After all those tea parties with the clan advisor… and you even have an alter form… When did the Viper virus get to you?”
Hwia waved her hands quickly, uncharacteristically flustered. “No, no! I really did fight another version of myself.” 
Sylvia eyed her with doubt and crossed her arms. “Elaborate.”
Whether because Hwia was too kind or because she was too shocked by being suspected of having the Viper virus, she quickly explained the fight from that time. Kim Yul, whom the two coincidentally ran into in the garden, joined in on the explanation.
“Hwia was split in two back then. The bad Hwia and the good Hwia,” Kim Yul explained. 
“Are you a slime?” Sylvia asked Hwia.
Kim Yul, who had recently begun to regain his emotions, wasn’t as kind as Hwia; he fired a rubber band at Sylvia.
After getting stung, Sylvia gritted her teeth. “Ouch! What are you doing?!”
“Chief Steward, I don’t care if you insult me, but do not insult my old comrade. That tests my patience.”
“Fine. Clan Shadow, I’m just asking out of curiosity. Who backstabbed this old comrade you respect so much?”
Kim Yul looked away. “Really, ‘slime?’ Stop using vague words that make it hard to distinguish whether it’s a small fry monster or a strong foe that needs magic and fire to beat. Clear words lead to a clear mind. As the head steward, you’re here to make sure the clan is neat and organized. You need to be more conscious of that.”
“You just changed the subject, didn’t you?” Sylvia said.
Kim Yul cleared his throat and began flipping through his diary. “Hm, anyhow. There are two kinds of holy grounds. One is the holy ground that someone creates, like this one or the Constellation Murderer’s. There are also the ones that are just ‘born.’”
“Oh.”
“The Spire Mount Realm, Hwia’s world, was one of the born holy grounds. Everything there came from Hwia’s body. The whole mountain range across the continent was created from the decaying corpse of a huge dragon.”
“Huh.”
“That dragon was also said to be one of Hwia’s true forms, so the long fight against herself had left only two of Hwia. I was summoned by the weaker, kinder Hwia to fight the stronger, more evil Hwia.”
Hwia folded her wings as if they were her arms.
“In short, it was a process of rebirth and the fight that ultimately chose what Hwia would be. You could say that Hwia went through the same change that the patriarch did when he overcame the trials starting from the seventy-first floor to become a complete Constellation.”
Kim Yul then told a long story about how he broke the evil Hwia’s wings one by one and forged them into his own power. The story also included how he had changed the Spire Mountain Realm and made more and more people follow his and Hwia’s lead.
“It’s the kind of story that would suit to be a twenty-four episode animation that aired in the morning after cutting out the cruel parts,” Hwia said, looking nostalgic.
Kim Yul tilted his head. “Is that so? I think it’s the kind of story that would sell about a hundred thousand copies if it were made into an SRPG.”
Sylvia looked fed up but made no comments about the claims of the pair with loose screws.
Kim Yul asked, “Well, that’s all there is to the story. Is there anything else you’re curious about?”
“So, you were dodging the question earlier, right?” 
A moment passed while rubber band bullets flew and the garden trowel’s mud balls dotted the air.
“Start working! It’s almost mealtime.”
“Fiiiiine. What has become of my life…” Sylvia grumbled. 
Like that, the three of them began tending the garden. Hwia fluttered about, hanging up and collecting the sunset. Meanwhile, Kim Yul wrapped his long pruning shears in his aura and trimmed a protruding rock. 
Sylvia squatted and used her trowel in the soil, muttering, “Ah, really… I also want to fight myself. Since I’m the unlucky Sylvia, the lucky Sylvia should defeat me and absorb me. On second thought, that would be annoying. If anyone will absorb anyone, it should be me, taking all the luck of my other half and becoming a true lucky charm. Hmm…” 
Sylvia paused. Was she feeling sorry for herself? No. She was looking at a small marigold, its roots poking out a bit. 
“Phew. She cried too much yesterday… What is she, a frog? Come to think of it, she was a frog once. Tsk.” Sylvia scooped soil with her trowel and covered the roots, grumbling, ”Patriarch. Patriarch, please return soon. How long will you stay up there, leaving the flowers like this?”
Of course, no one answered her. Hwia and Kim Yul were too far away. Regardless, Sylvia kept covering the marigold roots and patting the flower. 
“Or maybe you’re already here? You’re like a ghost. Maybe you’re hiding there with your invisibility skill… Phew. If you’re there, please shake the carrot flower over there…. What the heck!”
Sylvia jumped in surprise. A sudden gust of wind had shaken the carrot flower.
“Why the hell did it actually sway…? Are you really there?”
The sudden breeze[2] while talking about Kim Gong-Ja triggered the siren within Sylvia’s head that Raviel had planted. Sylvia calmed her racing heart with difficulty. 
“There is no way he can be here, though.”
Sylvia scratched the back of her head. She continued grumbling. 
“Darn it. You’re the one who put me in this mess, but, well... this isn’t bad. Not too bad. Whenever I see that Mr. Kim Pollock’s life force is draining, I think I’m better off, but still.”
There was no response.
“I’m not the only one you put into this mess.”
Silence.
“There are many others. So come back quickly. Come on.”
[One of the Nine Keys has been forged.]
[All the residents from the eighty-first to the ninetieth floors are thinking of you.]
[The ninety-first floor has been cleared.]
The Tower’s announcement didn’t reach Sylvia’s ears. What she heard instead was Hwia’s voice calling for her.
“Lady Sylvia, shall we go have lunch?”
“Ah, yes.” Sylvia stood up after one last look at the marigold’s roots she neatly covered up. She stretched. “What’s for lunch today?”
“We’re eating out today. Let’s go to Cafe Planetarium.”
“Okay. Understood. Now then.” 
Sylvia snapped her fingers. Thanks to the power given to the Death King Clan vassals, a staircase appeared, leading to a lower floor tied to the holy ground. 
“I guess it’s time to eat some salad while I look at the annoying hamster[3].”
Sylvia, Hwia, and Kim Yul walked down the staircase. Following behind them was the one who had heard the Tower’s announcement.
[Entering the ninety-second floor.]

1. Made from the roasted crust of rice that is created at the bottom of a stone pot after cooking rice. ☜


2. The raw is 라비엘 보고 놀란 가슴 김공자 보고 놀란다고. It's the author's version of a Korean idiom 자라 보고 놀란 마음 솥뚜껑 보고 놀란다. It's about how when something terrified you so much, even similar stuff can also scare you. ☜


3. Hamustra ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 389: The Time He Waited And Took (2)
The sky and earth met, facing each other from opposite ends. Both longed for something by their side, so the sky and earth each forged a sword. This time, they had each other, so they didn’t need to cut themselves.
The sky struck his sword down toward the earth, and the earth raised his sword upward. Hundreds of strikes and parries were exchanged. From the wide gaps in the sky, wind poured out, while water gushed from the grand fissures in the earth.
The sky’s fragments were frozen in various moments: spring, summer, autumn, winter, polar night, white night, new moon, and full moon, while the cracked earth formed dozens of continents and tens of thousands of islands, each with their own unique ecosystem. 
In honor of the birth of the climate, the sea, the seasons, and life, people named the moment of the second strike the Moon of Sword.
***
An unexpected commotion erupted at Cafe Planetarium, the brunch cafe serving as the Lion Realm’s midway base. A thug with a Mohawk roughly grabbed the wrist of a fragile-looking woman. His tongue, which had a small, glinting piercing at the tip, flicked endlessly.
“Hehehehehe, climb the Tower with me, lady~” 
The woman, who was wearing glasses, shrank back in fear, her shoulders hunched. “P-please stop...” 
The thug laughed. He was relentless. “Don’t be like that. Let’s climb the Tower together~ Don’t just stay here~ Be more ambitious~ Let’s reach the hundredth floor with a strong will to become better. Mwahahaha~”
“Ugh... S-someone, please help me..."
Like a worker facing a boss who had assigned an unfair amount of workload, the woman sniffled and cried for help. Tragically, it seemed that no one in this Tower tried to help her. That injustice sparked a rage within a particular young woman, who had just been trying to eat in peace. 
“Phew… Really? The world will never let me eat in peace.” The young woman, who had been eating with her trowel at her waist, stood up.
What was there to hide? She was the head steward of the Death King Clan, and her power could shake heaven and earth. If she stepped forward, the thug would clearly be unable to withstand a single strike from her. In the end, however, the young woman didn’t have to draw her trowel. 
“Stop, Lady Head Steward of the Death King Clan.”
Voices echoed behind the young woman. After all, true justice existed in this world.
“Hm? You’re…” 
“We’ll handle this.”
The men who stopped her were wearing white martial arts uniforms with a large hanja for “heaven” on their backs.
“Your beautiful hands aren’t meant to deal with such feeble scumbags, don’t you think so?” the man leading the group asked. 
The young woman sat down and raised an eyebrow. “Hmm. Fine, I’ll leave it to you. I want to have my seafood cream pasta.”
The men in the white martial arts uniforms chuckled and crossed their arms in unison.
“Hmph… Understood.”
“That guy is a street thug causing trouble.”
“Stopping guys like him is our job.”
The men stood up and walked away from the young woman. Only one of them had their hood pulled low and said nothing, but they all walked toward the Mohican thug. Their clothes were plain, yet they walked like the elephants once found on the Serengeti grassland.
“Oi, oi. That’s enough.”
“Huh? What? Who are you?” the Mohican thug asked, baring his teeth. 
The man leading the group looked up with a complicated expression that said, “Oh, dear. I guess there’s no other choice.” 
The Mohican thug grinned. “What? You seemed bold, but you’re just another pretty boy.”
That was right. The leader looked more like a boy than a man. Any onlooker would worry about the boy if he got into a fight with this thug, yet the boy wore a smile that could charm any girl. 
The boy said, “My name is Gahaeil.”
“What?”
“As the former heir to the True Heavenly Sword Sect of the Righteous Path, I held the title of Sun-Shooting Sword in murim. In the end, I decided to join the OJP Sect. My title is Haruto.” He snapped his fingers. “I’ll leave the rest of my introduction to this. Unlock my Hunter Card.”
Swish.
A card-shaped light glowed in the air.
“Huh? A Hunter Card? You’re just a boy, so your Hunter Class would be— Gyaaaah! This rank is…!” 
The Mohican Hunter yelped. Of course he panicked when he examined the card. What was there to hide? Could anything truly be concealed? The average Hunter Class among the men in martial arts uniform was B. Haruto, who had shown his Hunter Card, was actually—
“C-Class A Hunter?!”
The term “Hunter” referred to those who climbed the Tower, and these men could be considered some of the strongest in this Tower. Moreover, they were highly regarded even within the OJP Sect, one of the Five Guilds. Their power level was quite clear.
The Mohican Hunter dropped to his knees and prostrated. “I-I’m sorry for not recognizing you sooner!” 
Looking down at this sad man, Haruto wore a plaintive face and—
“This is very annoying to watch. Can you please drop this bullshit?”
Haruto scratched the back of his head awkwardly. “Why, Junior? You interrupted at the best moment…” 
The man in the martial arts uniform who had his hood up pulled it down. Not only that, he flung his hoodie away. “The best moment, my ass! All of this is just a shitshow! All of you, Haruto, or whatever your name is! Ah, all of you are just a bunch of cringey sons of bitches!”
The handsome man who had flung his hoodie away had a jet-black ponytail.
Haruto was flustered. “Wait, Junior Yoo Soo-Ha, you shouldn’t…”
“I shouldn’t…? Shouldn’t do what? I think that you shouldn’t exist!”
“What did we—”
“What? Don’t you dare tell me you don’t know what you’re doing.”
“I mean—”
Haruto only said “Wait” or “I mean—” over and over. It looked like a jock bullying a nerd. Perhaps because this was considered normal around here, none of Cafe Planetarium’s guests or staff joined in the commotion. The chief steward of the Death King Clan and the two other clan vassals, who had finished their meal, were nowhere to be seen, probably because they had returned to their holy ground.
Yoo Soo-Ha pointed at two people seated at a nearby table to vent his frustration. “You’re all the same! What are you sitting there for?!”
An elderly man and a boy were sitting where he was pointing, cupping their chins like tulips as they watched everything unfold.
“You know what? When you first see Surströmming, you might wonder why that kind of food exists, but once you try it, you’ll understand the exquisite taste,” the boy[1] said.
The elderly man[2] added, “Hmph. Why would I intervene? At my age, watching things like this is entertaining.”
“You’re harsh! That’s why people call you an old water flea!” the woman in glasses, who had been harassed by the Mohican thug, snapped at the elderly man.
The elderly man, however, flew into a rage. “What are you even doing? You’re now the Master Alchemist of the Alchemist Office Master, but you’re now here acting as if that street thug actually intimidates you! What kind of roleplaying is this?!”
This remark startled the Mohican thug even more. The woman, the Master Alchemist, pointed at the thug and protested her innocence.
“R-roleplaying?! Look at his face! He’s terrifying!”
“Please, you are the walking terror! Do you know how much your student complains to me whenever he gets the chance? ‘Teacher is too scary. When I go back, my teacher will scold me again. Professor McCalister, please tutor me just a little more…’ and so on.”
“What?” The Master Alchemist adjusted her glasses firmly with her thin fingers.
This brunch cafe, Cafe Planetarium, was made from the Great Library of All Life. The great library gathered fragments of many worlds under the name of apocalyptic books, so the cafe drew in the essence of many worlds from just beyond a thin sheet of paper.
Perhaps because of this, even though the ambiance of any place was usually decided by how people at that place behaved and what they said, the ambiance of Cafe Planetarium changed drastically every time there was a commotion.  
When the Mohican thug was being loud, the cafe felt like a cheap bar. After the OJP Sect members showed up, it gained a bizarre edge for some reason. Yoo Soo-Ha’s yelling almost caused a conflict to break out, while the Master Alchemist’s simple gesture just now brought a winter night in the cafe.
“Ahaaaaaaa, so that is how it is. I see... How should I scold my rude student? I suppose I should head back first…”
Feeling a strong sense of duty, the Master Alchemist stepped outside the cafe. The boy stared at the elderly man. 
“What?” the elderly man asked. 
“Don’t you feel sorry for Miss Chemist’s student?”
“No one told him to become her student. That’s his fault.”
The boy nodded. “You know what? I’m starting to like your character[3]…” 
The elderly man snorted. Meanwhile, the Mohican Hunter slipped away, almost crawling on the floor.
Yoo Soo-Ha, who had watched it all, held his forehead with his palms. “All of you are nuts…”
The OJP Sect members, dispirited, looked at Yoo Soo-Ha, feeling as if they were walking on eggshells around him. That only poured oil on his anger since they were still his seniors. 
Yoo Soo-Ha pounded his chest in frustration. “Ah, seriously. Gong-Ja, you bastard! Do you see this? Do you?! This is the world you created!”
“It doesn’t seem like a bad world…” 
“Senior, please shut it before I do it for you. You have three seconds. One, two, three…”
Haruto closed his mouth. 
Seeing this, Yoo Soo-Ha’s anger rose again. He took a deep breath before exhaling. “I shouldn’t have let him go when he suddenly started dancing the hopak… I should have made him dance more and put him in a dark space where no one can see him so he can dance there alone forever…”
[The Void-Dancing God expresses serious concern and mild regret.]
Yoo Soo-Ha couldn’t hear the Tower’s words. He pulled his hood down, walked to the elderly man, and said, “Hey, old man… Pack me some food."
“What kind?”
“Ah, the usual. You know what the other old man in my sect likes. What was it? Risotto? Yeah, that one.”
“You really show no respect to your elders…  You’re just like me when I was young. Ugh.”
The elderly man took the order and skillfully lit the stove. Then he took out some water bottles, which was way better than Avian, and began to cook. 
Watching this, Yoo Soo-Ha turned back to his seniors. “Hey, what are you guys doing? Hurry and get ready to go up. Lunch break is almost over, you know?”
“But we haven’t even finished eating yet...”
“Then eat while you walk! Act like seniors for once!”
“But…”
Despite their flustered looks, they were still the Righteous Path’s elites. They held their bowls and chopsticks and finished their meal without difficulty. 
Yoo Soo-Ha glanced back at the elderly man. “And… you know, my sect’s old man wants you to take a break and come visit sometime. Bring Sword Star, too.”
“Why?”
“Why do you think? I guess he misses you guys because you’re all old. Why don’t you go play Go with him or something?”
“That Buwolseon…”
Though he complained, the elderly man finished cooking with a somewhat satisfied look. Yoo Soo-Ha took the packed food and turned to his seniors. 
“Let’s go.”
The OJP Sect members laughed softly as they gathered their bowls and chopsticks.
“Right, Junior.”
“Let’s return to our castle.”
“To the peak of the Righteous Path, the OJP Martial Alliance—”
Yoo Soo-Ha sighed. “Kim Gong-Ja, if you’re really a god, please realize your grave sin by now...”
From somewhere, the Tower’s voice rang out again.
[One of the Nine Keys has been forged.]
[All the apostles you recruited have offered you their heartfelt prayers.]
[The ninety-second floor has been cleared!]
Once again, Yoo Soo-Ha couldn’t hear the Tower’s announcements. He just uttered curses and complaints before leading his seniors out of the cafe. Behind them, someone who heard the Tower’s voice followed.
[Entering the ninety-third floor.]

1. Hamustra. ☜


2. The Medicine King. ☜


3. Hamustra is saying that he likes the Medicine King’s personality while also seeing him as if he’s a fictional character in a story. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 390: The Time He Waited And Took (3)

    
      The great strikes hit the world four times. On the third strike, humans were born, a moment that was called the Day of Sword. After the fourth strike, one group of men divided into many species, countries, cities, villages, clans, and families. Eventually, individuals were born. People named the moment of the fourth strike the Hour of Sword.
    

    
      Time then flowed onward. The Year of Ax, Spear, Bow, and the others were made to set it apart from the Year of Sword.
    

    
      Like that, to mark the months, the Month of Armor, Shield, and Bracelet were created. Many other days and hours were also made to mark the Day and Hour of Sword. These were split again into minutes and seconds.
    

    
      Some called these the Great Fifth Strike, but the idea didn’t gain a lot of support. Regardless, the split time began to cycle, each with its own season. At last, the moment when the Year, Month, Day, Hour, Minute, and Second of Sword aligned arrived. 
    

    
      That was also the moment he was forged.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      A temple was where a god who defined their world’s rules lived. At the same time, it could also be a haven for an exiled god, providing refuge from other gods with great power. This temple was neither; it was a goddess’ shell.
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      This shell was in ruins. After going through a nearly endless cycle, eternal winter arrived. The temple was no more than a discarded shell, rotting while still clinging to the flesh it couldn’t separate from completely. 
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      The loud sound of collisions echoed within that shell.
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      One of those responsible for the collisions was a small fist. Clenched as if grasping the world, it struck down with great force. 
    

    
      
        Clang! 
      
    

    
      Each blow sent out a shockwave that shook heaven and earth.
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      The other was a metal ingot, burning brightly because of how red it was. Upon closer inspection, it became clear that what flew off the ingot with each blow was not sparks, but rust. The ingot appeared fiery red only because it was entirely rusted. 
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      The girl swinging her fist had combed, golden hair. It didn’t really resemble sticky honey. Rather, her hair was so light that, even if it were coated in glue and tossed into the air, it would scatter like dandelion seeds, each strand flying off alone.
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      Between the golden wheats that swayed with each punch stood two scarecrows that had barely survived a typhoon; they were her broken horns. The girl wasn’t human. She was one of the oldest dragon emperors, one of the Constellations owning the widest territory in the sky.
    

    
      “You’re the Ruin-Harvesting Cow, right?” someone called out.
    

    
      The woman’s fist, set to strike the metal ingot again, paused for a moment. She merely turned around and stared, her rustling hair so light that even with most of her eyes hidden behind her bangs, she could see who had called her.
    

    
      Her lips twitched as she said, “Viper.”
    

    
      “Yes, you wouldn’t know who I am, but— What? How did you know?” the gray-haired man asked, startled. He was leaning against the temple pillar with his arms crossed.
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      Mutia swung her fist toward the metal ingot again and flatly answered, “What do you think the virtues of a god are?”
    

    
      “Um… diligence?” the Viper instinctively answered the sudden question.
    

    
      Mutia nodded after a while. “You know very well. It’s proof that you’ve served as a god well.”
    

    
      “Ah, I worked hard— Wait, this isn’t why I’m here.”
    

    
      “A god is a slave.”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      Mutia struck the metal block with her fist once more. “So, a good god is a good slave.”
    

    
      “Uh…” 
    

    
      “Thus, the Tower master would be the best goddess for all.”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      Amid the ringing metallic sound, the Viper fell silent. He didn’t know much about the Tower master. 
    

    
      Mutia continued, “I’m also a good goddess, though not as good as the Tower master. And the virtue of a slave is diligence."
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “My horn is gone because I briefly lost my diligence and was careless.”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “You live in the same world as the one who cut off my horn. Also, you’ve managed to land a punch on him. Remembering and making preparations for you is only natural.”
    

    
      The Viper scratched the back of his head. 
    

    
      “Hmmm. I don’t know if I should call that an honor or an annoyance. Well, I guess I should accept it, given my role as a rival.” He looked up at Mutia. “Aren’t you going to ask why I came here?”
    

    
      “You’ll eventually explain, won’t you? Either with words or with actions.”
    

    
      “Well, yeah, but… you could say, ‘You came here for this,’ right?’ Like how you knew my name.”
    

    
      “Why should I show my cards?”
    

    
      The Viper narrowed his eyes. “But you said you’re a good slave...” 
    

    
      “I said before that a slave’s virtue is diligence. False pride is a fool’s virtue.”
    

    
      The Viper shut his mouth. Mutia also fell silent. For a moment, only the clangs of the goddess’ fist striking the metal ingot echoed within her shell. 
    

    
      After some hesitation, the Viper asked, “Do you know what a hammer is? It would be so much easier to use one…”
    

    
      The Viper imagined the conversation that would follow. “A hammer? What’s that?” “Ah, it’s this thingy. With it, you can strike metal much more easily.” “This is amazing, Viper-kun…  Ah, the Lion Realm has great technology and uses so much effort even when it comes to hitting metal.” 
    

    
      “Viper, can you please stop that? Even I feel awkward when I listen to that,” Mutia growled.
    

    
      “I didn’t say anything!”
    

    
      “You were thinking about it.”
    

    
      “I mean… I can think whatever I want, right? Even if you’re a known Constellation, that’s a breach of privacy. Hmmm. Anyway, hammers exist…” The Viper focused to see what Mutia was doing. This is...”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “My horn.”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “Only my fists can shape my horns. No metal is hard enough.”
    

    
      The Viper, who had once lived among humans as a god and tried blacksmithing, rested his chin on his hand. “I see. Hmmm. That explains why it rusted badly, too.”
    

    
      “Because my horns can only be melted by time. Any fire is too cold.”
    

    
      The Viper sighed. “I get it now. You said time is your power, so only you can melt or destroy parts of your own body.”
    

    
      “That’s correct.”
    

    
      “That makes sense, but…” The Viper crossed his arms. “Kim Gong-Ja cut off your horn.”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      With a sharp sound, the metal struck by the fist let out a deafening scream. It was both a cry of death and birth.
    

    
      
        [Congratulations!]
      
    

    
      
        [The item’s level can not be measured!]
      
    

    
      
        [You have made the realm’s thirteenth treasure!]
      
    

    
      Unlike the usual calm tone, the Tower’s announcement rang out with vigor. The messages reached Mutia and the Viper. Not paying attention to the Viper, who was now tense, Mutia stood up straight and waved the newly forged sword a couple of times before holding it up.
    

    
      
        
          Returner Harvester.
        
      
    

    
      
        Rarity Level: Realm
      
    

    
      
        Creator: The Ruin-Harvesting Cow.
      
    

    
      
        Description: The sword of resolve that the Ruin-Harvesting Cow forged from her horn. It can be called a temporal tracking missile, one that brings absolute death to returners… 
      
    

    
      
        How fearsome. Those who die from its attack regress with this sword. What does that mean? They die again the moment they return. Even if they regress again… they immediately die again. 
      
    

    
      
        Anyone who dies by this sword must abandon all hope….  
      
    

    
      Mutia stared at the sword. 
    

    
      The Viper swallowed dryly. “I came here because of a prophecy. A real seer, not a fake one, has come to my world’s Tower. The prophecy said that you, Mutia, would become Kim Gong-Ja’s formidable enemy.”
    

    
      The Viper activated his Skill.
    

    
      
        [Activating Take On The World Alone.]
      
    

    
      His Class-SS Skill showed his foe’s possible attack routes. In short, it let him predict his enemy’s next move and react accordingly. It was a simple yet strong Skill that allowed him to know the opponent’s choice in a game of rock-paper-scissors before he made his choice.
    

    
      Of course, even the simplest fight wasn’t like rock-paper-scissors. It was more complicated than that. Precisely because of that, if someone who knew how to use it possessed this Skill, its worth was immeasurable. Of course, the Viper knew how to use this Skill properly.
    

    
      Mutia gritted her teeth and said,  “Noisy…”
    

    
      Thinking the words were aimed at him, the Viper bit his lip and got ready for combat, but he was mistaken. Mutia’s words weren’t aimed at the Viper, nor were her eyes on the Viper.
    

    
      “Just say what must be said, like River Eternal does.”
    

    
      The Viper was puzzled. “Hm?” 
    

    
      Mutia didn’t respond. Her gaze was fixed on the item description window. Moments later, the letters in the system window squirmed and changed.
    

    
      
        Description: But that’s too stiff. As the person in charge of item messages, I dream of becoming a more humane and approachable manager, together with my sister, who handles skill messages. (Strong sense of duty) I will do my best to be a leader who helps first! (Sincere goal)
      
    

    
      Mutia clutched her head. “That lunatic. Typical of someone on the princess’ side."
    

    
      “Huh? Princess? Are you talking about the Mirage-Walking Princess? If so, I’m not on anyone’s side, you know,” the Viper said, puffing out his chest.
    

    
      Only then did Mutia glance at Viper to let out a sigh. After raising her hand, she struck it down.
    

    
      
        Crash!
      
    

    
      With a loud bang, the sword Mutia had just forged—the Returner Harvester—cracked in two.
    

    
      Even the Tower’s item manager was shocked.
    

    
      
        [What the hell!]
      
    

    
      
        [The Ruin-Harvesting Cow has just freaking destroyed the realm-level item with an immeasurable rarity level…?]
      
    

    
      The Viper was equally stunned. “What the heck did you just do?”
    

    
      “This wasn’t what I meant to make in the first place.” Mutia brushed the dust off her hands. “Because you mentioned that bastard, my mind went astray. That was why this weapon was created. Since it was already made, using it could be an entertainment in a way, but I represent time. I can’t tolerate a coincidence I made.”
    

    
      Like that, Mutia’s horn lost its shape and returned to its ingot form. She began to shape it once more. 
    

    
      
        Clang, clang!
      
    

    
      The sound echoed within the temple. The Viper silently watched her for a while.
    

    
      “What were you trying to make?” he asked. 
    

    
      “Something that isn’t a weapon.”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “Something to be swung at things that aren’t alive.”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “That thing you cockily asked if I didn’t know.”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “I am making a blacksmith’s hammer.”
    

    
      The Viper fell silent for a moment before he asked, “What will it be used for?”
    

    
      “Anything..”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “I want to try making a tool, rather than using someone as a tool.”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “The item I made just now was trash.”
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      “But, this way, it’ll take me closer to the man who broke my horn.”
    

    
      The Viper engraved that reply in his mind and thought deeply about it.
    

    
      
        [Canceling Take On The World Alone.]
      
    

    
      He asked, “Want some help?”
    

    
      “Hm?”
    

    
      “Oh, I’ve done some smith work before. You said your fists are the only tools that work on this, but you never know, right?" The Viper rolled up his sleeves and grinned. “Regardless of everything, these fists of mine almost pierced that guy’s heart.”
    

    
      Mutia frowned, but not for long. With a snort, she turned and said, “Do as you wish.”
    

    
      Therefore, the Viper did exactly that.
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      
        Clang!
      
    

    
      Different sounds echoed out. After who knew how long…
    

    
      
        Claaaang!
      
    

    
      … a shockwave erupted. Cracks formed, like fine lines on an eggshell, and a bright light burst out. 
    

    
      The temple rumbled. It was as if a shell, long since shed, finally accepted its fate and fell.
    

    
      
        [Congratulations!]
      
    

    
      
        [The item has an immeasurable level!]
      
    

    
      As the roof sank, the pillars holding up the temple bent in the middle, as if they were in so much pain that they could no longer stand. 
    

    
      
        Rumble…!
      
    

    
      The pillars fell, spewing sandy dust, and the shockwave shattered the temple from within.
    

    
      
        [You have made an item that is above the level of a world. For the first time in history—]
      
    

    
      On that day, everyone in the Tower heard an announcement, but they didn’t know that the Tower’s other announcement, which only one person could hear, rang out at the same time.
    

    
      
        [One of the Nine Keys has been forged.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Constellations who were involved with you have changed their ways of life.]
      
    

    
      
        [As a result, they can no longer live on as they once did.]
      
    

    
      
        [The ninety-third floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      The person who heard the other announcement looked down at the fallen ruins and saw the man with an eyepatch standing in the center and raising his blacksmith’s hammer. The girl with the broken horns also caught the person’s eye. He then turned and slowly walked away.
    

    
      
        [Entering the ninety-fourth floor.]
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 391: The Time He Waited And Took (4)

    
      From the moment he was forged, he was a sword.
    

    
      “Oh! It’s done!”
    

    
      “He’s finally forged!”
    

    
      Many people didn’t remember the moment they were brought into the world. Only after time had grown enough to the point where they could endure their soul, real consciousness arose within them. This continuous flow of consciousness created memories. For him, the lengths of his existence and memories were the same.
    

    
      “It’s finally done!”
    

    
      “The great protector has been created!”
    

    
      “We have finally made him!”
    

    
      Those around him, who had been whole from the start, called him…
    

    
      “The Sword of Beginning!”
    

    
      He looked at the people around him.
    

    
      “Ooh!”
    

    
      “O Sword of Beginning!”
    

    
      The people before him looked poor. Their thin fingers proved that all they had held in life had fallen away like sand. Those trembling fingers, like many strands of seaweed swaying in the ocean depths, grasped his sleeves.
    

    
      The poor people spoke to him.
    

    
      “Our sorrow.”
    

    
      “Our pain.”
    

    
      “Our disappointment.”
    

    
      “Our despair.”
    

    
      “Our agony.”
    

    
      “The oppression we’re under.”
    

    
      “Our hunger.”
    

    
      “Our thirst.”
    

    
      “Please recognize them!”
    

    
      “Please take responsibility!”
    

    
      They cried out in unison, “Please save us!”
    

    
      He stared at them, then turned his head away. The people behind him were weak. Their trembling legs showed how hard their journeys had been and how much they feared the paths they still had to walk. One by one, they kneeled before him.
    

    
      “Our future.”
    

    
      “Our fear.”
    

    
      “Our hope.”
    

    
      “Our longing.”
    

    
      “Our waiting.”
    

    
      “Our regret.”
    

    
      “Our terror.”
    

    
      “Our wishes.”
    

    
      “Please feel them!”
    

    
      “Please bear them!”
    

    
      “Please take responsibility!”
    

    
      The weak cried out together, “Please lead us!”
    

    
      In this cave, light had never entered since the Great First Strike. Where only festering darkness rotted and lingered, many people had gathered. Wherever he turned, he saw crowds begging him the same things over and over.
    

    
      From the moment he was forged, he was a perfect sword. This meant that his targets and reason to fight had already been prepared. 
    

    
      He was the protagonist of this world.
    

    
      The one who oversaw the ritual stepped forward and said, “This world exists solely for you. All humans but you are mere phantoms. Scarecrows. Empty shells.”
    

    
      The leader didn’t seem poor or weak. In fact, he seemed strong. 
    

    
      “If there is a reason others exist in this world, it’s solely to be defeated by you. To prove that you are right.”
    

    
      He pointed to the poor.
    

    
      “To be saved by you.”
    

    
      He pointed to the weak.
    

    
      “To be protected by you.”
    

    
      He pointed outside the cave, then back to himself.
    

    
      “To be surpassed by you.”
    

    
      The Sword of Beginning felt that the man was telling the truth.
    

    
      
        Is that so?
      
    

    
      He understood.
    

    
      
        In this wide world, am I the only one who is special?
      
    

    
      He was alone.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      Twilight fell. The shadows left by the sun slowly eroded. The darkness spread like stars fixed to the sky, each taking its rightful spot. Eventually, it would all turn black, but one spider was now dying in the twilight that was still taking root.
    

    
      Beside the shaking spider, thin fingers trembled. They belonged to a pale, slender woman. Greenish blue veins were visible on the back of her hand. Those veins went up her thin wrist, reaching the long arm that was like a winter branch. 
    

    
      Buried in the dirt and gasping for breath, the Gray Spider was dying. The river of bad blood that the Magic Tower had dug, the grudges she had gathered, and the endless challenges defeated her, the woman who had once been the empress of the fiftieth floor. 
    

    
      Beside the dying Gray Spider, someone said, “We won. Finally, we’ve won.”
    

    
      The Gray Spider knew whose voice it was. It didn’t matter that it was dark. Even though she had nearly lost her sight and hearing, she still knew. Despite the many people gathered around her to watch her die, she could tell precisely who was speaking. She knew everyone standing around her.
    

    
      “You monster!”
    

    
      The man who had just spat out those words was named Rodrick. He was a werewolf from the White Wolf Realm who had lost his parents and siblings to the Magic Tower she once led. 
    

    
      For decorations, the mages of the Magic Tower frequently used Moonring Stones, which were found deep in the hearts and brains of werewolves. The more the werewolves were starved, the more vivid the Moonring Stones’ color became. Thus, the Magic Tower’s standard protocol of harvesting Moonring Stones was to chain werewolves and starve them to death.
    

    
      “You demon…”
    

    
      The sobbing woman’s name was Yi Chunlin, and she came from the Dragonflower Realm. Her species, called Dilik, resembled trees rather than humans. The species was a very rare case among the forms of sentient life. Their power grew without limits, and the invasions they had led on other worlds had inflated their egos. 
    

    
      The Magic Tower’s mages believed that the Diliks’ rarity made them valuable. Many of the known mages planted Diliks in pots and tended to them, trimming the Diliks’ limbs to suit their taste. Once a year, they bore tasty fruit that increased the consumer’s mana, so it was considered a delicacy.
    

    
      “I wanted to kill her.”
    

    
      The Gray Spider also knew the name of the one who muttered these words.
    

    
      “I’m the one who had the right to kill her.”
    

    
      She also knew where the person baring her teeth had come from.
    

    
      “I.”
    

    
      “Only I.”
    

    
      “I alone.”
    

    
      Each and every one of them had reasons to wish for her death. The Gray Spider was the queen of the Magic Tower. Everything that the Magic Tower had done was her responsibility. She wasn’t exactly innocent, either. Her hands were red, bloody red, after spilling too much unnecessary blood.
    

    
      “I was first.”
    

    
      “Don’t be ridiculous! I was before you in the order of challenges.”
    

    
      “Why couldn’t she hold out until it was my turn…”
    

    
      Growling swirled around the Gray Spider. The trembling web woven from words and breath of hatred stung and cut her flesh.
    

    
      Someone stepped forward.
    

    
      “Enough.”
    

    
      The Gray Spider also knew who that was. The person who had wished for her death more than any other was the same who had defeated her just now.
    

    
      “What?”
    

    
      “Do you think winning the challenge gives you the right to tell us what to do here?”
    

    
      “Don’t tell me you pity this monster.”
    

    
      People bared their teeth. To those stripped of their skin by the Magic Tower and forced to expose their flesh, anything felt like a harsh wind.
    

    
      The last challenger calmly answered, “We didn’t come here to fight each other.”
    

    
      The crowd fell silent because they felt that her calmness was fragile, like a card tower on ice. 
    

    
      Suppressing her emotions, the challenger looked down at the Gray Spider. “You’re dying, aren’t you?”
    

    
      The Gray Spider’s lips parted weakly. Instead of words, only a gurgle of blood-tinged foam escaped her mouth before she closed it. That didn’t matter to the challenger since she wasn’t interested in the Gray Spider’s answer. No, she was actually interested a lot, but she was suppressing her intrigue.
    

    
      “I hope you just die like this.” The challenger crouched and added in a whisper, “I beg you. Don’t show any resolve or determination to overcome this moment. Don’t struggle or try to leave last words. Just die like this. I won’t give you a dramatic death.”
    

    
      Her words carried a curse.
    

    
      “There won’t be a coffin or a grave for you to be buried in. No one will know the date of your death, so no one will commemorate your death anniversary. Die in your loneliness. I wish your death will simply fade into nothing.”
    

    
      Silence followed. No one spoke. The rest agreed with the challenger and felt the same bone-chilling hatred. Just as the Gray Spider couldn’t forgive her gods, they couldn’t forgive her either. That was all there was to it, and some things in the world just ended like that. The Gray Spider knew this, too. She was the one who knew this the best.
    

    
      “I.” The Gray Spider coughed. “I, I...”
    

    
      She stretched out her thin hand. The crowd tensed. Even the last challenger, who had been spouting curses, flinched and reached for her weapon. 
    

    
      They were all mistaken. The Gray Spider merely reached for the night sky. Her fingers, curled like hooks, grasped the starry sky once before letting go. 
    

    
      
        Thump.
      
    

    
      Her hand fell, and that was the end of it. The Gray Spider couldn’t even open her mouth as she was no longer alive.
    

    
      “Is she dead?”
    

    
      “She’s dead.”
    

    
      Some approached and poked the Gray Spider’s body with the tips of their weapons. When there was still no response, a sigh of relief spread through the crowd, but the moment was brief. That relief soon turned to doubt. Whispers began again.
    

    
      “What was she trying to say?”
    

    
      “She probably wanted to go out with a cocky remark.”
    

    
      “No, she was going to pathetically beg for her life.”
    

    
      “Maybe she was going to apologize.”
    

    
      “Or...”
    

    
      In the dark field, the whispers spread fast like wildfire. 
    

    
      The last challenger shouted, “Stop!”
    

    
      The people froze, their words halting on their lips. 
    

    
      “Don’t discuss that,” the last challenger said through clenched teeth.
    

    
      It was as if she were putting out the last flame of a forest fire.
    

    
      “Don’t try to understand what she meant or try to deliver her words to others. To harm an enemy, you should know them. Understanding your enemy will allow you to kill them. Trying to understand the Gray Spider while fighting her is enough. Now that she’s dead, there’s no need to do that anymore,” the last challenger said firmly. “Just forget it.”
    

    
      The others nodded.
    

    
      “She’s right,” someone chimed in.
    

    
      Another person added, “Being forgotten is the rightful hell she belongs in.”
    

    
      As the last challenger had proposed, they decided to forget the Gray Spider’s existence. However… everyone knew that would be impossible. In the end, her death had left a deep scar on those gathered here, just as her life had.
    

    
      “Damn it...”
    

    
      This frustrated and enraged the last challenger so much that she had no choice but to turn away, her jaw still clenched. The Gray Spider’s body was left in the field, unclaimed, but she wasn’t left alone.
    

    
      A quiet announcement echoed.
    

    
      
        [One of the Nine Keys has been forged.]
      
    

    
      
        [The one who faced the greatest turning point in fate because of you doesn’t resent you, even though she met her end because of it.]
      
    

    
      
        [The ninety-fourth floor has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      The one who heard the announcement quietly looked down at the Gray Spider’s corpse. A soul didn’t rise from her shell, nor did the soul recognize him or the Sword Emperor beside him. Just as before her death, the Gray Spider didn’t receive forgiveness and didn’t make up with her victims.
    

    
      Yet. It didn’t happen yet. The one who heard the announcement knew the day would come someday, no matter how long it would take. For that to happen, he would help them. He had known for a long time that this was his calling, given the role he had chosen. 
    

    
      
        [Entering the ninety-fifth floor.]
      
    

    
      To do so, he would have to climb the Tower.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 392: The Time He Waited And Took (5)

    
      “Mwahahaha! So you’re the jiangshi that the Mooncave demons gathered to create? You’ve been wicked since birth! I’ll cut you down and start the Great Fifth Strike!”
    

    
      The Sword of Beginning slew the one before him.
    

    
      “Sword Amitabha! New life is made when lovers clash their swords. That has been the rule passed down since the Great Fourth Strike hit the world. Your existence itself is a result of the demonic arts that disrupt the world’s harmony! I may be a mere monk, but I shall grant you peace by splitting you with my sword.”
    

    
      He slew the one before him.
    

    
      “The Martial Emperor of the Divine Sword, the ruler of the Greatest Sword Continent, sent me! Give me your head, you wicked jiangshi king!”
    

    
      He swung his sword again. There was a lot to cut down. Simply walking and breathing caused mountains of corpses of those he had cut down to pile up before him. It seemed as if everyone in this world existed only to be slain by him, but that couldn’t be true.
    

    
      “Ooh, Sword of Beginning!”
    

    
      That couldn’t be.
    

    
      “The Sword of Beginning has saved us once more!”
    

    
      There had to be more to it.
    

    
      “Sword of Beginning! Sword of Beginning! Sword of Beginning! ”
    

    
      “Our beginning! Our end! Our savior!”
    

    
      There had to be more.
    

    
      “Our son!”
    

    
      He set out to find it and left the cave.
    

    
      “You—”
    

    
      He wandered the world.
    

    
      “Forged by the Mooncave demons—”
    

    
      He took a boat to the edge of the East Sea and saw the first sunrise.
    

    
      “The sword swung against the world—”
    

    
      He crossed many continents in the west, reaching the city of the Tower which no one from his home had seen.
    

    
      “Everything in this world—”
    

    
      He slew the dragon that drank light in the Divine Sword Mountain Range.
    

    
      “I was waiting. This way—”
    

    
      He also met hermits sitting in the lotus position under the sky where the aurora always swept by.
    

    
      “Tsk, tsk, you foolish boy,” the leader of the hermits said. “Why are you in so much agony?”
    

    
      He looked at the leader. Compared to his own height, most people were small, but the leader hermit felt quite tiny. His face glowed a pale blue, but no eyes, nose, or mouth of his were visible. 
    

    
      The hermits were a species called True Ones or Divine Truths. He had fought them several times before. They were terribly strong, but they were always just a little weaker than him. It made him especially sad.
    

    
      He said, “I’m lonely.”
    

    
      “Haha.” The leader of True Ones laughed bitterly. “What is there to be lonely about? Everyone who gathered in the Mooncave to forge you is your parent. All of them were forged by this world itself, so you’re basically the son of everyone in this whole world! There are orphans whose fathers secretly leave them at rich families’ doorsteps and who cling to their mothers’ cold, dead breasts for milk without knowing they‘re dead. Compared to them, look how blessed you are!”
    

    
      The Sword of Beginning was aware of it, too. Many had drawn swords against him, but just as many had opened their arms to him. He knew where to go when he needed a warm embrace instead of a harsh wind. However, he now wanted something else.
    

    
      “I want a brother.”
    

    
      A moment of silence passed.
    

    
      “That’s sad.” The leader snapped a reed and brought it to his lips. The thin lip-shaped opening that appeared on his smooth face bit on the reed as if it were a pipe. “It really is.”
    

    
      The leader chewed on the reed for a while before speaking again. 
    

    
      He sighed. “Yes, only when each person holds a sword does it truly hold meaning. A sword held by only one person is merely a weapon for slaughter.”
    

    
      The Sword of Beginning waited while the leader chewed on the reed.
    

    
      After a while, the leader said, “The formula art that forged you runs venomously deep. You could say that all life and laws of this world’s heaven and earth are condensed within you. The fact that it was done artificially adds the delusion of humanity. You’ll live incomparably longer than any other person, but throughout your life, you’ll never meet anyone like you. Still, there’s no need to accept this bleak assumption as a prophecy of your fate.”
    

    
      The leader spat out the reed and walked toward him.
    

    
      
        Tap, tap.
      
    

    
      The Sword of Beginning faltered. The leader, who was clearly smaller than he was, grew larger with each step he took.
    

    
      
        Thump, thump.
      
    

    
      The steps also grew louder.
    

    
      
        Thud, thud.
      
    

    
      First, the Sword of Beginning felt the steps as vibrations before he heard the sound. Then, he felt the heavy touch of a shadow draping over him like a rain-soaked blanket.
    

    
      Now towering over him, the leader of True Ones raised his fist. “Bow. You'd better keep count of how many blows you endure.”
    

    
      It was the day he joined his teacher’s sect.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      
        Blood spattered.
      
    

    
      
        The man let out a desperate scream. He stared ahead, his eyes smeared with blood. Looking like he was about to vomit blood, the man shouted, “Black Dragon Master... How could you...!”
      
    

    
      
        The black-haired woman, the Black Dragon Master, burst into boisterous laughter as she unfurled her fan.
      
    

    
      
        “Ohohohohohoho! My elaborate plan has yielded perfect success! Yes, Kim Gong-Ja! Thank you for trying so hard and serving victory to me on a silver platter!”
      
    

    
      
        “Guh... D-did you betray me?”
      
    

    
      
        “If I had done this alone, it would count as betrayal. But!” The Black Dragon Master closed her fan with a sharp crack.
      
    

    
      
        People rushed in.
      
    

    
      
        “Take this, Kim Gong-Ja!”
      
    

    
      
        “Urgh, Paladin!"
      
    

    
      
        “Here’s a knife stab! ”
      
    

    
      
        “I-Inquisitor?!”
      
    

    
      
        “Oi, oi. Don’t forget my sword as well!”
      
    

    
      
        “Viper!”
      
    

    
      
        “With this, I am once again ranked number one!”
      
    

    
      
        “Sword Star, you too?!”
      
    

    
      
        After enduring many blows, Kim Gong-Ja coughed up blood before falling to the ground. The Black Dragon Master covered her mouth with her fan and laughed loudly once more.
      
    

    
      
        "Ho! Ho! Ho! Since this is our plan, it’s not betrayal, but a consensus for the greater good!”
      
    

    
      
        Kim Gong-Ja couldn’t say anything to those harsh words. Those people used to be his comrades, but they were actually villains who had never truly been by his side. Their loud laughter, mocking his end, seemed to ring out forever. 
      
    

    
      
        “Huh... Where am I?”
      
    

    
      
        Kim Gong-Ja spitefully closed his eyes at the end of his life. Suddenly, he sprang to his feet. Before him stood a glowing hypercube leaning on a staff.
      
    

    
      
        “I’m the master of the Tower.”
      
    

    
      
        “T-the Tower master! Why are you here?”
      
    

    
      
        “Gong-Ja, you weren’t meant to die, but you’ve suffered such misfortune. Therefore, I would like to grant you one more chance.”
      
    

    
      
        Light enveloped Kim Gong-Ja. Trembling, he looked down at his hands. “Oh… Ohhh… T-this power!”
      
    

    
      
        “It’s your potential.”
      
    

    
      
        “T-this is my power?! I feel like I can kill a Constellation—no, destroy the Tower itself! ”
      
    

    
      
        “That’s not all. Open your system window.”
      
    

    
      
        Kim Gong-Ja did so and soon saw that the list of his Skills was full of ninety-nine Class SSS Skills.
      
    

    
      
        The Tower master shone brightly. “Now I shall send you back to the timeline you desire.”
      
    

    
      
        “Understood,” Kim Gong-Ja answered, gazing at the Tower Master with sunken eyes. 
      
    

    
      
        He soon sank into the gap of time and space.
      
    

    
      
        “In my past life, I lived for others and was betrayed. I won’t repeat that same mistake,” Kim Gong-Ja declared in a cold voice. “This time, I’ll live only for myself!”
      
    

    
      
        The man who would later be recorded as the one who destroyed even gods now regressed.
      
    

    
      “Hmmm! This is good!”
    

    
      With a flutter, the comic scripts fell onto the table. The Terra comic artist scratched the back of his bald head.
    

    
      “I-is that so?”
    

    
      The Sylvan editor nodded. “Yes, yes, it’s good. Really. I’m especially impressed by how you’ve portrayed this part. ‘I feel like I can kill a Constellation—no, destroy the Tower itself!’ It’s really great. Wow! I knew you were a great artist, but… I’m genuinely moved.”
    

    
      “Well, I have a fair share of experience now…”
    

    
      “Yes, it’s time for you to create your own popular series! You can’t stay as another’s assistant forever. Stop wandering from series to series and create one of your own! Don’t you think so?”
    

    
      Upon hearing the editor’s words, the comic artist’s thick lips twitched for a moment. He soon laughed dryly and nodded. “If that happens, I’ll be very happy.”
    

    
      “Ah, it will happen. This is the trend now. You know Kim Slaim, right? The Shellmount artist who debuted two years ago? Their first work was adapted into a Cavefire play and became a hit. From what I heard, they used that money to build a building over… Where was it? It isn’t in Babylon. Ah, the paradise on the twentieth floor. They built an entire building there.”
    

    
      “Really?”
    

    
      “Yes, of course, it’s true. Why would I lie?”
    

    
      The editor’s confidence made the artist’s heart beat fast. A building on the twentieth floor? Or one in Babylon? He didn’t even hope for that. It all felt distant and unreal. But, maybe… maybe he could buy a house.
    

    
      
        Maybe I can stop worrying about rent…
      
    

    
      The comic artist looked down at his scripts with a displeased look. It was absurd to think that this was the work of an artist with fifteen years of experience. If it meant getting his long dream of financial stability, he’d have to accept it. That was what he was thinking when the Sylvan editor’s words brought him back to reality.
    

    
      “But listen.”
    

    
      The comic artist tilted his head. “Hmm?” 
    

    
      “There are some parts that are bugging me.”
    

    
      The comic artist hesitated, looking down at the scripts. Anxiety sank in his stomach. Whenever he heard something like this, it never meant anything good.
    

    
      “Which parts?”
    

    
      “What do you think?” 
    

    
      The editor crossed his arms and gestured to the comic artist with his chin.
    

    
      
        Why the fuck would he ask me that? This isn’t elementary school, so he could just tell me what’s bothering him.
      
    

    
      Still, the comic artist couldn’t say his thoughts aloud. Instead, as he always did when this happened, he studied the editor’s face and cautiously said, “Um… I guess using God Gong-Ja as the lead is too obvious.”
    

    
      “No, that’s fine. Gong-Ja and his group are public figures. Remember the stone slab with the vote results carved on it? On the Babylonian version of interpretations, it states in bold that you may use them as you like!”
    

    
      “Then, perhaps having ninety-nine Class SSS Skills is too much…?”
    

    
      “Phew. That’s wrong, too. You’re really dense. Here, look.”
    

    
      Bewildered, the comic artist stared down at the spot the Sylvan editor pointed to. It was the panel where the Tower master appeared. 
    

    
      With a sigh, the Sylvan editor continued, “Why is the Tower master like this? What is this? What is this supposed to be?”
    

    
      “Well, it’s called a hypercube, a four-dimensional shape.”
    

    
      “Why four-dimensional? Are your thoughts four-dimensional, too? Why did you design it this way?”
    

    
      The comic artist lowered his head and mumbled something. 
    

    
      The Sylvan editor leaned in closer. “Huh? What did you say?”
    

    
      After a long pause, the editor’s big ears finally grasped the comic artist’s answer.
    

    
      “Um... I thought that since the Tower master is a goddess, she should look like an indescribable mystery.”
    

    
      The Sylvan editor let out a deep sigh. “What are you talking about? No, no. Make her a pretty girl in frilly clothes… But that might overlap with the vision of the author of Viper Millennium. Then… how about making the Tower master a pretty boy?”
    

    
      “P-pretty boy?”
    

    
      “Yes. Pretty boy. Make her—no, him very handsome! Then we can make figurines and sell them!”
    

    
      The Sylvan editor became more excited, but the comic artist’s face darkened. Nevertheless, the Sylvan editor continued his criticism, tapping the scripts with the sugar stick in his hand.
    

    
      “And… don’t send Kim Gong-Ja back this quickly. You know, do something like… Since you’re making the Tower master a pretty boy, let’s add some heat. For example, the pretty boy plants a kiss on Kim Gong-Ja’s forehead. Then light buuuuursts out! How about that? Readers would be pleased, don’t you think? Ah, even though I’m an editor, I shouldn’t give away ideas like this for free. I should be paid for them. I’m losing money out here. It’s a shame to my Sylvan blood.”
    

    
      “Umm…” the comic artist muttered, his head dropping. “I… I’ll think more about it.”
    

    
      The editor frowned. “You’ll think about it? What exactly is there to think about?"
    

    
      The comic artist rose from his seat without another word. True to being a Terra, the comic artist’s shadow was large enough to tower over the Sylvan editor. 
    

    
      The editor didn’t even flinch. He asked, “What now? You’re not going to say you want to draw a comic of true passion again, are you?”
    

    
      Without saying a word, the comic artist turned away, his shoulders slumped.
    

    
      “That won’t work! It won’t make money!” the editor shouted as the comic artist kept walking away. “You already went through hell for fifteen years! It’s about time you realize that won’t work!”
    

    
      His voice was closer to a plea than a criticism.
    

    
      “Gosh! It WON’T make money!”
    

    
      The comic artist stepped outside the cafe, clutching his scripts. The editor’s voice didn’t follow him past the cafe door. The artist breathed in, looking down at the pages he had drawn. As if to throw them away, his arms tensed. However, he held them in his arms as he walked away, looking like he was about to cry. 
    

    
      The Tower made its announcement.
    

    
      
        [One of the Nine Keys has been forged.]
      
    

    
      
        [Your path of life is now a commonly known myth in this world.]
      
    

    
      
        [The ninety-fifth floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      Of course, the comic artist didn’t hear the announcement as he walked in silence toward his studio. The one who did hear the Tower’s words followed him without a word.
    

    
      
        [Entering the ninety-sixth floor.]
      
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  
    Chapter 393: The Time He Waited And Took (6)

    
      “Our sect follows the Righteous Path,” the Sword of Beginning’s teacher said. “What is the Righteous Path? How would you answer?”
    

    
      His teacher’s words made him think. Righteous. Being right. 
    

    
      As the thoughts crossed his mind, he quickly answered, “I believe it means pursuing what is right.”
    

    
      “What is the meaning of being right?”
    

    
      After pondering, he answered, “Literally, it means not being wrong.”
    

    
      “What’s the difference between what’s not wrong and what’s wrong?”
    

    
      The Sword of Beginning thought but couldn’t answer.
    

    
      His teacher raised his bandaged hand and pointed somewhere. “What does that appear to be?”
    

    
      He looked in the direction his teacher pointed. A fluffy cloud drifted across a spring sky so blue it almost hurt to look at. 
    

    
      “It appears to be a cloud.”
    

    
      “Yes, a cloud. How does that appear to you?”
    

    
      His teacher’s question made him think again. The reply came after a long pause.
    

    
      “It looks sad.”
    

    
      “Why?” his teacher asked. 
    

    
      “The sky is vast, but the cloud is alone.”
    

    
      “Hmm.” 
    

    
      A line appeared on his teacher’s smooth face; a smile spread on his lips. 
    

    
      Crouching down, his teacher said, “What you said at first is right. Calling a cloud a cloud isn’t wrong, or seeing and accepting all things in heaven and earth as they are. Mountains are mountains, clouds are clouds, the wind is the wind, and water is water. That is the Righteous Path’s mindset.”
    

    
      The lips of the face without eyes or nose slightly parted, the reed bobbing up and down. 
    

    
      “What you said next is not right. Loading your own sentiments onto the clouds isn’t right,” his teacher said. “Why is the sky so clear? It’s because it doesn’t know my feelings. Why do the clouds drift alone? It’s because they share my distress. In this kind of view, mountains can’t be mountains, and water isn’t water anymore. That is the mindset of the Demonic Path. The Righteous Path is about emptying oneself to embrace the world, while those who follow the Demonic Path seek to bind themselves to the world like tethers. Both have clear limits. In the world of Righteous Path, a mountain is a mountain, so it can’t connect with me. Meanwhile, in the world of the Demonic Path, none of the things in the universe can exist without me.”
    

    
      As the Sword of Beginning listened to his teacher’s words, he thought of those who had forged him and those he had cut down. 
    

    
      His teacher raised his bandaged fist. “I hit your head because that is the entry rite of this sect. Why do you think that rite exists?”
    

    
      “To empty the mind,” he answered in a polite tone. “Because one should empty oneself to embrace something else.”
    

    
      “That is correct. Because we are human, it’s hard to see a mountain as only a mountain. It’s necessary to cut out these sentiments set in one’s mind. Since you were born special, you had to be hit more than others.”
    

    
      “I thought it was because my head is hard.”
    

    
      “That’s also one of the reasons.”
    

    
      A moment of silence passed.
    

    
      His teacher smiled, then pulled the reed from his mouth, pinching it between his index and middle fingers. “That is how I emptied you, my disciple, but don’t misunderstand. Both the Righteous and Demonic Paths have their limits, but they’re also valuable in their own ways. Still, it also means that both are dangerous when taken to the extreme.”
    

    
      “What do you mean by dangerous?”
    

    
      “Think of a martial artist from the Righteous Path. This skilled martial artist reaches the realm of a divine sage and can see humans only as humans. To them, someone who is grieving the loss of a child they barely managed to have and someone who was born into wealth and has never known deficiency are both the same kind of human being.” His teacher heaved a sigh. “When one gets used to seeing the world as it is, one ends up seeing all things as nothing. If one truly sees everything in the world as equal, they’re unable to feel for anything; they are no more than a monster, completely detached from humanity.”
    

    
      His teacher gazed at the Sword of Beginning intently.
    

    
      “Don’t become like that. I took you as my disciple and emptied you. I’ll teach you, someone forged in the heart of the Demonic Path, how to see the world right. But, my disciple! That world carries the hearts of those who made you and the feelings you hold for them.”
    

    
      His teacher spoke, leaning against his sword embedded in the ground.
    

    
      “The loneliness you’ve borne until now is also part of the world. Just like how you don’t need to overestimate it, you don’t need to abandon it. Accept its weight as it is."
    

    
      His teacher’s sword pointed toward the drifting clouds in the distance.
    

    
      “Accept it!”
    

    
      The Sword of Beginning looked at the clouds.
    

    
      “Accept the world. Accept yourself!”
    

    
      He did. He sprang to his feet and took a deep breath, letting out a fierce roar, as if he were going to kill the spring. His face didn’t carry the same spirit, only his eyebrows furrowed slightly as he screamed with all his might. There were no tears, and thus no sobbing. That was his scream.
    

    
      “Yes.” His teacher nodded. “Release it. Cry. Don’t give up what you’ve inherited, but make room for other things to enter. “
    

    
      With a beaming smile, his teacher continued, “I’ll then teach you how to smile.”
    

    
      The teacher kept that promise.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      The Tower made the announcement very quickly as the person stepped onto the ninety-sixth floor.
    

    
      
        [One of the Nine Keys has been forged.]
      
    

    
      
        [The number of works about your life, of people who have seen those works, and of people whose lives were changed by those works all meet the requirements.]
      
    

    
      
        [The ninety-sixth floor has been cleared!]
      
    

    
      Thus, the staircase to the ninety-seventh floor appeared. However, the person who heard the Tower’s announcement didn’t walk toward the stairs. Instead, he quietly followed the Asura comic artist, who was in his studio and lamenting about his life.
    

    
      “Damn! I may not have money, but I’ve got pride, okay? No, wait. If I don’t have money, I can’t have pride. That’s how the world works. I know, I know, but I… Gosh. Should I climb the Tower too? Learn martial arts and become an adventurer?”
    

    
      Just as a trail formed where animals frequently walked, lamenting also flowed smoothly after repeating it often enough. The comic artist’s lament was familiar and had a smooth flow even without the help of alcohol.
    

    
      “Why did I pick up a pen instead of a sword? Why did I freaking choose to smear my hands with ink instead of blood?”
    

    
      The comic artist’s gaze shifted from his manuscripts to this month’s comic magazine. Its cover had a character from the comic of Kim or Park Slaim, or whatever the name of the guy who built a building on the twentieth floor’s paradise was. The comic artist’s self-directed lament instantly turned into resentment aimed at others.
    

    
      “I’m jealous… Bastard. I wish I could just draw what I like and have people love it. Damn it! Everyone else lives as they wish, so why am I the only one…”
    

    
      Jealousy weighed heavily on the heart. After gritting his teeth, the comic artist grew tired and fell face down on his desk. Images flashed through his mind: God Kim Gong-Ja, the Black Witch laughing “ho, ho, ho,” and the Tower master changing from a hypercube into a bearded old man and back into a hypercube. 
    

    
      These images soon faded as snoring echoed loudly through the tiny studio.
    

    
      
        [You may enter the ninety-seventh floor at any time.]
      
    

    
      A quiet gaze was on the sleeping comic artist. The artist couldn’t sense the gaze on him. It wasn’t just because he was asleep. No one in this world could sense that gaze, not just him.
    

    
      That gaze was fixed on the Asura. Its owner was in the same place as the artist. A touch that was intangible in this world rested on the comic artist’s shoulder. The stroke was gentle, as if comforting the sleeping comic artist.
    

    
      The owner of the touch moved his lips several times, but his voice didn’t reach the Terra, nor could the touch itself reach him. This comfort, originating from another dimension, could never be delivered and thus held no meaning. It should have faded, leaving no trace.
    

    
      Yet, it did not. No clear word came down like a prophecy. The comic artist didn’t gain a Skill, nor did he regress with the ideas for future hit comics. Each time his shoulder was patted, the comic artist’s breath simply grew calmer. His jealousy and resentment faded.
    

    
      That night, the comic artist dreamed. In that dream, there was a man. A human man. He was confined to a tiny room—even smaller than the comic artist’s studio—pouring out his grievances and complaints about the world… Everything outside the Tower was unfair… The Tower itself was absurd… It seemed like the man belonged nowhere…
    

    
      Suddenly, that unknown man gained a Skill, which suited him well. It fit him so well that it would be hard to believe it wasn’t specifically made for him. If there was anything special about that Skill, it was that it had been made only for him. That Skill held his whole life. 
    

    
      The man had probably never been alone. Even when he knelt in sorrow or shouted angrily at the world, he was not alone. Someone had always been with him. At the time, the man hadn’t felt it, but now he knew it with certainty. 
    

    
      While patting the comic artist, the man murmured. 
    

    
      
        —May luck be with you.
      
    

    
      The comic artist sat up and looked around as if he had seen a ghost. Inside the dark studio, he was alone. At least, that was how he perceived it. Frowning, he thought about the dream he just had.
    

    
      After thinking for a long time, he desperately grasped and weaved the bits of dreams that kept scattering like an old woman’s sigh in the winter wind. At first, he wasn’t sure, but the images gradually grew clearer over time. The comic artist nodded and dialed a number.
    

    
      The elf editor’s sleepy, irritable voice came through the phone. “Hello? Why did you call me at this hour?”
    

    
      “Ah.” The comic artist flushed. Come to think of it, it was dawn. “Sorry... Should I call later?”
    

    
      A groan came through the phone. “No, it’s not the first time you call this early, after all. Just tell me. What is it?"
    

    
      “You know, it’s about the comic...” The comic artist blushed for a new reason this time, then cleared his throat.
    

    
      “Ah, yes. I’ve also been thinking about your comic. Hmm. Perhaps you can try making the Tower master a cute mascot animal with a jewel on her forehead instead of a pretty boy?”
    

    
      “Can I redraw it?”
    

    
      Silence fell. The comic artist’s heart pounded as he waited for an answer. 
    

    
      “Redraw it?” the editor asked after a long pause
    

    
      The comic artist couldn’t see the editor’s face over the phone, so he couldn’t tell if the editor was angry, fed up, or just curious. Feeling like he was making an excuse, the comic artist quickly continued, “Yes… Well, umm, I feel like I can make a better version than the one I showed you.”
    

    
      Silence fell again.
    

    
      “It’s just... I… It’s definitely better than the one I showed you yesterday—” he added quickly. 
    

    
      “Are you sure?” 
    

    
      This time, the comic artist fell silent.
    

    
      “Are. You. Sure?”
    

    
      The comic artist thought about this deeply. Was he? Was he sure about this path? This story? He couldn’t tell. Certainty? Even when he chose to become a comic artist, he didn’t feel sure of his decision. It made him wonder if people who planned their lives with clear visions truly existed. He clearly wasn’t one of those people, but… 
    

    
      “I can show you something better, like I said,” the comic artist answered, his head drooping. 
    

    
      There was a long pause. A sigh then came from the other end of the phone.
    

    
      “You really need to make money already…”
    

    
      The comic artist understood the meaning behind that tone. In a voice that was both embarrassed and excited, he said, “I’ll do it. I can do it… Probably.”
    

    
      “What do you mean, ‘probably?’”
    

    
      “Please help me,” the comic artist said. “Just help me a little.”
    

    
      Silence hung over the phone for a while. In the end, as their history proved, the Sylvan editor gave in first. He sighed. “Ugh, really. Alright, I’ll wait for the new version.”
    

    
      The comic artist’s face glowed. “Thank you!”
    

    
      “If you’re truly grateful, make it a hit. I would like to get an incentive at least once.”
    

    
      “I’ll try my best…”
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah, I’m hanging up.”
    

    
      Like that, the call ended. After putting down the phone, the comic artist nodded and neatly folded the comic scripts he had drawn last time, tucking them into a drawer. He then picked up his pen and gripped it. His fingers, more excited than his heart, tapped stiffly on the blank paper. He was still not sure yet, but this time, he had a good feeling about this, a really good feeling.
    

    
      Someone else felt the same way. He watched the comic artist work so fast that it seemed there were six pens racing across the paper instead of just one. As the Terra unconsciously mimicked his characters’ expressions, it also felt he was trying to be three people at the same time instead of just one. His strong focus would remind anyone who saw him right now of the name of his species—Asura.
    

    
      The comic artist would probably earn less money than he had hoped. He would be disappointed by people’s reactions and frustrated by his own limits. However, after overcoming all those hardships and trials, he would create something that would make him feel that he had given his all.
    

    
      The comic artist himself didn’t know this yet, nor did his editor, but the person watching them knew it very well. A gentle gaze rested on the comic artist for a moment before the person moved on.
    

    
      
        [Entering the ninety-seventh floor.]
      
    

    
      The end was near.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 394: The Time He Waited And Took (7)
The teacher of the Sword of Beginning wasn’t a perfect man.
“That’s not how you do it. Watch closely.”
Those words of his always carried a hint of delight.
“You’re doing well. Decent.”
Those words carried a hint of jealousy every time.
“There’s nothing more I can teach you about this. You’re better than me at it.”
Every time, a hint of frustration mixed in those words. The Sword of Beginning could sense these feelings not only because he was attentive, but also because his teacher made no effort to hide. When he first joined the sect, his teacher had made something clear. 
“I’ll treat you as you are. I won’t pretend or hide anything from you. You’ll always see my true face. What you see from me will match the depths of my heart.”
His teacher had faced him when he said this.
“Therefore, you must become strong. Some people use their honesty as a permit to do whatever they want. What they forget is that any heart can be sharp enough to cut another’s. Just like walking around with a sword out of the scabbard isn’t polite, treating someone as they truly are can never be just heartwarming.” His teacher grabbed both his shoulders and continued in a firm tone, “Nevertheless, I’ll treat you with honesty. I’ll cut your heart many times, so brace yourself. Do you understand?”
The Sword of Beginning nodded. His teacher was right. Raw honesty was truly terrifying. By facing the true side of reality, he learned that even when the people of the Mooncave had clung to him and the enemies had pointed their swords at him, they had never been fully honest with him. 
His teacher also taught him how to deal with his realization.
“Don’t be considerate of what you can’t be considerate. Don’t evade. Face it, but don’t accept what cannot be accepted. Face me as if we were sparring with swords. Endure it. Confront it. Become stronger!”
That was what the Sword of Beginning did. He didn’t avoid getting wounded or awkwardly try to please people. He simply treated his teacher as he was, and his teacher did the same for him. Just as there could be no gaps between mountains and fields, no misunderstanding could come between them.
“It’s time for you to leave.”
Therefore, the Sword of Beginning couldn’t misunderstand the meaning of those words.
“Teacher.”
“I’ve held on for longer than I expected.”
His teacher was dying. True Ones lived by taking in light from the sun through their skin and drinking sap. Though their physique didn’t change much from birth to death, the glow of their skin roughly showed their age. When the Sword of Beginning first met him, his teacher’s glow had already been faint, but now he flickered like a candle whose wick had shrunk to almost nothingness. 
“I was never strong enough to live forever. That’s all there is to it.” 
His teacher coughed. His wick flickered brightly once, then dimmed. The Sword of Beginning learned that being unable to be misunderstood was both a terrifying and a sad thing. How it was also a joy so intense that it could hurt was another thing he learned.
“How fortunate that I could meet you before I leave this world.”
Those words held thick regret and deep gratitude.
“How lucky I was that I could teach you many things.”
Great relief and deep sorrow resided in those words.
“I’m glad that I could be your teacher.”
Bottomless anxiety and soaring pride emanated from his words.
“Teacher,” the Sword of Beginning said. 
His teacher could have said, “I’m sorry. I was wrong. I was lacking. Please forgive my inadequacy. I couldn’t stay ahead of you. In the end, I couldn’t even stand beside you.” Rather than apologizing for his flaws, his teacher expressed his gratitude for how they got to meet each other. He wasn’t lying or making up claims that weren’t heartfelt.  
Even though both choices would have been equally true, his teacher chose to express his gratitude. The Sword of Beginning had not a single trace of doubt. 
Thud!
The Sword of Beginning struck the floor with his forehead.
Thud!
His teacher, lying in his sickbed, watched him, his eyes holding faint flickers[1].
Thud! Thud! Thud!
They were bows that the Sword of Beginning offered to his teacher, who received them without a word. One bow held gratitude, the second sadness, and the last held both. If a soul dwelled within each fragment of the sky shattered from the Great Strikes, then surely the bows he offered would draw those souls to the earth[2]. The Sword of Beginning bowed seventeen times. 
His teacher smiled. His face had no visible eyes or nose, yet he managed to form a broad smile just by moving his lips[3].
“Thank you.”
His teacher passed away. It didn’t take long for his flickering wick to fade away completely, leaving only his milky-white body behind. The Sword of Beginning no longer had a teacher, but continuing living without a teacher wasn’t as hard as one may think. 
His teacher had taught him that there were matters in this world that existed regardless of how strong or weak he was. Even one person’s heart could injure him like a sharp sword. Having to treat each encounter as if he were drawing his sword against the other person showed just how full of enemies this world was. 
He could kill everyone in the world but couldn’t save a single dying person. He wasn’t invincible; he was just a bit lucky to have been born a little stronger than most. That was all. He was an ordinary person. 
At that moment, he realized he wasn’t lonely anymore. 
***
The moment the person stepped onto the floor, the Tower made the announcement.
[One of the Nine Keys has been forged.]
[The realm fragments that your realm wove are now completely bound to your realm.]
[The ended realms have regained one more chance in the Lion Realm.]
[The ninety-seventh floor has been cleared.]
He didn’t step onto the stairs to the next floor. Instead, he walked quietly across the world—no, the worlds.
“Harsh things happened here once.”
The world was a museum with spotless, white walls. The white ceiling and floor were linked by pale, bright silver pipes. In a way, it resembled a hospital, but instead of having patients or hospital beds, there were many statues, paintings, and tools. 
The statues’ themes were mixed, yet most were about children. The paintings showed torture tools used on children, such as the ones that pulled teeth or fingernails. Steam poured out from hoses with the push of a button. Other tools were used to grab hair and tear off scalps. Every tool that could cause pain was there.
A woman in a gown led the boys and girls, who were dressed in their seemingly new school uniforms. She said, “During the rule of the Constellation known as the Immortal Happiness Preacher, a victim was chosen every time there was a need for a new scapegoat. Their screams were used as fuel to make food, medicine, and to run machines.”
The children held their breath as they listened to the woman, who looked at each boy and girl in turn.
“Is it fair to kill a few so that many may live happily? If so, is it right to sacrifice one person for the sake of all? Which is more unfair? Instant death, or suffering until you eventually perish? Many people would give different answers. Some may believe that what happened here is our inevitable future and that all human efforts to avoid or postpone it are merely in vain. It’s all right to think like that. In fact, even if one of you thinks this is ideal, it’s okay for you to pursue this ideal. That’s fine, too.”
She looked up and peered at the paintings hanging in the museum.
“Because the tragedy of this world isn’t its existence, but that everyone became used to how the world was and no one questioned it.”
The woman stood before a statue that wasn’t depicting a child. It was a man with a sword. She brushed the back of her hand over the statue of the man.
“When no questions are asked, that becomes the norm, carrying no responsibility. In a world where no one takes responsibility, there is no hope for the future. Where there is no hope, there is no future. That was why this world remained in ruins until an outsider intervened."
Among the students, only a few understood the story. Many were drawn to the bloody, violent images. A child chuckled while looking up at the man’s statue. Another poked the torture tool with his finger and felt its texture, but only a few—very few—were lost in thought.
To those very few, the woman said, “Everyone, it’s okay to live however you want, but take responsibility for your own life.”
“Okay,” the students answered. 
The man’s statue watched over them, and so did the man who looked like the statue. His presence undetected, he began to walk. 
The next place he stepped into was a grand palace. There, a woman with long silver hair tied back stood before a blond woman.
“I told you there is no news.” The blond woman with a trowel tucked under her arm frowned. “Goddamn it, I want to know! When will he freaking return? Is he dead? … He isn’t dead, right?”
The silver-haired woman let out a sigh and closed her fan. “No, since my Skill wasn’t activated, he’s not dead.”
“Are you sure? Remember the clan shadow’s former self. What if he’s been sealed?”
“Then he would have called for help.”
“What if he didn’t have the chance to ask for help?”
“That’s impossible.” The silver-haired woman crossed her legs and rested her chin on her hand. “Regardless of what happens, he’s my husband.”
The blond woman’s head drooped as she sighed. “You two are just blind fools when it comes to each other…”
“What did you just say?”
“I called you blind fools.”
The silver-haired woman stared at the blonde woman, who confidently met her gaze, but after about a minute, she cleared her throat and slipped her hand into her sleeve with a pout. 
“Anyhow, here.” 
“You’re changing the topic.”
“Just… take this!”
The silver-haired woman took the item. Inside was a dried fish. The woman’s delicate eyebrows furrowed. “What is this?” 
“It's dried pollack.”
“Why?”
“Mister Pollock asked me to give you. He said he’s sorry about a lot of stuff.”
The silver-haired woman pressed her fingers to her forehead. “That man…” 
She froze and turned her head. The blond woman also got startled and looked in the same direction, then immediately raised an eyebrow.
“There’s nothing there. Why? Did you see a ghost or something?”
The silver-haired woman smiled faintly but didn’t answer the question. The blond woman felt a chill at that sight. 
Still, the silver-haired woman reached out and took the gift. “Tell him that I appreciate it.”
The blond woman’s eyes widened. “Huh? I thought you’d just toss it to the dogs or something. I guess the passage of time did make you softer.” 
“No, I just sensed my husband getting jealous. Isn’t that adorable?” The silver-haired woman pushed the gift aside and rested her chin on her hand again. 
“Ah, you two make me cringe. I’m going now.”
Even after the blond woman grumbled and left, the silver-haired beauty smiled as she gazed at a corner of her room. The man began walking again, now into a starless world, only made of dots and lines. Countless satellites were connected by long halls.
“This Space Iron Knight is…”
The world he walked across next was one where only a mountain lodge sat on a dark mountaintop. 
“This Dawn Mountain Lodge holds a terrifying legend.”
“What legend?”
“I don’t believe in legends.”
“What’s with this crazy old man?”
The next world he wandered through was a world where a lively girl held the hand of a frail woman as they crossed the street. In that world, the man made eye contact with the woman and perhaps also with the girl, who may have been the woman’s daughter. It may have been only a coincidence, or perhaps they had truly looked at each other. The man didn’t know. 
“Mom! Mom! Look at this!”
“Yes, dear. This is what people call dried pollack. Where did you find it?”
“Mister Pollock gave it to me!”
Truthfully, he couldn’t even tell if the connection he shared with the silver-haired woman in one of the former realms was no more than another strange coincidence. However, he knew he would soon find out. Very soon.
The place where the man, who had crossed many worlds, finally stopped was in front of a red peony blooming in spring. Beyond the flower, nothing else but a sword was stuck in the ground. No tall tombstone and no mound like a mountain stood there. It looked like someone had tended this place, judging from the lack of rust on the sword. Overgrown weeds and haphazardly blooming wildflowers made the place look like nothing more than a flower garden.
But it was no mere flower garden. There was only that sword and that peony existing among the weeds and wildflowers. 
The man bowed to the flower. In his first bow, his heart held a world that had sought endless joy through the pain of a child but had gone through death and rebirth. During the second bow, his heart held a heart of silver that had been trapped in eternity. The world, which the responsibility beyond love had killed but the love beyond the responsibility had revived, was also within his heart.
His heart held another world in the third bow, and others in the fourth, fifth, and sixth bows…  Finally, in the ninth and last bow, his heart held the peony that bloomed at the end of a long winter.
The man bowed and stepped backward. Only when the peony was no longer visible did he turn around and walk away.[4]
[Entering the ninety-eighth floor.]

1. It appears that the teacher’s eyes and mouth become visible when needed. I don’t know how this works, but it does. ☜


2. This is about 초혼(招魂). It’s about a funeral ritual where a person goes out to the yard or to the roof with the deceased’s clothes and calls their name three times, wishing for the deceased’s soul to come back. ☜


3. Yeah. ☜


4. It’s considered impolite to turn your back while leaving the room. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 395: The Time He Waited And Took (8)

    
      After his teacher died, the Sword of Beginning wandered the world for a while on his own, but people formed lines to either block his path or follow him.
    

    
      “Stop right here, you wicked demon! You may call yourself One True Sun’s disciple and the follower of the Righteous Path, but we can’t let a man like you do that!”
    

    
      “Our son. Our Sword of Beginning! When will you return to us?”
    

    
      “You’re strong. You have my respect.”
    

    
      “Sir, my name is Miao Houxing. I wish to at least hold a lamp for you on your path..."
    

    
      Some swung their weapons, others grabbed his sleeves. Some even asked for a handshake or prostrated in respect. They all had one thing in common; they all surrounded him.
    

    
      Each person he met added weight to the footprints he left in his path. Thus, wherever he went, a great road was formed; this was the Great Road Journey.
    

    
      —Sword Demon.
    

    
      —Sword Dragon.
    

    
      —Sword King.
    

    
      —Sword Sky.
    

    
      —Sword Absolute.
    

    
      All of the titles by which he was known merged into one as he walked down the great road.
    

    
      —Sword Emperor.
    

    
      That was his new name. He was the one everyone stopped, yet none could stand against. Although he walked alone, everyone was with him. The Sword Emperor swept across the Ten Thousand Sword Realm like a comet. 
    

    
      In the realm, this era was named the Fifth Great Strike. It wasn’t just because his path was like a sword strike. It was also the time when it appeared. 
    

    
      People murmured, “What is that?”
    

    
      It was a huge tower. No, it was colossal. Those who lived in the cities would never call it just a tower because it was larger than the biggest city in the realm. It rose higher than any mountain that anyone had managed to climb. Even people sailing the seas could never call it just a tower because it spanned across the entire horizon.
    

    
      “It’s like a handle of a sword that a giant embedded in the ground to split this world apart.”
    

    
      Their murmurings soon turned into questions.
    

    
      “Who built it?”
    

    
      “Who lives there?”
    

    
      “What kind of being dwells at the top?”
    

    
      More questions followed. 
    

    
      “Why can I see it no matter where I go?”
    

    
      “Is it because it’s so big?”
    

    
      The tower was visible from everywhere. It was strange. Nothing could exist in two places at the same time. Yet, no matter where one turned, the tower was always there. Beyond the cities, the mountains, the seas, the roads, the tower always cast its shadow at the edge of people’s sight, standing as an unerasable building in the background. Those who said the world was round, therefore walking would eventually lead back to where one started their journey, had made such a deduction. 
    

    
      “Is it a mirage?”
    

    
      No matter how close people got to the tower, it never came close to them. It also didn’t shrink when they backed away from it. Finding it odd, some inferred that it had to be nothing more than an illusion. 
    

    
      It was the Sword Emperor who gave a clear answer to the heated debate.
    

    
      “It’s following us,” he said. 
    

    
      The people couldn’t really understand his answer. The tower was following them? Was he saying the tower was alive? 
    

    
      He firmly said, “It’s waiting.”
    

    
      “Waiting?”
    

    
      “Yes, can’t you sense it?”
    

    
      The people looked at each other. Anger was easy to feel. Love, even scorn, could be easily sensed. But feeling something or someone waiting for them? That was foreign. Yet the Sword Emperor spoke so naturally. What he said next stunned the crowd around him even more.
    

    
      “I should get a drink with it or something.” With a grunt, the Sword Emperor rose from his seat, stretching with ease. “I’ll return soon.” 
    

    
      “Huh? Where are you going?”
    

    
      “Up there.”
    

    
      He sounded like he was stopping at a neighborhood tavern. His calm, casual tone made his people even more confused. 
    

    
      The Sword Emperor offered them no time to understand. “Follow me if you want. I’ll be waiting.”
    

    
      On that day, over one hundred fifty years ago, a sword forged by people entered the sword embedded in the Ten Thousand Sword Realm.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      After offering my Nine Bows at Teacher’s grave, I stepped onto the ninety-eighth floor.
    

    
      
        [Entering the ninety-eighth floor.]
      
    

    
      The moment my feet touched the ground, a strange yet familiar sensation took over me, like deja-vu.
    

    
      —This is…
    

    
      It was the Aegim Empire, the world where I had met Shiny and fought against Estelle. I stood in the empire’s quiet audience chamber.
    

    
      
        —It’s been a while since I’ve been here.
      
    

    
      The Sword Emperor, who was floating beside me, crossed his arms and grinned.
    

    
      
        —You’ll also meet someone you haven’t seen in a long time.
      
    

    
      
        —If it’s someone I haven’t seen in a long time…
      
    

    
      
        —Do you remember what your clan advisor said before?
      
    

    
      
        —Before what?
      
    

    
      
        —Before she became your clan advisor.
      
    

    
      
        —Uh, wait a moment. It’s been a while. Ah, I remember. She said she would send me to the ninety-ninth floor… Ahhh.
      
    

    
      
        Drip. 
      
    

    
      
        Drip, drip… Drip.
      
    

    
      Conveniently, a familiar sound reached my ears just then. Rain was falling, hitting the windows of the audience chamber. A faint mist slowly spread before a fresh stream of water washed it away. Even in a world that had stopped, rainwater alone flowed. 
    

    
      Amid everything, a voice came.
    

    
      “Patriarch?”
    

    
      I looked up. Estelle was walking toward me from a distance. It had been so long since I last saw her. For some reason, she looked like she had seen a ghost.
    

    
      “Patriarch? Is that really you?”
    

    
      Feeling glad to see her, I smiled and raised my hand.
    

    
      
        —Yes, Advisor. It’s been a long—
      
    

    
      The next moment, a formidable force struck me.
    

    
      
        —Urgh!
      
    

    
      I fell to the floor like a bug slapped by a fly swatter. Her aura struck down like a waterfall. I was nearly annihilated!
    

    
      
        —Wait, why are you suddenly—ugh!
      
    

    
      “Why do you think?!”
    

    
      Well, it would be because it had been very long since we last met. Wait… 
    

    
      —How can you see m—Ack!
    

    
      “Well, I! Am! The examiner of the ninety-eighth floor!”
    

    
      
        —What do you mean by th—Urgh!
      
    

    
      “The Pillar came and told me that you would arrive soon, so I should prepare!”
    

    
      
        —-How in the world can you even hit m— Gyaaaah!
      
    

    
      “Yeah, yeah! What in the world… What is this, really?!”
    

    
      I closed my mouth. An explanation was made as quickly as a bullet, making everything clear. An incoming sword stab was a bonus. At every question, a shock that felt like it would shatter me struck me, so I decided to think cautiously before opening my mouth again. 
    

    
      Seemingly unable to control her feelings, she fumed for a long time before once more raising her greatsword wrapped in her glowing red aura. “Anyway, take a few more hits!”
    

    
      Wait, so stabbing was to be expected even if I stayed silent?
    

    
      —Hold on, Advisor. It’s been a while since we last saw each other. Using that joy for violence is—Gyaaah!
    

    
      The beating went on for a long while. Only when the sounds of heavy rain and the ringing in my ears became hard to tell apart did Estelle finally stop swinging her greatsword, but she didn’t stop it of her own volition.
    

    
      “That’s enough, Advisor,” Shiny said.
    

    
      I looked up. Through my blurred sight, I saw Shiny coming down.
    

    
      Estelle clenched her jaw. “Hwia.”
    

    
      “Yes, I understand how you feel, but still.”
    

    
      She understood? I was hoping she didn’t. 
    

    
      “Lady Estelle, you now look like the type of girl who appears in the novels Mr. Viper likes to read—”
    

    
      “Aaaaaaaaaaaaah!” Estelle screamed.
    

    
      Hwia stretched out a wing and gently patted Estelle’s head before turning to me. 
    

    
      
        —Hi, Shiny. You are—
      
    

    
      “I’m also the examiner of this ninety-eighth floor.”
    

    
      
        —Ah, so you and Estelle are—
      
    

    
      “We’re here because we were in charge of the eleventh through the twentieth floors.” 
    

    
      —Hmm. The reason you’re interrupting me every time I speak is—
    

    
      “Do you really want to ask?”
    

    
      
        —No, ma’am.
      
    

    
      My shoulders slumped. Hwia and Estelle, who had only recently recovered from her mental damage, both stared at me with cold eyes. 
    

    
      Hwia was the first to say, “Please return soon.”
    

    
      
        —… Hmm.
      
    

    
      Although I hadn’t revealed myself, I had been walking among people for a long time. That didn’t mean I could make excuses to her. 
    

    
      
        —I’m sorry. I’ll be back soon.
      
    

    
      I could only bow in apology.
    

    
      “Okay... Hmm.” Hwia spread all five pairs of her wings wide, scattering a soft fragrance around her, like fresh laundry drying in the morning sun. “The clan advisor and I will help you make that possible, Hero.”
    

    
      
        [The Goddess of Protection offers you a reward.]
      
    

    
      
        [The Demon King of Autumn Rain offers you a reward.]
      
    

    
      
        [Choose one of the two rewards.]
      
    

    
      I blinked in surprise. I had not seen those messages in ages.
    

    
      
        —Uh. You guys…
      
    

    
      As if expecting my reply, a choice window appeared before my eyes.
    

    
      
        
          Goddess of Protection
        
      
    

    
      
        Description: The guardian goddess of the Aegim Empire is moved by your devotion and has decided to grant you the honor of cooking a meal.
      
    

    
      
        …
      
    

    
      
        —Huh… Wait, hold on. Does this mean I should cook? You aren’t cooking it for me? And you call that an honor?
      
    

    
      
        You may cook a bowl of rice mixed with soy sauce and fried eggs. By hosting a feast in the Sormwin Style, or you can also fry a chicken. Whatever you pick, your dish will be strictly graded. 
      
    

    
      
        …
      
    

    
      
        —Excuse me?
      
    

    
      
        Hero of the Goddess, please return soon and scold Sylvia!
      
    

    
      
        ※Why can’t you get the goddess’ prize if you pick the Demon King’s?
      
    

    
      
        —What? Don’t you also think the last line is just plain weird? Shiny, what are you doing with these quest messages…
      
    

    
      Dumbstruck, I looked at Shiny, but the new messages confused me even more.
    

    
      
        
          Demon King of Autumn Rain
        
      
    

    
      
        Description: The Demon King is impressed with your performance and offers you the opportunity to work with her in secret. The Demon King promises you the exact same gifts as the goddess plus one additional reward.
      
    

    
      
        Come back quickly and read all 99 novels that Estelle recommends! After that, you should leave a review of at least 1,2000 characters for each one.
      
    

    
      
        If you promise to do so, the Demon King will use her ability to teleport you straight to the ninety-ninth floor of the Tower.
      
    

    
      
        ※Only one person can receive the Demon King’s reward. (There is only one of you here anyway.)
      
    

    
      
        ※If more than one person chooses the reward, one of them will be selected at random. (That won’t happen)
      
    

    
      
        ※If no one chooses the reward, the Demon King’s reward will be forced upon a randomly chosen person. 
      
    

    
      
        —Estelle, even you... You two...
      
    

    
      One look at their faces made me laugh. I couldn’t help it.
    

    
      
        —You two really…
      
    

    
      Long ago, there was a Demon King who lost everything in the fire someone else had set and became the incarnation of vengeance. Because of the Demon King, one goddess could only watch as the Demon King flooded and sank everything the goddess had built. 
    

    
      
        —Estelle…
      
    

    
      The Demon King didn’t want others to find any joy. The future and her own happiness weren’t what she wished. She had only wished for those who had hurt her loved ones and those who had only watched to fall into hell.
    

    
      
        —Shiny... Hwia.
      
    

    
      The goddess did her best to stop it, even though it was like trying to scoop out overflowing dam water with her bare hands. Hoping to find someone who wouldn’t fall for the Demon King’s temptation, she sought our help, wishing for one more chance to save her already ended world. 
    

    
      
        —You two…
      
    

    
      The Demon King and the goddess faced each other. Each letter in the quest window was a sword aimed at the other’s throat. The two tempted, begged, mocked, and lamented at us so we wouldn’t choose the other. 
    

    
      That was how things used to be. Now, they were speaking to me through that very same quest window, telling me to come back quickly since they were waiting for me. I found it… quite beautiful.
    

    
      —... Yeah.
    

    
      Once again, what I had felt from the ninety-first to the ninety-seventh floors struck my heart. Everything I had gone through while climbing the Tower wasn’t in vain.
    

    
      
        —I’ll come back soon.
      
    

    
      
        [One of the Nine Keys has been forged.]
      
    

    
      I wiped my eyes, barely managing to speak. Estelle and Hwia looked at each other and smiled gently. 
    

    
      
        [The managers of the ninety-eighth floor and the first different realm you visited let you pass.]
      
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      “Go and return safely.”
    

    
      
        [The ninety-eighth floor has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      Like that, they sent me off.
    

    
      
        [Entering the ninety-ninth floor.]
      
    

    
      ■
    

    
      The moment the sandstorm dispersed, I was engulfed by a floral scent so intense, I could almost call it violent. The smell of my holy ground—the Garden of Withered Flowers—felt like a curtain draped on a rainy day. The scent of those weary of life spread wide but never overwhelmed others, but this place was very fragrant. This was the fragrance of those who had reveled in life without anything stopping them.
    

    
      “... Phew.” 
    

    
      I pressed on my forehead, feeling lightheaded, and realized another change. I could feel my palm and hear my breath. I was able to sense warmth.
    

    
      “I see.” 
    

    
      I clenched and unclenched my fist. After closing my eyes, I opened them again. A show of natural colors as vibrant as the scent around me spread before my eyes. Among the living things, I was also alive. 
    

    
      And there, I saw him, sitting in a lotus position in the abundant flower field. He had probably been sitting like that for a long time. In the ever-changing seasons, the grass, flowers, and trees weathered. Beyond them, a moss-covered stone statue stood.  
    

    
      The wind blew. He was so still that at first that only the hem of his robe seemed to flutter. The movement caught my eye, so it took me a moment to realize that he had stretched his arm out to the side. He grabbed the hilt of a greatsword embedded in the field of flowers with his large hand, his muscles bulging all the way to his shoulder like independent creatures.
    

    
      The sword was drawn like a whirlwind soaring from the ground. No flowers or blades of grass were crushed; the flower field simply rippled like the surface of a lake. With the flowerbed at his feet, he stood up and turned around. 
    

    
      Sunlight fell across the lines of his hard muscles, forming light and shadow shards. The sparkling light shards twirled around the petals as the shadow under the grassbed swallowed the fallen shadow shards.
    

    
      A cloud the size of a mountain drifted across the open sky. In this narrow world, he stood like a lone mountain range. The wind blew, and dandelion seeds scattered. With the blue sky above him, the Sword Emperor smiled.
    

    
      “Welcome. Don’t you think you took your time damn, Zombie?”
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 396: Our World (1)
“Yes, I expected as much. You’ve already made several odd remarks about the ninety-ninth floor—”
“Ah, you talk a lot, Zombie! Eat this!” the Sword Emperor shouted. 
The clouds in the sky split in two, and the sky itself cracked. The cracks grew toward me, thickening fast. I—
“Freaking he—!”
The moment I raised my dagger, a blast erupted.
Boom!
The aura I had infused into the dagger died like a fire struck by sand. I pumped more aura through the hilt but soon saw it was pointless.
“Gyaaaaaaaaaaaaaaaah!”
It was like trying to raise a shield against a rushing tsunami. Perhaps I was just another Don Quixote instead of a hero. Since I was once called a hero, the most basic requirement of a hero was to do something that yielded actual results. To do that, I changed the grip on my dagger as I deflected the attack, gritting my teeth.
“Enouuuuuuuuugh!” 
As the angle of attack shifted, the Sword Emperor’s strike lost some of its momentum, but given its great force, deflecting it like that didn’t change the fact that it was unstoppable. Still, it gave me a moment to take a breather, and that was enough.
“Enough alreeeadyyyyyyyy!” I yelled. 
The ground tilted and shook. The roots under and the plants above—sunflowers, anemones, daylilies, daffodils, hepaticas, birdsfoot deervetch, snowball bushes, marigolds, and morning glories—swayed in unison. Their pollen scattered, spreading their vitality and will.
Despite all this, I stood my ground, even as it shook under my feet. Instead of a pillar, I imagined a tree as great as a World Tree. The roots were my feet, and they extended endlessly deep. Even if the ground shook, I didn’t waver because my roots reached to the other end of this world. Not only did I stand firm, but the ground’s trembling was caused by the vibrations of my roots.
The grain stored in termite nests, the breath of nameless insects fallen into hibernation… I drew in the vitality and nutrients that spread across the earth. Energy poured into me like a reversed waterfall, but I didn’t store that energy. I sent it all to my left hand, where my dagger was. I was now a waterway. Boundless energy flowed through me, pouring toward the dagger, and exploded.
Booooom…!
My attack burst out from the ground, knocking back the Sword Emperor’s strike that had come down from the sky. Like a spring butterfly, the Sword Emperor spun in the air and landed on the grass.
He grinned. “Yes. You’ve learned how to use outer aura.”
“What was that for?” I shouted, huffing and puffing. 
“Well done,” he said, without losing his smile. 
“Huh? Umm, if you praise me like you just did, it feels a bit embarrassing. I’ve just been practicing what you taught me in the Truth Heaven Realm and on the ninety-first floor. I mean, your hint was obvious. Wait, wait, that’s not it. Why did you suddenly attack me?”
“Knowing and using are two things. Since it’s you, I thought you might not know how to use it in real combat yet.”
“Oh, please…” I scratched the back of my head. “If I think about it, there were many clues even before you told me. The usual way to manifest reinforced aura is to accumulate aura. And the common way to build that amount of aura is to get into the lotus position and meditate in a place with clean water and air.”
This was called aura cultivation.
“Basically, most of the aura that martial artists accumulate comes from the outside. Only after digesting, refining, and melting it into oneself does it become what we call internal aura.”
Melting the aura that existed outside oneself into one’s own was called aura cultivation. That was how things like Eternal Snow Ginseng, Thousand-Year Tuber Fleeceflower, Azure Life Essence, the Chemist’s medicines, the giant aura turtle, and others could work as elixirs. 
“But I’m not separate from the world.”
In the Demonic Path, I was the rope binding this world, but I was separate from each element in the world in the Righteous Path. Still, because of that, I was also part of the world. Subjectivization and objectivization. Their strengths and weaknesses were shown in each path’s martial arts. 
The Demonic Path was seen as easy to reach a certain level, yet was difficult to go beyond. Meanwhile, following the Righteous Path was believed to be more difficult to reach a higher level, but the path was considered to have more martial artists who had reached the peak and gone beyond. 
“Therefore, there’s no need to obsess over increasing the amount of aura within me,” I said, withdrawing my mental image of the roots spreading under my feet. “No matter how much the aura within me increases, even if it’s enough to go through metamorphosis, I’ll still have limits as a vessel.”
As the image of the roots retracted, the channel receiving outer aura closed.
“Turning myself into one pathway is more efficient.”  
Naturally, the world’s aura that had flowed through me and reached my dagger also dispersed. I took a deep breath.
“Of course, to solidify that pathway, I need to become somewhat more durable as well.” 
The remainder of my inner aura, part of which had been carried away by the outer aura as it dispersed, joined my vital energy. 
“Even that isn’t a requirement. That’s why Teacher could split the snow mountain without any qi left within her.”
The Sword Emperor nodded. “Yes. The two main parts of aura cultivation are meditation and circulation. Whether it’s the Nine Yang Divine Art, the Purple Mist Heart Method, or the Valkenheim Mana Cultivation Style, it’s just the difference in their depth of meditation and the paths they use for channeling aura. They all should still have two parts. Meditation is about drawing outer aura into oneself. By deeply understanding the world, one breaks down the barrier between oneself and the world, channeling the entire world’s aura. Circulation then guides that aura into their dantian. As you said, it’s about drawing and blending a new aura into one’s old aura, making it part of themselves.”
After summoning a piece of the broken cloud, the Sword Emperor sat on it and raised one finger.
“But if you gain true understanding, you can sink into deep meditation in any situation, break down the boundary between yourself and the world, and can deliver the world’s aura you absorb to wherever you wish. Then, your own internal aura is unnecessary. That is the Mind Sword.”
The process held no grand concepts, abstract ideas, or indecipherable mysteries. Once one understood the process, it all became logically possible. That was likely the secret of all magic.
“Have you always been here?”
The Sword Emperor crossed his arms and smiled. “Yes. The spirits by your side and Gramps’ are… Hmmm. I control them, but that’s even harder to explain than the Mind Sword.”
“Try it.”
“I’ll show you.” 
He snapped his fingers.
Sword Constellation—Origin
Class: A+
Effect: You can create living spirit(s)[1] and advise others climbing the Tower. You have arrived on the ninety-ninth floor. Whisper your experiences into their ears. Those who hear your advice will be amazed by your deep knowledge.
※A person must possess the matching skill. Those who don’t have it will not be able to perceive you.
※Synchronization between you and your living spirit(s) occurs at a set interval. This interval is usually about one day, but it can be shorter or longer based on the floor the recipient of your advice is on.
※The knowledge given to your living spirit(s) may become distorted or censored during your recipient’s journey up the Tower. The guideline details will be set in the Pillars’ meetings.
I understood now. 
“Chattting apps don’t send messages directly to the recipient. They go through a server first, so the messages you send through the Guardian are censored while passing through the Tower server.”
“It’s similar to that. Uhh, how should I explain it? Rather than a chat app, it’s more like—”
“Ah, so it’s closer to the Puppet Master’s Parade. No, rather than sharing memories…”
“Yes, the Guardians are made by copy-pasting my memories. When the Guardians make their own memories, I regularly synchronize with them and absorb their memories. After that, I paste my new memories onto them again to update them, but the Tower censors the updated memories. The synchronization, updates, and censoring aren’t happening in real time, so…”
I recalled the look of pure confusion on the Guardian’s face when I first copied him from the Sword Star. It would have been as strange as waking up to find oneself in another world.
“When my fox god was toying with me…”
“Yup, since the sync is periodic, I saw something was off quite early on.”
Still, in addition to the time lag, the Sword Emperor had been under the manipulation of my fox god’s abilities and the Tower’s censorship, so he had to find an indirect way to help me.
“Oh, then I guess others may also have you by their side. It’s not just me and Mr. Sword Star.”
“Do you want to know?”
“No. Although I’m curious, I’m not going to ask.” I pulled out a new roll of duct tape and wrapped it around the handle of my dagger, which had been torn apart during the earlier fight. “The fact that you’re here means I came first, after all.”
The Sword Emperor’s smile widened. That was enough of an answer, so I asked my next question.
“What is the ninety-ninth floor’s quest?” 
“What do you think?”
“I’m not sure.” 
I rested my chin on my hand and looked around. The bright flower field still welcomed me. Despite the Sword Emperor and me having drawn and used the world’s aura and reinforced aura during our recent clash, nothing had changed, as if we had scooped a cup of water from the sea. That wasn’t the case because the outer aura we drew and used wasn’t exhausted but returned to the world.
Having seen such a world, my gaze naturally fell on the Sword Emperor. I smiled. “Do we settle this by going for a round?”
The Sword Emperor smiled, too. “You’ve grown a lot, my Zombie.” 
“I’m in my growth spurt.”
“Aren’t you technically older than I am now?”
“Call me Mr. Gong-Ja.”
“Old man.”
“Your childishness does make me feel like I’m the adult here.”
The Sword Emperor smirked. “Come at me, old man.” 
“Gosh.” 
I had finished wrapping duct tape around the dagger’s handle and cut the leftover tape with my teeth.
“So, what is it? What is this ninth key that has kept someone like you stuck to this ninety-ninth  floor for over a hundred years?"
As if waiting for my question, a quest window appeared.
The Ninth Key
Do you remember when you first entered the Tower?
The Sword Emperor had surely seen that quest window many times before, but it was the first time for me. 
How did you feel when you first entered the Tower? What was the first Skill you gained? What did you seek to prove?
The Sword Emperor stood with his arms crossed.
Here stands a man. He said that everyone can be like him, so his last key should be the one who has become like him. 
There is another man. He asked if he could become someone else, so his last key should be someone he wants to become. 
And so, the two men finally stand before each other.
I looked at the Sword Emperor, who looked back at me.
Your keys are each other.
The next moment, the world roared.

1. The raw is 생령. It's the soul of a living person, not the deceased's. ☜
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    Chapter 397: Our World (2)

    
      
        [One of the Nine Keys has been forged.]
      
    

    
      
        [The ninety-ninth floor has been cleared.]
      
    

    
      
        [Entering the hundredth floor.]
      
    

    
      The flower field split open, and something rose from deep within. It was a huge mirror, but it was too large to reflect just one person. It was gargantuan, enough to reflect an entire legion. Crystals sprouted out of the mirror’s frame, making the surface uneven. 
    

    
      The mirror was murky and eerily purple on both sides. Like a wall from the underworld, it stood between me and the Sword Emperor and had nine keyholes.
    

    
      
        [Insert the first key.]
      
    

    
      I walked up to the keyholes. Though mirrors were different from glass and couldn’t show what lay beyond, I somehow knew the Sword Emperor was doing the same on the other side.
    

    
      I peered into the first keyhole.
    

    
      
        [The first key was forged by those who breathe in the shadow you cast.]
      
    

    
      
        [What kind of person are you? Are you strong? Are you lovable? Are you beautiful? Are you pitiful?]
      
    

    
      I took out a key and inserted it into the first hole.
    

    
      “I’m a person others can rely on,” I said. 
    

    
      “I’m a person you want to wait for,” the Sword Emperor’s voice came from the other side.
    

    
      Clank. 
    

    
      The purple color of the mirror grew more vivid, shining brighter than before as it displayed the next question.
    

    
      
        [The second key was forged by those who decided to follow you.]
      
    

    
      
        [What are your apostles to you? Tools? Lovers? Family?]
      
    

    
      I inserted the second key. 
    

    
      “My apostles are my friends and equals.”
    

    
      “My apostles are like my younger brothers,” the Sword Emperor said.
    

    
      The mirror flickered once more.
    

    
      
        [The third key was forged by the gods you faced.]
      
    

    
      
        [What are gods to you?]
      
    

    
      “People who let their guard down and make mistakes. They’re people who can grow.”
    

    
      “The guys I would have ended up like if I hadn’t met my teacher.”
    

    
      We inserted the fourth and fifth keys one after the other.
    

    
      “To be honest, I regretted it a little. Well, more than a little. If only I had been there. If only I hadn’t climbed the tower and stayed until the Gray Spider could find a closure of her own, maybe I could have done more.”
    

    
      The Sword Emperor said, “I see it differently. Like you once talked about the First Wave, the Gray Spider lived as she wished. The one who gave me my key on the ninety-fourth floor was the same in that sense. Those who don’t blame others stand on their own feet and don’t lean on anyone else.”
    

    
      “I was glad the story about me spread far, but I was also scared. People were giving meanings to parts of my life that I didn’t even know existed. I’m not talking about harmful lies or misunderstandings. I thought that I was in perfect control of myself, but it was actually far from true.” 
    

    
      “Becoming a myth goes far beyond simply becoming someone else’s conversation topic. People don’t debate whether the man next door has hemorrhoids or athlete’s foot, but if that man is bald and people who talk about him like bald people, the story becomes complicated. People fight to defend those they love and respect as much as they push out those they hate. And being the cause of war is really awful.”
    

    
      
        Clank, clank.
      
    

    
      As we inserted the keys, the Sword Emperor and I chatted away, with the mirror separating us in the middle.
    

    
      “I felt that I wasn’t alone. The Tower master has probably been with me since I entered the Tower.”
    

    
      “Yup, she’s probably still watching us. Hey~ Old lady~ Are you watching us~? We’re coming your way soon~”
    

    
      “... Gosh. Hmmm, anyhow, when I first met her and heard about her beliefs, I thought she could have saved me if she had been watching me, but I thought about it again and the other timelines Mutia showed me. When someone gains a chance, someone else gets deprived of having the same chance.”
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      “The other person won’t know that they missed an important opportunity, but the one who rewound time will sense it faintly. Even if they don’t feel it, the person who rewound time can’t help but doubt if it was truly for the best. Is this truly the best path for everyone from the perspective of eternity?”
    

    
      “Zombie, can you hear the screams of the countless victims each time you rewind time? Those who lost everything in the butterfly effect of what you changed vowed vengeance and are walking toward you for your destruction.”
    

    
      “To do everything is the same as to do nothing at all. The Tower master chose to bear responsibility for everything by doing nothing. On the other hand, I chose to bear all the consequences of what I changed. If anyone blames me for that, then that is a burden I should bear.” 
    

    
      “I understand why you’re saying that, but that sounds far too arrogant…” the Sword Emperor mumbled. 
    

    
      “Speaking of which, what about you, Sword Emperor? If you could regress, would you?”
    

    
      “It’s not like regressing means you’ll never have regrets.”
    

    
      
        Clank.
      
    

    
      I shrugged. “You’re right. Regressing usually brings bigger regrets. I can somehow resolve those, but then other greater regrets quickly come my way. It’s an endless cycle.”
    

    
      “It’s the same the other way around. Even if you live without regressing, do you think that won’t happen?”
    

    
      
        Clank.
      
    

    
      “You’re right.”
    

    
      “Yeah. Whether you regress or not, the result is the same,” the Sword Emperor replied. 
    

    
      
        Clank.
      
    

    
      “Still, to say it’s the same is a bit…”
    

    
      The Sword Emperor said, “To a person who can’t run, a professional runner may seem special. A regressor would seem like a monster to those who can’t upstream time, but we’re all human in the end.”
    

    
      “That reminds me of what the Chemist said, but isn’t what you said more arrogant? Are you aware that the Chemist is second to none when it comes to arrogance?”
    

    
      “Gaining the ability to do something also means you can die because of that. People who can do things that others can’t suffer in ways that normal people never do. In that sense, the world is fair.”
    

    
      
        Clank.
      
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Emperor.”
    

    
      “You probably still think that you could have saved your teacher. You may say that the First Wave went where she wanted to go, and you accept that wholeheartedly. Still, you have to convince yourself of that every morning when you wake up. Don’t try to deny it. I’ve watched you wake up many times.”
    

    
      I sighed. “You’re right.” 
    

    
      By now, the mirror was almost clear, but no matter how clear a mirror was, it couldn’t show what lay beyond it. I was still unable to see the Sword Emperor, so I just gazed at my own reflection.
    

    
      “Every morning when I wake up, I think about it,” I said.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      “Every time I feel the cold wind, I think about my teacher. When I walk down the street with Bambolina and the Viper, eating the ice cream we bought, I think how nice it would be if Teacher were alive. Perhaps I can revive her right now.”
    

    
      “I know.”
    

    
      “In the end, I always decide not to, and I still think that’s the best way to honor my teacher. But when I wake up again, the thought returns. ‘The dead can’t wish for anything, so is leaving them dead the way to honor them? Isn’t that just for my own satisfaction?’”
    

    
      “Yeah, I know you do,” the Sword Emperor replied. 
    

    
      “‘If I brought Teacher back to life, she wouldn’t forgive me, but I’m the only one who has to suffer when I actually do it. Maybe that’s what I’m afraid of.’”
    

    
      If she were alive, if she were still here, she may be able to find happiness again someday.
    

    
      “Even while I held the nine realms in my heart and gave my Nine Bows at Teacher’s grave, I kept thinking about it. It’s hypocritical and pathetic. As long as I live, I’ll probably never be able to stop thinking about it.”
    

    
      “It’ll only grow stronger with each passing day. As you mentioned earlier, you’ll now also think of the Gray Spider every morning when you wake up, right?”
    

    
      “Yes, I probably will.”
    

    
      The Sword Emperor sighed. I looked through the keyhole in the mirror. There was only one left. 
    

    
      With a thud, a blade thrust through the keyhole. I recognized the blade. It was the Sword Emperor’s weapon, too big to be called a mere sword. 
    

    
      The huge sword, resembling a sunfish, twisted to the side, and the thin mirror cracked and broke apart, as if sensing the mood had shattered. The falling purple glass fragments revealed the Sword Emperor, who aimed his sword at me and said, “Who else but a demon would harbor such a wicked heart demon within themselves?”
    

    
      “You’re just cold, like the Righteous Path follower you are.”
    

    
      “I’m nothing but a cool, big bro by nature. I’m so cool that seeing a guy moping gives me the urge to crush his head.”
    

    
      I grinned. “Do you think you can do that?” 
    

    
      “It’s finally possible now.” 
    

    
      Despite the mirror falling, the ninth keyhole stayed in place, and so did the Sword Emperor’s sword.
    

    
      The Sword Emperor beamed. “Let’s go for a round.”
    

    
      I…
    

    
      “Is that really needed?” I asked. 
    

    
      “I don’t need it, but you do. You see, I was impressed with you from fairly early on.”
    

    
      “I admit I am immensely talented.”
    

    
      “Yes, so much so that no amount of ironing will get rid of your flaws, but even with those flaws, there was something about you that truly impressed me. You gave those children a requiem. ”
    

    
      What he had said and I had done on the tenth floor flashed in my mind.
    

    
      “That was an idea I never thought of. If you hadn’t shown me, I would still not have been aware that there was such a way. Do you know how I felt when I saw that?"
    

    
      “How?”
    

    
      “‘Ah, is this how my teacher looked at me?’”
    

    
      Confused, I tilted my head, but I soon looked up in shock. The Sword Emperor’s face showed a look I was familiar with yet would have never imagined to see from him.
    

    
      “I was jealous.”
    

    
      I couldn’t believe that he could look jealous. The Sword Emperor smiled once more, but the lingering jealousy clung to his lips like an echo.
    

    
      “But, if you can do it, I should be able to do the same.”
    

    
      “Mr. Sword Emperor.”
    

    
      “I’m the best when it comes to the sword. If I’m going to do something, I should do it with a sword, should I not?” The Sword Emperor flicked the tip of his sword. “Come on. I’ll give you a proper requiem.”
    

    
      Not knowing what to say, I blurted out, “You’re the one who was a ghost.”
    

    
      “Not anymore, and saying I’ll comfort you will make me cringe.”
    

    
      “What’s so wrong with that?” I grumbled. 
    

    
      “Gong-Ja, I’ll console—”
    

    
      “Aaaaaaaaagh! Cringe! Criiiiiiiiiiiinge!”
    

    
      “I warned you.”
    

    
      “Darn it…”
    

    
      The wind blew. The petals belonging to flowers I didn’t recognize scattered. 
    

    
      Beyond the broken mirror and across the ninth keyhole, the Sword Emperor said, “My title is Sword Emperor. I’m the sword forged in the depths of the Mooncave and One True Sun’s disciple, carrying the Righteous Path’s will. Like that, I’ve been certified as the strongest in the world known as the Ten Thousand Sword Realm.”
    

    
      
        Title: Sword Emperor
      
    

    
      
        World: Ten Thousand Sword Realm
      
    

    
      
        Status: The strongest in the realm
      
    

    
      
        Affiliation: The Righteous Faction
      
    

    
      He smiled. “I would like to challenge you.” 
    

    
      I remembered the look I had in the mirror before it broke. It was definitely a pathetic look that would make the Sword Emperor want to punch me. The expression would probably be gone by now. No, perhaps it was even worse. Honestly, I didn’t know. I tried to smile, but it was hard. People cried not only when they were sad but also when they were happy. 
    

    
      My voice croaked a little as I said, “My title is Scream-Gathering Sky. As the one who will soon run the Tower’s underworld, I’m also called Nether Sky. I’m also the Moon of Ivansia, the White Lion of the Lion Realm, the guardian god of Asuras, the Heavenly Demon’s rightful heir to the Heavenly Demon Cult…”
    

    
      No, this wasn’t right. I corrected myself.
    

    
      “I lead the Heavenly Demon Cult.”
    

    
      
        Title: Heavenly Netherdemon
      
    

    
      
        World: Lion Realm.
      
    

    
      
        Status: The strongest human in the realm.
      
    

    
      
        Affiliation: Heavenly Demon Cult.
      
    

    
      I smiled back. “I accept your challenge.” 
    

    
      The duel commenced.
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
    

  Chapter 398: Our World (3)
The blazing sun trembled. The Sword Emperor moved like a bolt of lightning, striking without prior warning. Following the slanted sunbeam, his sword flashed. A white flash flew in like a missile, and I raised my dagger to meet it. My shadow fell over the flowerbed like the ashes left behind where I was burned. 
“You should let me strike three times first, you know!”
Shadows rippled along the sword’s path.
Demonic Heaven Arts.
Advanced First Form:
Starvation Death
Shadows spread across the ground and sank their teeth into it, sucking out reinforced aura. This was closer to reaping, or even bloodsucking, than it was to aura cultivation. The shadows looked like a group of pretas rushing into a feast hall and swallowing all the food at once. 
I hurled the reinforced aura of this world I had gluttonously sucked in straight toward the sky. The bloody red shadows soared high. 
Boooom…!
The slanted sunbeam was cut up. Like a peeled apple, the Sword Emperor’s reinforced aura was chipped away and fell like a white downpour. The world shone as if a million fireworks had gone off. I used this moment to counterattack.
Demonic Heaven Arts.
Advanced Seventh Form:
Bludgeoning Death.
Light and darkness mixed. The moment the shadows appeared, they spat out a reinforced, red aura. With a smile, the Sword Emperor faced the unpredictable red shadow tentacles that caged him. His teeth gleamed like a lion’s as he shouted, “Right back at you! You’re the one who could have let me strike three times first!”
The Sword Emperor’s sword moved. I thought I heard him click his tongue, but too much was going on at once to be certain. If he did click his tongue, it sounded as if it came from very far away. 
Swoosh!
A gap opened up in the air, as if an invisible giant parted its lips and inhaled. The world’s reinforced aura that I had shot through the shadows was sucked into the spatial gap. After it was sucked in, it burst forth. 
Boom…!
A stream of light poured out, not up and down, but left and right. The moment I saw the light bearing down on me, I realized what had happened.
“The reinforced aura…”
Before I could ask if he absorbed the reinforced aura I had shot, the Sword Emperor replied, “It’s not like you can call dibs on outer—”
“Hmph.” I tightened the grip on my dagger and raised it, planting both my feet deep into the ground. “Phew…”
Shadows were the children of light. If something could grow endlessly like light, it could only be a shadow. I anchored the shadows, which became as clear as an oncoming flash of light, into the ground. After also anchoring myself, I stood firm, just in time for a surge of light to hit the tip of my dagger like a lightning bolt hitting a rod.
Blood burst from my mouth, instantly drying and crumbling. I could feel that the blood from my veins was drying up, as if someone had injected a drying agent in me. While the Constellation Murderer’s attack had burned my vessels instantly like a lightning strike, the blow from the Sword Emperor felt like blazing sunlight beating down on me from up close.
I breathed in deeply. With my burning heart, I drew in a breath… and started circulating my aura.
Demonic Heaven Arts.
Advanced Second Form:
Thirst Death.
Like an old woman dying of thirst drinking seawater, I used the scorching thirst to drink in the stream of light and lead it to my heart. In time with my thumping heartbeat, I sent it toward my dantian and brain. 
My vision was enhanced. Through my veins and spine, the light spread and burst. Gritting my teeth, I endured my trembling limbs, my dry blood, and the shock. At the same time, I filled myself with the absorbed light and unleashed it.
As I screamed, the light that was stretching out from within me burst forth through every pore. The Sword Emperor flinched and raised his sword to block. He was fast but not fast enough. Like a hedgehog that shoots out its quills, the light that burst from me lashed out and hit the Sword Emperor.
He groaned. The thin, wide beams of light weren’t strong, but they were enough to disrupt his stance. The spatial gap closed, and the place now smelled like incense burning in a temple[1].
“Thank you soooooooooo much for burning away the impurities within meeeee…” I said, smoke billowing from me with pops and crackles.
The Sword Emperor let out a dry laugh. “You crazy zombie.”
“You started it… Who the hell slurps aura like that… It’s not a bowl of noodles…”
“It was mine at first, you know.”
“There is no mine or yours when it comes to outer aura…”
“Here, there is,” the Sword Emperor said. Before I could reply, he grabbed his sword again. “Now you see why I didn’t let you hit three attacks first.”
“Yes, I do.”
Of course I did. I knew it very well. It was impossible to miss it. I—
“I’ve grown stronger than Teacher from that winter.”
“Yes, you have,” he answered. 
The flowers of this world were persistently leading their lives. Despite the exchange of attacks that split the sky and scorched the ground, the flowers remained and sang their own songs, surrendering themselves to the wind.
Amid drifting dandelion seeds, one man nodded and asked, “Are you happy?”
I was happy. 
“Are you sad?”
I was sad.
“Or is it both?”
I just felt like crying a little. 
Amid a swirling mix of emotions, I could only see the Sword Emperor’s eyes shining brightly like the sun in broad daylight. 
“Regardless of which one it is, it’s still too early for you to sink into it.”
I took a deep breath, wiping away my nose to get rid of any dampness inside it. The Sword Emperor tightened the grip on his sword. The tip of the sword pointed somewhere.
“You’ll first have to take this.”
Martial Arts.
Form Zero:
One Sword.
The world turned upside down.
***
He pulled back his sword and took a step forward. His shoulder tensed as he thrust forward. It was just one thrust. In that very instant, the world turned upside down. Did the ground become the sky? Did the sky become the ground? Did left become right? Or was it the other way around? No, the world turned inside out. Like pushing a hand into a stuffed animal and taking out the stuffing, the world poured out from the spot where the Sword Emperor’s sword struck.
Spring arrived. Within spring, summer burst forth. Before summer could reach the world’s edge, autumn exploded. From autumn’s core, winter emerged, then spring, summer, and autumn returned. A mandala of greenery, leaves, flowers, fruit, grain, fallen leaves, and bare branches spun like a storm. I recognized this attack. 
“This is the technique…”  I muttered. 
This is the technique you used against Teacher.
“Yes…”
Yes, it’s the technique I used to deliver the final blow.
“Now I see…”
Now I see what the technique is truly like.
“Do you…”
Do you just see it?
“That…”
That isn’t all.
Some words were spoken aloud, others were left unsaid, yet the Sword Emperor and I understood the words we exchanged.
“Ah…”
Time. Time after time. A strike made from countless layers of time slowly flew toward me, not slicing through space. Perhaps it was more apt to describe the strike as a sphere. It was impossible not to be overwhelmed by this beautiful attack.
“This is…”
This wasn’t just the Mind Sword or firing the outer aura he had drawn in. 
“Your world…!”
This was the Sword Emperor’s holy ground, his life.
[The Flower Field of Roaring Thunderclaps has unlocked.]
His life engulfed me. Countless images flashed before my eyes. 
—He existed in the beginning. 
—Nothing else existed.
—Year of Sword.
—Month of Sword.
—Day of Sword.
—Hour of Sword.
—Minute of Sword.
—Second of Sword.
—The moment they aligned like meshed gears…
—Oh! It’s done!
—He’s finally forged!
—The Sword of Beginning!
—Our wait.
—Our regret.
—Our hunger.
—Our thirst.
—This world.
—It exists only for you.
—All humans besides you are mere phantoms.
—I.
—Alone.
—What is it?
—Why are you in so much agony?
—So.
—Much.
—Much.
—Much.
—Much.
—Much.
—Much!
—Why are you in so much agony?
My Demigod Eyes, which occasionally awakened after glimpsing the Tower master’s life, showed me the Sword Emperor’s life from his attack.
“You…” 
My voice was barely audible. 
You were born alone. Created.
“You…”
You wanted a brother because you felt lonely. You didn’t want to be alone. You sought someone you could fight without holding back, someone to whom you could pour out your everything.  Then you met your teacher, who taught you that you weren’t special at all. Are you…
“Are you…”
—He realized he wasn’t lonely.
“Sword Emperor, are you happy?”
“Yes, I am!” the Sword Emperor shouted. “I was artificially created! I knew how to run before I could walk. I received bows before I could shake hands. It was a shitty life!”
“Sword Emperor.”
“But!”
If the sun had vocal cords, this was how it would sound. The Sword Emperor’s voice was bright.
“My life has been freaking happy! I accept my life, my encounters, and my farewells! I accept them all!”
“Ah.”
“Heavenly Netherdemon!” the Sword Emperor yelled, still in his sword-thrusting stance. “What about you?”
“I—”
“Did you laugh?” Did you love? Did you live? Are you happy?”
“I—”
“I know you did because I’ve been with you all along! But you haven’t done as much as I have!”
The man who had climbed the Tower with me laughed confidently. 
“Sword Emperor.”
“Accept my life! Feel it! Look up to it!”
I laughed. “That is—” 
I pointed the dagger at myself, feeling the duct tape on my skin. Though I had just wrapped it moments ago, it had already frayed and burned, I could feel it in my palm. The mandala sphere—the Sword Emperor’s strike—was flying toward me.
Demonic Heaven Arts.
Advanced Ninth Form:
Self-Determination Death.
I twisted the dagger sideways and pierced my heart, not hurting my ribs. Blood flowed out, trickling down my wrist slower than a snail crawling down a window on a rainy day. The blood soaked my sleeve and then dripped onto a flower at my feet.
The Sword Emperor faltered. “You.” 
The flower that drank my blood began to wither.
“You.”
“I…” I trailed off. 
—He realized he wasn’t lonely.
“I fled to the Tower.”
“Gong-Ja.”
“I had no parents. I respected my orphanage director, but back then, I was too young to genuinely see him as my father. I couldn’t call him or ask for help. I…” 
I laughed dryly, thinking of the Black Witch. She was a strong and noble person. On her own, she dealt with people inside and outside the Tower. Even she had set foot in the Tower because she had nowhere else to go. She…
“I fled here,” I said.
The Sword Star crossed my mind. Some had given up on all their possessions and entered the Tower for a new challenge. The Black Witch wasn’t one of these people, and neither was I.
“I had nowhere to go.”
Wherever I went, I felt unwanted. Amid people laughing and talking on streets where everyone had a place to go and return to, I seemed to be the only one wandering. The city flooding with light didn’t seem to want me, nor did the planet suffering from fever.
“So I came here.”
Fittingly, I didn’t have parents. Perhaps that was a sign. 
“Unlike you.”
While his world forged him, my world abandoned me. Everyone who had shaped him was his parent, but I was an orphan abandoned by my parents. 
“Like you, I… ”
That was why we had come here and left the worlds we grew up in.
“Gong-Ja.”
“Mr. Sword Emperor.”
My blood slowly flowed down, soaking my feet. It spread along the shadows and withered everything it touched, putting them to rest.
“You aren’t satisfied, are you?” I asked. 
The Sword Emperor faltered once more. I smiled, curling my lips with my dagger still piercing my heart.
“I am—” he said. 
“You aren’t…”
—He realized he wasn’t lonely.
“You aren’t satisfied!” I yelled. 
—He realized he wasn’t lonely.
Just as I had believed that Teacher desired to no longer live but wavered every time I woke up…
—He realized…
… he was the same.
“You are…”
You’re satisfied, but you also aren’t. You could be satisfied with what you have. That’s what you want. That makes me…
“Ahaha.” 
For some reason, Bambolina flashed through my mind. That blond guy truly believed the world and everyone in it were beautiful. That eternal boy walked around with a bright, clear smile. Even he wanted something more because he was human. Everyone was just a person. The Sword Emperor was also a person, so I…
“I will… I’ll give you the satisfaction you desire!”
He laughed like a beast. “If you can…”
If you can, then try.
“I can!” I yelled back.
[The Garden of Withered Flowers has been unlocked.]
From my heart, I spread my shadow, which moved in waves. The whirlpool in my heart swallowed the bright sun. My holy ground, a place for tired souls, ate away the Sword Emperor’s flower field.
“Ha.” 
The Sword Emperor laughed like a dragon taking a deep breath. 
“Ahaha.”
I laughed as if I wanted to keep quiet.
“Hahaha.”
“Ahahahaha.”
“Hahahahahaha.”
“Ahahahahahahaha!”
The mandala of time that the Sword Emperor had fired scattered. Spring, summer, autumn, winter, and then spring—everything came undone and spilled out. The vigorous torrent of time folded its wings within a world that had stopped.
The Sword Emperor lunged forward. “You may have stopped it.” 
I also charged toward him. “But that won’t be enough to end this fight!”
My dagger and his greatsword clashed.
“Good!”
“Yes, good!” I shouted with a laugh.
Clang!
“Good! It’s good! Aaaah!” The Sword Emperor guffawed. 
“Yes, very exciting!”
Clang!
“Not bad, Heavenly Netherdemon!”
“I can say the same about you, Sword of Beginning!”
Shadows overflowing from my heart shot toward the Sword Emperor. As if he were gripping a dragon’s neck, he gathered light in one hand and blocked the blow, swinging his sword down right afterward.
Clang! 
I barely parried the blow with my dagger. Spinning in the air, I struck down toward his nape. Even that was blocked, so I laughed. The Sword Emperor joined in on the laughter. 
“I’m not alone!”
He laughed louder.
“I’m not special!”
His laughter carried real joy. The Sword Emperor raised his greatsword and swung it. A lightning bolt followed.
“I’m ordinary!”
"Yes, Sword of the Beginning! ”
To him, I…
“And I! Am not! Inadequate!” 
I swung my dagger.
Clang! Clang! Clang! 
The Sword Emperor parried my attacks, holding his greatsword at a slanted angle. I closed in on him like a wolf biting down on its prey’s neck, refusing to let go.
“I’m not inadequate.”
I—
“I wasn’t born wrong!”
I now…
“I have a place to return to!”
“Yes, you do! Hell yeah, you do!” the Sword Emperor answered with a laugh.
“Like you.”
“Like you!”
Clang!
Our weapons clashed, and our eyes met before they fell. 
“So, I—”
“We!”
Light and shadow mixed and vanished with a clang. My dagger and his greatsword clashed and got stuck in the floating keyhole.
We shouted at the same time, “Even if we live, it’s okay!” 
The world broke apart.

1. Image. ☜



Translator's Thoughts
Chapter 399: Sss-Class Revival Hunter (1)
「Breaking news. The Death King has set out to conquer the Tower’s hundredth floor, but we haven’t heard from him for quite some time. Many believed he failed. There have been a lot of talks going on about sending out search parties from within the Black Dragon Guild, along with the other Five Guilds and the Death King Clan. Now, I believe that those talks can end. The Death King, the Rank 1 Hunter, has cleared the Absolute Heavenly Peak!」
Thunderous cheers rang through the Tower’s plaza.
「As you can see, Babylon Plaza is now in a frenzy. It’s probably because everyone has heard the Tower’s message before we could go live with the news. You heard it too, right?」
The anchor turned to his colleague, who nodded.
「Yes, based on what we’ve checked so far, it seems everyone in the Tower heard that message.」
「It’s like the time when the OJP Sect Master and Constellation Ruin-Harvesting Cow crafted an item with an immeasurable rarity level.」
「Exactly. Back then, there was a prophecy that the Ruin-Harvesting Cow would stand in the Death King’s path, plunging the Tower in chaos. I remember there were heated debates over whether or not the worlds of our Tower should unite and form a large-scale punitive expedition or wait a little longer.」
「The debate ended only after the OJP Sect Master returned and explained what happened.」
The anchors wiped their foreheads. 
「Compared to that time, there’s barely any chaos this time. The worst chaos we’ll see in this Tower is probably a shortage of alcohol or chicken[1].」
「Yes, it’s great that there’s no room for misunderstanding.」
「Yet it looks like the Death King’s haters—the Organization Demanding Truth from the Death King—want there to be a misunderstanding. What do you think?」
「We’ll now hear from our staff at the scene.」
People with masks had gathered and raised placards. 
—Death King (X) Fraud King (O).
—Death King, the Fabricated Hero.
—Corrupted Connection Between the Death King and the Aegim Empire.
—Earth’s Traitor. Sormwin’s Puppet.
Those at the front shouted into megaphones.
「We’re the Organization Demanding Truth from the Death King, also known as Organization Demanding Death[2]. Today, it was said a certain message was sent to everyone in the Tower, so we have gathered experts from the Tower here today to point out that there is a high chance the message has been fabricated. According to the experts… (…)  the Death King has bribed the Tower. Don’t we already have eyewitness accounts of the Tower’s managers showing favoritism toward the Death King on many occasions? (…) There is also the possibility that the message was sent by a Skill. Even if it was a Skill or a real message, our organization believes that the Death King becoming a Constellation warrants an investigation. Still, if he is a Constellation, he could send the same message to many people at once. (…) How can a previously jobless man become the Hunter representing this Tower and conquer the hundredth floor? Even an elementary student would say this doesn’t make much sense—」
After listening for a while, the anchor narrowed his eyes.
「What are those people saying?」
「I’m not sure. I feel like their yapping can be summarized to “It’s fabrication,” “The Death King is a fraud,” “Even if he did clear the hundredth floor, he rigged it with the Tower, so the Death King has basically done nothing,” “So what if he reached the hundredth floor? It’s not like our lives are going to get any better.”」
「This info seems useless. Anyhow, it’s been a while since the Tower’s general message announcing that the hundredth floor has been cleared. Has there been any contact from the Death King himself?」
「We’re staying in touch with the Broadband Communicator, the Five Guilds, the Ducal Family of Ivansia, and the vassals of the Death King Clan, but no news— Ah. 」
The anchor’s expression changed at once. 
「The Death King has made contact just now!」
「Is that so? Which one did he make contact with?」
「The Black Dragon Guild.」
The anchors knew that if they got the message that the Black Dragon Guild had contacted the Death King, it meant that everything had been sorted out. What to keep secret had been decided, and the Death King was ready to make a public announcement. This reduced the burden on the broadcasting station, so the anchor smiled with a light heart. 
「Patch us to the site, please.」
The screen changed, showing the Black Dragon Guild’s hall. There had once been a vote carried out within the Tower on whether they should pioneer or settle down. In that vote, the people of the Lion Realm had chosen to move forward instead of settling with what they had. There was no doubt that the Death King’s speech at the time had decided the vote’s outcome. 
The hall of the Black Dragon Guild shown on screen looked like the very place where that speech had taken place. This was likely part of the Black Witch’s plan. Kim Gong-Ja, the one responsible for stirring up the Tower, was standing exactly where he had been during that speech.
「Everyone, this is the Four Kings!」
「Sixteen years have passed since he left for the ninetieth floor! After all these years, the Death King finally showed himself!」
The anchors were so excited that they raised their voices. Beyond the screen, faint noises could be heard from the Black Dragon Guild’s hall.
「There’s no need to rush, everyone. You’ll be able to meet the Death King soon.」
「Reporters, please enter in an orderly way.」
The Black Dragon Guild members led the reporters to their places, keeping them under control. 
「Ah, the Death King isn’t actually in the venue. A screen has been set up. It’s a video conference.」
「The Broadband Communicator is standing right beside him. Since the Inventor King is also there, it seems that the feed is live.」
「The Organization Demanding Death has just stated that if the Death King doesn’t actually appear at the venue, then this is just the Black Dragon Guild pulling the strings behind the scenes. What are your thoughts?」
「I’ll say it again. I believe that there’s no need to listen to them. I was a little disappointed when I saw that the Death King wasn’t actually at the venue, but the mere thought of having a similar opinion to those people made me not care that the Death King isn’t actually there. I’m actually grateful for that.」
「The press conference site seems ready. Let’s focus.」
A group of reporters gathered around the projector showing Kim Gong-Ja and asked their questions.
「Greetings, Mr. Death King! Or should I call you Mr. Scream-Gathering Sky now?」
This was the first question asked after the Death King’s return. He smiled.
「Call me whatever you like. The people from the Organization Demanding Death seem to be here too, so you can just call me Fraud King, but I prefer being called Kim Gong-Ja. Calling me Mr. Gong-Ja would put me more at ease.」
「I also received the message that you cleared the hundredth floor. Congratulations! What is beyond it?」
「What reward did you get?」
「What happened?」
「What are your plans from now?」
Despite the Black Dragon Guild members’ best efforts to keep order, questions erupted at once like a snake with many heads. It didn’t matter. He had to answer them someday.  
Kim Gong-Ja took a deep breath.
「I—」
***
I met the Tower master, became a Pillar, parted ways with the Sword Emperor, and talked with my comrades. I accepted the first event calmly. In fact, when the Tower master appeared in the fallen world after the last key was turned, neither the Sword Emperor nor I had any energy to react.
The Tower master commented, “You guys are like two exhausted sergeants after an intense round of soccer.”
I lay on my back, panting, not even bothering to turn my head to look at those purple eyes.
“What? Tower Master... What are you talking about? How can you play soccer with just two people? Isn’t that a sport for twelve players?”
“This shows that you’re from the generation where mandatory military service[3] was abolished. Truly, what a brilliant resolve of foreshadowing.”
I had no idea what she was talking about. Finally, I turned toward her Tower master. Like the crest of a mountain, the top of the tower was just a white dot up close. The Tower master stood alone on that white dot, looking down at me and the Sword Emperor.
The Sword Emperor raised a hand. “Hello, old lady.”
The Tower master did the same. “Wassup, man?” 
I laughed. “Shouldn’t you blush and say ‘W-who are you calling old lady!’ or cover one eye and ask, ‘What did you just say?’”
“Scream Sky, please note that what you just said is not normal. What kind of person do you think I am?”
She was indeed the goddess of fertility who had twenty-four children. Although I had no mother, this had to be how I would feel if my mom discovered the comic I was reading.
The Tower master sighed, her sleeves fluttering as she waved her hands around. “If you insist on using the word ‘normal,’ you should say it like this. ‘Don’t people usually meet in a more sacred and impactful way than this?’”
“I already know the answer to that one. This was where we should have met for the first time.”
I had already met the Tower Master several times. The impact was weaker than my first encounter with the Sword Emperor. Still, I thought it could have been a more formal meeting than just “Wassup, man.”
Just as I thought that, the Sword Emperor scratched his cheek. “This is our first time meeting face to face, right? My memories don’t need to be censored anymore, so I now remember that several Pillar meetings were held because of me.”
“If we don’t count the time you met my terminal in the Lion Realm[4] or the time I’ve always been by your side… If we only count the time we met face to face, then yes, that is right.”
“Would you like a drink?” he asked. 
“Is this really the first proposal made by the first people to set foot on the Absolute Heavenly Peak?” The Tower master laughed and snapped her fingers. “Not bad at all.”
A low table descended into the empty world, and the Sword Emperor pulled a porcelain liquor bottle from his robe. I was astonished.
“That liquor is at least one hundred forty years old, isn’t it?”
He shrugged. “Probably older. Time passes much faster where I come from.” 
“Mr. Sword Emperor… Have you ever heard of an expiration date? When I lived alone, I would open a can of tuna past its expiration date by several years and mix it with old ramen. You shouldn’t do that. It makes life feel quite miserable, you know…"
“Don’t you know that liquor gets better with age? Stop talking nonsense and get some snacks ready.” The Sword Emperor kicked me in the back as he took a seat.
“Ah, this is bothersome,” I complained as I stood up. “Are the Pillars not coming?”
“I didn’t summon them,” the Tower master answered. 
“Huh? Why not?”
“Well, most of the Pillars wouldn’t welcome you two, especially you, Scream Sky.”
I remembered how the Pillars except for the Mirage-Walking Princess had reacted when I defeated the Primordial Staff. I lit up my aura and laughed. “I do like annoying people.”
The Sword Emperor chuckled. “This weasel was born to annoy others.” 
The Tower master shook her head, laughing. “You’re also good at pouring oil on the fire he starts, aren’t you, Sword Emperor? 
“Now that I have a body and a mouth, maybe I’ll stay for a while and play by your side like I have been doing so far.”
I bowed. “I’m willing to recruit you to be the Death King Clan’s violence-instigating advisor.” 
I cooked fried egg rice with the aura I lit. When I thought about it, the eggs and rice were probably old, but since they had been stored in my somewhat crude magic pouch, they were probably safe. Besides, these guys couldn’t get food poisoning.
The Tower master prepared cups and bowls. “I didn’t come here just for you two. Finally, people have made it all the way to the Absolute Heavenly Peak. Shouldn’t I get to enjoy the moment?"
“Tower Master, I think you’ll still enjoy watching me and the Sword Emperor annoying the Pillars a lot,” I said. 
“Of course I will. I’ll probably get to watch that a lot in the future.” The Tower master smiled as she placed a cup before each of us. “Still, I want to relax and enjoy this moment for now.”
I finished cooking. After shaping the fried rice into fist-sized balls, I added a light drizzle of oyster sauce as a finishing touch. The Tower master seemed baffled by the fried egg rice ball.
“Do you eat rice balls when you drink alcohol, Scream Sky?” she asked. 
“Fried egg rice with oyster sauce is delicious.”
“Do you eat rice as a side dish for your liquor? I’m asking again because I think you didn’t hear me.”
I shrugged. “It’s savory and goes well with alcohol, especially with the sweet type, like rice wine or fruit wine. Mr. Sword Emperor, that liquor is unfiltered, right?”
“It’s distilled.”
“Even when you aren’t my Guardian anymore, you’re still the Sword Emperor, so you’re useless at important moments…”
The Sword Emperor packed a drop of liquor with his aura and shot it at me, nearly piercing my heart and sending me back in time. 
“How can you keep fighting before and after clearing the Absolute Heavenly Peak?” the Tower master scolded us.
“Tsk, tsk. Tower Master, life is an endless series of fights, you know?”
“Mr. Gong-Ja, please don’t try to rival Mr. Viper in that way. Pick up your cups.”
The Sword Emperor and I did just that.
The Tower Master poured wine into my cup first. “Great work.”
“Thank you.”

1. Koreans often eat fried chicken to celebrate something. ☜


2. This is satire based on the incident where a Korean rapper named Tablo was accused of having a fake diploma. Although Stanford, the university he graduated from, verified his graduation, a group called "We Demand Truth From Tablo" didn't believe it and kept demanding the truth. The incident is often used as an example to show how blind a witch hunt can be. ☜


3.  Although they have been granted more freedom now, Korean soldiers, who are doing their mandatory military service, used to have almost no source of entertainment. Playing soccer or any sport using a ball used to be their primary source of entertainment. ☜


4. Ja Su-Jeong. ☜



Translator's Thoughts

    Chapter 400: Sss-Class Revival Hunter (2)

    
      When my cup was full, I took the bottle and poured liquor into the Tower master’s cup.
    

    
      “Scream Sky, the seat of a Pillar is waiting for you. Or have you changed your mind about that?” she asked. 
    

    
      “No. I also still want to become the master of the Tower.”
    

    
      “Hmmm. Yes, all new employees aim to become the CEO of their company. It’s a good goal,” the Tower master said, looking at the liquor pouring in her cup. ”Just be careful not to give up on that goal. Among the Pillars’ portfolios, you’ve just taken the underworld. If you wish to challenge me, Scream Sky, you have to seize all the Pillars’ domains.”
    

    
      The cups were all filled. I set down the bottle. “What domains do the other Pillars hold?”
    

    
      “That’s something you will learn in time. Enthusiasm is good, but talking about work at a welcome party only kills the mood."
    

    
      “You’re right.” 
    

    
      I raised the cup that the Tower master had filled for me, and she raised the cup I had filled for her.
    

    
      I smiled. “Just wait.” 
    

    
      She answered, “I’ll wait.”
    

    
      The cups clinked, making a clear sound. On the rippling surface of the liquor, our reflections smiled. I brought the cup to my lips and drank. Cold at first, the liquor felt like it set a fire in my blood after it passed my throat. 
    

    
      The sense of fulfillment, relief, and anticipation for tomorrow filled me. I received no messages, but I realized that I was now a Pillar and was officially in charge of the Tower’s underworld. While I was lost in that afterglow, the Tower master poured liquor into the Sword Emperor’s cup as well.
    

    
      “Thank you for coming.”
    

    
      “No problem.” 
    

    
      The Sword Emperor took the bottle and filled her cup before setting it back on the tray. They clinked their full cups and drank. 
    

    
      After exhaling deeply, the Tower master said, “Scream Sky has received the seat of a Pillar that had been waiting for him.”
    

    
      “Congratulations, Gong-Ja. You’ve joined a big company as an executive.”
    

    
      “Sword Emperor, nothing was promised to you.” She looked at him. The purple surface of the mirror reflected him. “What do you want?”
    

    
      “Nothing in particular,” the Sword Emperor answered plainly. “If there’s any difference between the Tower and a mountain, it would be whether someone built it or not, but both are the same for the one who reached the top. Don’t you think so?”
    

    
      He picked up the liquor bottle and filled her cup again. “I should head down now. Give me permission to leave the Tower.”
    

    
      The Tower master flinched. “Ah, so you’re really going to ask me that…” 
    

    
      “You knew that was what I was going to ask you?”
    

    
      “From the beginning, you entered the Tower to have a drink with me.” 
    

    
      Purple breaths piled up on the white peak. 
    

    
      “I’m very possessive. I don’t want to lose a grain of the treasures I hold. Even if their skin and flesh rot, and even if their bones crumble down to dust and the dust mixes with the soil, I wish for all those to happen within my box.”
    

    
      I had also noticed this when I learned that the Tower had an underworld.
    

    
      The Tower master took a sip of the wine that was poured for her and looked down. “Even if that is who I am… I can’t put a leash on a warrior.”
    

    
      The cup hid the lower part of the Tower master’s face. Compared to the time she had told me about the Pillars’ domains, she seemed weak and lonely. This sight was oddly familiar to me.
    

    
      
        Ah.
      
    

    
      She looked like my orphanage director as he watched me and other kids leaving the orphanage. In hindsight, Ja Su-Jeong from The Story of the City of Ascension: Side Story had the same look on her face as she bid me farewell. Maybe all parents who sent their children away shared the same look.
    

    
      The Sword Emperor, who had drained his cup in one gulp, tapped my head lightly with his large hand. “I’ll come visit sometimes. I should meet Gray in his garden. If he mopes again, I should kick his ass too.”
    

    
      “I don’t mope…”
    

    
      Ignoring my grumbling, the Sword Emperor looked back at the Tower master. “I’ll visit every now and then and drink with you, so don’t worry.”
    

    
      “Yes,” the Tower master replied. Her face showed that she was trying to suppress her loneliness. “Please come visit.”
    

    
      She had recruited countless worlds within the box known as the Tower and watched even more lives and deaths. Still, even for her, farewells always stung. 
    

    
      I thought of my fox god. While I had been climbing the ninetieth floor and onward, my fox god, who had disappeared with the Mirage-Walking Princess and Snakey, would also be dying from loneliness until I came back.
    

    
      The Gray Spider, the Sword Emperor beside me now, Teacher, and even Raviel—their worst enemy wasn’t someone stronger. It was the realization that they were alone. The only sword that could hurt even the strongest was loneliness. Deep in my heart, I could feel that even the Tower master struggled against that sword.
    

    
      I looked down while the Tower master looked up. Looking at her face still tinged with loneliness, I remembered the time I had said my thank you long ago.
    

    
      “Thank you. Because you built this Tower, we were able to come this far.  I could have become like someone else. The Sword Emperor wasn’t the only special one. Estelle didn’t have to become the Demon King. Hwia didn’t build a flawed nation. Kim Yul wasn’t born wrong. Teacher… Teacher didn’t have to die a pointless death. Raviel is happier. Sylvia is happy without hurting others. Anastasha can smile more sincerely now. The Paladin can seek justice without killing anyone. Bambolina isn’t a monster that no one can understand. Rao fan…”
    

    
      Each name flooded my mind like rain. Every word overflowing from my heart and leaking out of my mouth referred to people I had met. I…
    

    
      “General Sarbas Aegim. Hamustra. My fox god. The First Wave. My orphanage director. Yoo Soo-Ha…”
    

    
      I…
    

    
      “We weren’t born wrong.” I bowed as I filled the Tower master’s cup. “Because you built this Tower, all of this could be proven.”
    

    
      The liquor overflowed from the cup. My face was reflected in the spilled liquor on the tray. Soon, it no longer reflected anything. Tears falling down my chin had disrupted the calm surface.
    

    
      “Thank you, Mother,” I said to the Tower master before turning to the Sword Emperor. “Thank you, Brother. I’m glad I could meet both of you.”
    

    
      Silence filled the air. 
    

    
      “Hm. Hmm.” 
    

    
      The Tower master was the one who broke the silence. With her arms crossed and head lowered, she murmured, “I’m glad!”
    

    
      Her face lit up as brightly as the sun in the Sword Emperor’s flower field. I felt a hand on my forehead. 
    

    
      In a voice matching the warmth of the hand, the Sword Emperor said, “Contact me anytime.”
    

    
      “Okay.” I wiped my eyes and nodded. “I will.”
    

    
      Time passed. We shared a few more cups of liquor. By the time the fried rice was gone, the liquor bottle was empty, too.
    

    
      “Then…”
    

    
      “Yes.”
    

    
      The Sword Emperor and I rose from our seats. The Tower master did not. Just as when she had been drinking, she remained seated because this was her home and her place. She gazed at us with her hands clasped together.
    

    
      “May luck be with you.”
    

    
      She saw us off.
    

    
      ***
    

    
      There was not much to talk about what happened afterward. I was now a Pillar, but I didn’t start working right away. Even I had to take a break every now and then. I felt a little bad for those souls who had waited for me to get to the hundredth floor, but I hoped they could wait a little longer. I wanted to meet the people who were still alive and waiting for me first.
    

    
      The Primordial Staff laughed dryly in disbelief about how I was slacking off on the first day of becoming a Pillar. I jokingly asked how she was going to endure eternity with me if she was already dumbstruck by what I was doing. She just sighed.
    

    
      I parted ways with the Sword Emperor, who received permission to leave the Tower. Surprisingly, this leave applied to all the realms where a Tower was built. It meant that he could head not only to the Ten Thousand Sword Realm, where he had been born, but also to my modern-day Earth, outside the Tower of the Gray Spider’s world, and even the world where the Tower master had been born.
    

    
      The Sword Emperor had mentioned that he had started seeing me as a rival after what had happened on the tenth floor. When we parted ways, he said he would eventually go to the Tower master’s world to challenge the Absolute Sword Duchess, the strongest swordswoman across all realms, according to what the Mirage-Walking Princess had told the Sword Star.
    

    
      It looked like it would take a long time before the Sword Emperor could put the plan into action. After being stuck on the ninety-ninth floor for so long, the Sword Emperor had a lot of things to take care of. 
    

    
      First, he was going to visit his homeland to meet the people he had left behind. After that, he would come to Babylon, the first floor of my Tower, to meet the Sword Star and drink with him. If there were others he had been watching over, he would drink with them, too. Once he was done with all that, he would come to my flower garden to meet the Gray Spider. 
    

    
      Only then would he start his trip to the Tower master’s world. I would be lying if I said I wasn’t envious of how free the Sword Emperor was. But just as he made his choice, I made mine, so I had the duty to live my life.
    

    
      I talked with my friends. Okay, I should be more honest. I never imagined I would be cursed so much in my life. Well… actually, I had expected it. I deserved all the curses for making them wait so long and worrying them. This was also part of the duty that came with living my life.
    

    
      Still, hearing all those curses almost broke my spirit a little, but I calmed down after touching the fluffy fur of my fox god, who had quietly shown up. Though I would rather not talk about how my fox god had also almost bitten my finger off.
    

    
      While talking with my friends, I shared what I had been through. They also told me what had happened to them while I was gone. Because we had seen and lived so much while I had been climbing the ninetieth floor and onward, things were sorted out sooner than we thought. 
    

    
      Snakey, brought out by my fox god, seemed to have gained more divinity while I was away, growing big enough to be an anaconda. Regardless of everything, my fox god seemed to have helped Snakey by sharing some of the secrets that only they knew. I was grateful for how things turned out.
    

    
      Once things were sorted out and the topic of what we should do was brought up, a press conference was planned, following Anastasha’s suggestion. I agreed to follow the advice of my friend, who was wiser than me.
    

    
      “That is all.”
    

    
      I addressed most of what had happened to the reporters watching me beyond the projector screen. I hid and omitted what had to be concealed and cut out, but I still had talked for quite some time. The reporters would probably have no shortage of news to cover for a while. Whether that was a joy or a burden for them, I couldn’t tell. Still, if it was the former, they could act happier about it. I was willing to answer all the questions that were brought up during the conference.
    

    
      —What do you plan to do now?
    

    
      I looked up and saw the reporters looking at me. Their cameras were on me, and I looked straight at them, thinking of the many people who were watching me.
    

    
      “What will I do now?”
    

    
      First, I planned to enjoy life by spending time with Raviel. That was my plan for the future, without a single trace of falsehood. However, I didn’t say that. Beyond those cameras, there was surely someone sitting in a small room, just as I had once done.
    

    
      Someone would be watching me on TV and looking at me with the same face I used to gaze at the Fire Emperor on the screen. There were things I wished the Fire Emperor had said to me back then. Of course, the Fire Emperor from that time had never said such things in any interview. 
    

    
      Now, I knew it wasn’t something to hate him over. The Fire Emperor had lived like the Fire Emperor and spoke in a way that fit him. If there was something I wanted to hear, I should say it myself.
    

    
      “Hmm.”
    

    
      The words that my thirty-three-year-old self had wanted to hear, the words I wished my idol had told me…
    

    
      “I’m going to live through today.”
    

    
      That, too, was my plan for the future, without a single trace of falsehood.
    

    
      —The end of SSS Class Revival Hunter—
    

    

    
      Translator's Thoughts
      
        
          Namu
        
      

      
        Wow, it always feels super weird after ending a novel.
      

      
        What… should I say… 
      

      
        SSS is the novel that made me experience and think a lot. A lot more than before. 
      

      
        Like a typical shy, bookworm kid that can be commonly seen in school, I secretly wished to be the protagonist of my own life, but life has a way of telling people that a protagonist is fictional and I’m just one of the leaves floating on a river. 
      

      
        It sometimes felt very overwhelming, and I just wanted to sink deep into that river. Still, life shows me that some people are willing to dive into the river, fish me out, and dry me under the sunlight. Is that you, Amethyst?
      

      
        When I see that, the life of a leaf bookmark may not be so bad, and it’s worth waking up the next day and making an effort. 
      

      
        No amount of fancy words will be enough to express my gratitude to you all. 
      

      
        I hope that this novel has also been a chance to let you know that it’s okay to be just a leaf.
      

      
        Until next time. 
      

      

      
        
          Murasak
        
      

      
        I didn’t edit this novel from the very beginning, but the story and the characters grew on me nonetheless. I did feel like I crashed Gong-Ja and Raviel’s wedding when I joined the team, though. 
      

      
        At times I was so hooked with the story that I briefly forgot I wasn’t here just to read all the chapters in advance, lol. It feels weird to say goodbye, but I think this is a good spot to end things. I’m also a big fan of the round number (exactly 400 chapters in total. Impressive!). 
      

      
        The novel may be over, but I hope these characters will stay with you like they stayed with me. You know what they say, the hardest part of ending is starting again. Onward to the next novel!
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